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ABSTRACT 

Composition, Rhetoric, and Literacies in Architecture Studio Classes 

Elizabeth G. Allan 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2009 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Eli C. Goldblatt 

 

This qualitative ethnographic study investigates the multimodal literacy practices and 

rhetorical strategies of undergraduate architecture students and studio professors in the first-

year, third-year, and fifth-year studio classes of a five-year B.Arch. program. As they assume 

the disciplinary identity of architects, students develop studio ethos, a network of discipline-

specific practices and values shaped by studio culture. Data was gathered through field 

observations, interviews, collection of textual artifacts, and photographs documenting 

students’ visual work and presentations. Using a constant comparative analysis approach, I 

identify similarities between the design studio pedagogy practiced by the studio professors in 

this study, sophistic rhetorical pedagogy, and the pedagogy of multiliteracies developed by 

the New London Group of multimodal literacy theorists. 

Analysis of the data reveals a shifting relationship between verbal and visual 

literacies across the arc of the program. First, verbal literacy practices scaffold the 

development of discipline-specific visual literacies as novice students produce, translate, and 

synthesize knowledge by working iteratively across multiple modes. Then, the visual 

displaces the verbal as students present design arguments to an architectural audience. At the 

same time, verbal peer critique and presentations to non-architects require an increased 
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rhetorical awareness. Finally, the verbal and visual are realigned according to disciplinary 

values in the fifth-year students’ formal design thesis papers and independent thesis projects. 

A rhetorical analysis of the architects’ practices reveals a conceptual connection to 

three components of sophistic rhetorical pedagogy: meletē, the belief in the transformative 

power of iterative practice through agonistic encounters; kairos, the sense of appropriate and 

timely response; and mētis, a flexible, cunning intelligence. I theorize that the relationship 

between multimodal literacy and rhetoric hinges on the interplay of modal affordances (what 

a particular mode can and cannot convey) and the available means of persuasion (rhetorical 

exigencies determined by cultural values). I argue that understanding the academic 

multimodal and rhetorical practices of a visually-based discipline can enhance how new 

media texts are composed and deployed in composition and rhetoric and literacy studies. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION: SITUATING THE STUDY 

 
 

The undergraduate architecture studio class is a unique, collaborative space within the 

university. In the studio, students simultaneously acquire discipline-specific literacies, 

develop rhetorical competencies, and learn to compose, present, and critically evaluate 

multimodal texts. I investigate the architecture studio as a site of multimodal inquiry and 

rhetorical education. This project begins to answer Kathleen Blake Yancey’s call for radical 

change in composition pedagogy at the 2004 Conference on College Composition and 

Communication (CCCC). In her multimodal Chair’s address, “Made Not Only in Words: 

Composition in a New Key,” Yancey (2004) acknowledged the rich history composition has 

had as a discipline and profession and the innovative work being done by leaders in the field, 

but she issued this challenge: 

Our model of teaching composing . . . (still) embodies the narrow and the 
singular in its emphasis on a primary and single human relationship: the writer 
in relation to the teacher. . . . [T]he classroom writer is not a member of a 
collaborative group with a common project linked to the world at large and 
delivered in multiple genres and media, but a singular person writing over and 
over again—to the teacher. (pp. 309-310) 
 

I did not, alas, hear this call in person. When Yancey delivered her multimodal address, I had 

not yet begun my doctoral studies. I had only a dim view of what the 4C’s was, let alone the 

disciplinary conversation that I was about to enter. However, I had already begun to question 

the model of teaching composition that Yancey describes—the only one I knew—through my 

experiences as an adjunct and contingent faculty instructor teaching writing to students in a 

variety of design-based fields. 
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These student designers and their professors, some of whom are architects, 

profoundly influenced my decision to pursue a Ph.D. focused on composition and rhetoric. 

The traditional print-based model of writing and one-size-fits-all academic literacy that I had 

to offer them, gleaned from my own experiences as a student and my training in English 

education, was simply inadequate and ineffective in their disciplinary context. Because I 

could see some underlying similarities between writing and design that my students could 

not, I improvised. I borrowed some strategies from my informal observation of their design 

processes, but I needed a more theoretically grounded alternative than my ad hoc bag of 

teaching tricks. The search for a more flexible theoretical model of writing led me back to 

graduate school. I knew that I had indeed found my niche when I read in the published 

version of her speech that Yancey, too, had been influenced in her teaching practices by 

watching architects use PowerPoint as a “new space for drafting ideas,” practicing a “new 

composition [that] includes rhetoric and is about literacy” (2004, pp. 319-320). As a visually-

based discipline, architecture de-centers writing and speaking. Yet these verbal modes have 

important functions in the context of studio pedagogy. Unlike the solitary student writer that 

Yancey described in her Chair’s address, the architecture student in the studio environment is 

engaged in collaborative inquiry carried out in visual, verbal, digital, and kinesthetic modes 

and directed toward addressing social conditions through design. This makes the studio an 

ideal space to investigate the relationship between multimodality and rhetoric. 

My work as a teacher, a scholar, and a researcher has followed a trajectory that 

parallels the direction Yancey established for the field in her 2004 Chair’s address: to expand 

the definition of writing beyond just print to include new media texts, to infuse Writing 

Across the Curriculum / Writing in the Disciplines programs and First Year Writing 
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programs with rhetoric and multimodality, to develop a curriculum—even a writing and 

rhetoric major—that embraces multiple literacies. I bring to this work a commitment to 

cross-disciplinary collaboration and a passion for teaching that always leads me back to 

pedagogy. For me, pedagogy must be grounded in data-driven research (both qualitative and 

quantitative) and in actual practice, as well as in theory. Even when I was a first-year 

doctoral student, there was never any doubt that my dissertation project would be a 

qualitative ethnographic study that focused on the intersection of composition, rhetoric, and 

literacies in the context of the studio. 

“How Can You Draw Without Examples?”: The Scholars I Carry Around with Me 

In the context of studio culture, students are encouraged to surround themselves with 

visual examples: to pin other architects’ drawings up above their desks, to visit each other’s 

workstations and watch each other draw, to carry books of professional drawings around with 

them. It is in this spirit that I offer a brief review of the work of scholars in the fields of 

composition, rhetoric, and literacy studies who have informed my thinking and my approach 

to this study. British scholar Peter Medway has written extensively about the communication 

practices of architects in the workplace (Medway P., 1996a; 1996b; Medway P., & Clark, B., 

2003) and the role of writing and rhetoric in advanced architectural education (Medway, P., 

2000a, 2000b). Medway’s (2000b) case study of one fifth-year undergraduate student’s 

writing practices focuses on the student’s design thesis project, the formal written component 

of which is a two-page précis. In this study, Medway argues that “a written text may answer 

short-term, ephemeral needs” for the architect but will “lose all its value once its content has 

been retrieved and used” (2000b, p. 96). Medway approaches architects’ writing and graphic 
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communication practices from a semiotic perspective. His argument that architects develop 

“a distinctive disciplinary and professional identity” (Medway, p., 2002, p. 146), and his 

analysis of advanced architecture students’ sketchbooks as “a place in which being an 

architect can be worked at” (Medway, P., 2002, p. 147) were central to my initial pilot study, 

which provided deep background for this dissertation project. Similarly, John Ackerman and 

Scott Oates (1996) take a semiotic approach to workplace communication in architecture 

firms and academic communication at the graduate level of architectural education. They 

define architecture as a rhetorical practice and investigate the socialization of architecture 

graduate students into the disciplinary culture of architecture. Ackerman’s (2003) case study 

of Marty, “one of the few women students who entered the Graduate School of Architecture 

at Utah in 1993,” included interviews with design professors who “emphasized intellectual 

flexibility and designed problems that . . . . were deliberately vague and abstract in nature in 

order to promote flexibility and acuity” (p. 103). Ackerman’s work piqued my interest in 

design professors’ pedagogical strategies and how those strategies shape students’ rhetorical 

and professional development. 

At the other end of the academic spectrum, Peter Smagorinsky’s studies of 

architecture students at the high school level demonstrate a Vygotskian approach to research 

design and data analysis, which emphasizes the importance of setting and context 

(Smagorinsky, P., Pettis, V., & Reed, P., 2004; Smagorinsky, P., Cook, L. S., & Reed, P. M., 

2005; Smagorinsky, P., Zoss, M., & Reed, P. M., 2006). Although I have not followed 

Smagorinsky’s research methodology, his edited collection, Vygotskian Perspectives on 

Literacy Research (Lee, C. D., & Smagorinsky, P., 2000), has informed my own research 

practices and alerted me to watch for the kinds of site-specific contextual and social 
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conditions that mediate learning, particularly in a collaborative environment. My own project 

addresses the middle space between Smagorinsky’s secondary-level cohort and Medway’s 

and Ackerman and Oates’s advanced/graduate-level and professional-level cohort. I situate 

my study in a five-year undergraduate architecture program leading to a B.Arch. degree, 

which prepares students to enter the profession as apprentice architects without completing a 

master’s degree first. As apprentice architects, they will then work under the supervision of 

experienced architects as part of their required practical preparation for the profession’s 

licensure exam, which will qualify them as registered, practicing architects. 

While Medway, Ackerman and Oates, and Smagorinsky have focused their research 

on architectural composition practices, the broader concept of design has been the focus of 

scholarly study for rhetoricians. Richard Buchanan (2001) asserts that design and rhetoric 

share a similar history. From a philosophical standpoint, Buchanan views design as a 

rhetorical practice, but he subordinates the visual to the verbal in his discussion of design 

arguments. Buchanan suggests that a rhetorical approach to the study of design would be 

beneficial for both disciplines: “rhetoricians may be able to make a contribution in 

understanding [the process of design decision-making] since they are particularly skilled with 

argumentation under conditions of uncertainty and ambiguity” (p. 198). Conversely, he 

argues, rhetoricians can “reflect on the significance of design for our understanding of 

rhetoric” in order to “help us relate words and things in a new way” (p. 203). While he sees 

design and rhetoric as distinct from one another, Buchanan’s work lays a philosophical 

foundation for considering rhetoric and design as analogous practices. My own work takes 

ethnographic study of architectural practices as its starting point for discovering the rhetorical 

nature of design and points to a different visual/verbal relationship in design arguments. 
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In contrast to Buchanan, rhetorician David Kaufer has argued for a “philosophical 

justification of rhetoric as a productive design art” (Kaufer & Butler, 1996, p. xvii). Kaufer’s 

project “reconceives” a classical theory of rhetoric to posit a “modularized theory of 

rhetorical design” (Kaufer & Butler, 1996, p. 57). He differentiates himself from Buchanan, 

who, Kaufer says, “relates the broad multimodal context of design thinking to rhetoric” 

(Kaufer & Butler, 1996, p. 8). Kaufer is only interested in “what words alone bring to the 

mix,” (Kaufer & Butler, 1996, p. 9). He views the rise of new media as a threat to rhetoric 

and composition because it “calls into question both the status and the survival of 

professionals in the communication industry who see [print] texts as their primary media and 

words as the tool of their trade” (Kaufer & Butler, 2000, p. 8). Kaufer’s later work focuses on 

implementing his theory of “rhetoric as design” through computer science and cognitive 

linguistics (Kaufer, Ishizaki, Butler, & Collins, 2004). Kaufer claims rhetoric as a productive 

design art, but by bracketing off multimodality, he excludes new media texts—which are 

design products. I align myself more closely with Buchanan, as my project examines the 

rhetorical practices of designers and the multimodal texts they produce. 

In the early stages of my thinking about the relationship between writing and design, I 

was influenced by Mike Sharples’s (1999) How We Write: Writing as Creative Design. 

Sharples examines the writing process through the lenses of cognitive psychology, media 

theory, and social constructionism. He compares the writing process to the design process as 

described by architect and psychologist Bryan Lawson (1990) in How Designers Think. In 

his treatment of writing as a design process, Sharples mentions classical rhetoric only briefly 

as the “first and greatest design language for writing” (p. 65) and a “useful template” for 

structuring arguments (p. 66). Although my own work has taken a different path, through 
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literacy studies and rhetoric, Sharples’s emphasis on the “cycle of engagement and 

reflection” (p. 7), his chapter on “Writing Images” (pp. 129-150), and his discussion of 

writing as a collaborative practice (pp.168-186) resonate with the multimodal composing 

processes of the architects in my study. In my pre-doctoral program writing classes, I 

introduced some of Sharples’s ideas to my design students in very small doses as a way to 

bridge the gap that they experienced between design and writing. Now, I locate myself in a 

different camp than Sharples within the field of composition and rhetoric, but revisiting his 

work has given me a renewed appreciation for the diversity and breadth of our field. 

In literacy studies, Harvey Graff (1995) has traced the history of multiple literacies 

back to Renaissance painters, sculptors, and architects: “Living with their masters, such 

artists obviously emphasized the visual. Although they surely had uses of the alphabetic, it 

was not primary in their forms of expression” (p. 161). Graff prefigured the rise of 

multimodal literacy theory when he introduced the plurality of literacy as “the mixing and 

intricately interrelating variety of media, or communicative modes” (p. 163). Although his 

own interest is primarily in traditional print or alphabetic literacy, Graff argues that “its 

understanding and interpretation can be achieved only with the appreciation of the other 

important modes, especially the oral and aural and the visual” (p. 163, original emphasis).  

Graff’s work raised the problem of terminology that has continued to be a thorny issue in our 

field. I am grateful to Cynthia Selfe and Gail Hawisher (2004) for their lucid explication of 

the various positions held by leaders in the field on how to negotiate the problem of naming 

and the attendant assumptions that are revealed by one’s choices. Selfe and Hawisher claim 

literacy as an important term: 
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We couple the concept of literacy with technology although recognizing the 
unease with which some scholars view the proliferation of terms like visual 
literacy, digital literacy, media literacy, and so forth. . . . [W]e endorse linking 
literacy with words such as technological, digital, electronic, as well as the all 
encompassing literacies of technology. We believe that by naming these 
abilities literacies, we signal the enormous importance they hold for 
functioning in today’s literate world. (p. 1, n1) 
 

In contrast, as Selfe and Hawisher point out, scholars such as Anne Wysocki and Johndan 

Johnson-Eilola (1999) reject the term literacy because they argue that its use perpetuates the 

belief that the ability to read and write alphabetic texts is “a basic, neutral, contextless set of 

skills” that can function as “an easy cure for economic and social and political pain” (p. 355). 

Similarly, Gunther Kress (2003) sees literacy as a misleading term that is rooted in Western 

assumptions. He reserves its use for discussions about “[making] messages using letters” (p. 

23). While acknowledging these dissenting opinions, Selfe and Hawisher align themselves 

with James Gee (2003), who uses the term multimodal literacy. Gee argues that “in the 

modern world, print literacy is not enough. People need to be literate in a great variety of 

semiotic domains” (p. 19). In Selfe and Hawisher’s view, Gee’s approach “extends the reach 

of literacy” (Selfe & Hawisher, 2004, p. 2, n1). 

Like Selfe and Hawisher and Gee, I acknowledge the plurality of literacies by using 

specific identifying markers—visual literacy, print literacy—and by referring to multiple 

literacies. I distinguish between mode-specific literacies and the popular use of the term 

literacy coupled with content knowledge, such as “religious literacy.” That said, I view 

modality itself as being culturally determined, so that what might be seen as a medium in one 

sociopolitical or academic culture has the potential to become a mode in another. This view is 
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consistent with multimodal literacy theorists’ definition of mode,1 as I will discuss in Chapter 

2. Kress (2008) has recently argued that multimodality “brings all the modes into a single 

frame” (p. 91). Although he would disagree with my terminology, I argue that multimodality, 

therefore, brings all of the attendant literacies of the multiple modes used into that single 

frame. This becomes a problem of pedagogy when the goal is to isolate a particular modal 

literacy for discipline-specific development, as is the case in architecture. For this reason, it 

became necessary to disarticulate what I had originally thought of as the multimodal literacy 

practices of novice architecture students in order to focus on what was happening in two 

distinct modes: the visual and the verbal. Selfe (2004) offers a “working definition” of visual 

literacy as applied to popular visual forms, such as photography and film (p. 69). She defines 

visual literacy as “the ability to read, understand, value, and learn from visual materials . . . 

as well as the ability to create, combine, and use visual elements (e.g. colors, forms, lines, 

images) and messages for the purpose of communicating” (p. 69). I follow Selfe’s definition 

as a model for the characteristics of the discipline-specific visual literacy found in the 

architecture studio. That is, I view the receptive and productive components of multiple 

literacies as critical for full participation in disciplinary culture. Thus, an architect must learn 

both to produce and to read discipline-specific visual texts in order to be visually literate. 

Although Deborah Brandt (2001) reserves the term literacy exclusively for the 

reading and writing of alphabetic texts, her theory of “literacy sponsorship” (p. 198) is deeply 

                                                 
1 Note that, despite Kress’s opposition to the term literacy, the original New London 

Group theorists (including Kress and Gee), who first presented their theory using the term 
multiliteracies, and their intellectual descendents (e.g. Carey Jewitt) are described in the 
literature as multimodal literacy theorists. Literacy is, indeed, a vexed term. 
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embedded in my project. Brandt defines “sponsors of literacy” as “any agents, local or 

distant, concrete or abstract, who enable support, teach, and model, as well as recruit, 

regulate, suppress, or withhold, literacy—and gain advantage by it in some way” (p. 19). 

Brandt’s theory is particularly useful because it acknowledges the negative forces of 

sponsorship—regulation, suppression, and withholding—as well as the positive forces that 

encourage literacy development. In the multimodal context of the studio, verbal literacy is 

negatively sponsored in order to positively sponsor the development of visual literacy. 

Although I have not cited Brandt in my analysis, her theory permeates my understanding of 

how literacies are acquired and suppressed. Also, along with Selfe and Hawisher (2004), 

Brandt’s analysis of the economic, sociopolitical, cultural, and institutional contexts in which 

all forms of literacy are situated has taught me to pay attention to multiple levels of 

sponsorship operating simultaneously, and often for conflicting purposes. These insights 

have guided my analysis throughout this project. 

Finally, I have come to think of two theorists as being always in my peripheral vision, 

whether or not I consciously cite them in my text: Vygotsky and Bakhtin. I turn to Bakhtin 

from time to time in my analysis when I have found his concepts particularly useful in 

accounting for what I observed in studio practice. Here, though, I would like to acknowledge 

that Bakhtin’s (1981) “centripetal and centrifugal forces” (pp. 270-272) are at work no less in 

the language of architecture than they are in the language of literature. On the one hand, the 

centripetal forces of convention seek to unify architectural expression in accordance with the 

dominant disciplinary culture. On the other hand, centrifugal forces are evident in 

individuality of expression and the heteroglossic, hybrid nature of architectural texts, as my 

analysis will demonstrate. 
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As I have alluded in my discussion of Smagorinsky’s work, a Vygotskian perspective 

on learning is central to my approach. Like Paul Prior (1996), I designed my study 

specifically to observe how novice students acquire literacy practices that later will become 

second nature as the students are socialized into the disciplinary culture. Vygotsky (1978) 

calls such well-established practices “fossilized behaviors” (p. 63), and he argues that the 

“mechanized” nature of these practices make them more difficult to understand as processes 

(p. 64). In addition, Vygotsky’s theory of the “zone of proximal development” [zpd], or the 

“notion that what children can do with the assistance of others might be in some sense even 

more indicative of their mental development than what they can do alone” (p. 85) has 

informed my analysis of the collaborative nature of studio pedagogy. Vygotsky’s zpd is the 

underlying theoretical concept behind scaffolding, a term that has become commonplace in 

education to describe the way learning is supported through modeling, sequenced 

assignments, and collaboration. Vygotsky emphasizes the social nature of learning: 

[A]n essential feature of learning is that it creates a zone of proximal 
development; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental 
processes that are able to operate only when a child is interacting with people 
in his environment and in cooperation with his peers.” (p. 90) 

 
Vygotskian approaches to learning are embedded in the collaborative learning practices of 

the studio, whether or not the studio professors are conversant with Vygotsky’s work. The 

New London Group’s (1996) “pedagogy of multiliteracies” traces its theoretical roots back to 

Vygotsky as well, through M. A. K. Halliday’s semiotic theory. In addition to these 

formative examples—the composition, rhetoric, and literacy scholars and theorists I carry 

around with me—I will introduce specific theorists and researchers in each chapter to frame 

my analysis of specific sets of data. 
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“Figur[ing] Out How to Ask the Right Questions about What You’re Doing”:  

Establishing a Research Focus 

Architecture studio education brings together two areas of interest to the field of 

composition and rhetoric: the production and evaluation of multimodal texts and the need to 

make multimodal arguments in a variety of rhetorical situations. These two conditions of the 

studio environment prompted my overarching theoretical question: What is the relationship 

between multimodal literacy and rhetoric? As I entered the research field to begin the data 

collection cycle for this dissertation study, I brought with me a base of knowledge about 

studio culture grounded in my previous experiences as a teacher and writing tutor who had 

worked closely with design students and as a novice researcher conducting pilot studies 

during coursework. I knew, for example, that architects speak of having their own “studio 

culture.” Studio culture varies from one institution to another, even from one studio to 

another. It involves a network of practices that one architect in my study referred to as 

“studio ethos.” I had begun to identify those practices through observation and analysis in my 

pilot studies, so in this study, I intended to continue this line of inquiry. My goal was to 

consider how studio ethos develops across the arc of studio education from the first to the 

third to the fifth year. I knew, also, that the routine pedagogical practices of informal and 

formal critique expose architecture students to a variety of rhetorical situations. Therefore, I 

wanted to explore how the studio environment functions as a rhetorical space and how 

rhetorical competencies are developed there. Finally, I understand the texts, artifacts, and 

performances of architecture studio to be multimodal in nature. That is, they combine visual 

and verbal and kinesthetic practices in ways that do not privilege print literacy in the same 
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way that texts and presentations do in writing classes—even when those texts are considered 

to be new media texts, such as PowerPoint presentations. Therefore, my intention was to 

observe how architects’ multimodal texts and performances are produced and received in the 

studio environment. 

Composition researcher Beverly Moss (1992) argues, “While an ethnographer may 

begin with a set of research questions, new questions should emerge and old questions be 

reshaped as data are collected and analyzed” (p. 157). I refined my questions as the study 

evolved in response to the data that I was collecting and the studio-specific conditions of 

each research site. In the first-year studio, I began to track how visual modes and verbal 

modes of communication were being used for distinct rhetorical purposes. I noticed early on 

that the first-year students had very different attitudes toward time than their more 

experienced peers. The first-year students became attached to their work and were resistant to 

revising at the conceptual level as they moved through a series of sequenced assignments. 

Therefore, I began to pay more attention to the first-year students’ comments and behaviors 

that indicated their level of commitment to the time-consuming, iterative work of the studio. 

In the third-year studios, group projects introduced a different layer of rhetorical 

complexity to studio interactions. I followed two third-year studios, each of which had a 

project that required them to consider the needs and values of the communities that their 

design interventions would serve. The students were designing for users whose cultural 

values and expectations were very different from their own. As I observed the third-year 

studio professors’ interactions with their students, I began to think of them as coaching their 

students in a practice I named designing rhetorically. The third-year students were given 

more freedom than their less experienced peers to manage their own ways of working. With 
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this freedom came the responsibility for making design process decisions: when to model, 

when to draw, whether to use digital or analog practices. I began to focus my attention on the 

specific rhetorical and process-related problems that the third-year students were facing. 

Finally, the fifth-year students were developing their thesis projects through the 

architectural practices that had become second nature for them. However, they faced two 

new challenges: managing their own time and developing a formal thesis paper in 

conjunction with their visual design work. The significance of their rhetorical, multimodal 

performances at review for outside professional critics intensified as they approached the 

transition from being students to being young professional architects. These issues guided my 

research focus in the fifth-year studio. At the same time, I was interested in investigating how 

literacy practices and rhetorical competencies developed across the arc of the five-year 

program. This meant that whenever I saw something of particular interest in one cohort, I 

began to look for it in the other two. I used my research journal, analytical memos, informal 

interviews, and formal presentations of my work-in-progress to sift through my data as it was 

accumulating. As I began to understand the research context more fully, my research focus 

evolved. 

Paul Prior’s (1998) account of his research process in Writing/Disciplinarity, a project 

that began as his doctoral dissertation, was extremely helpful to me as I faced many of the 

same challenges that he describes. In particular, I followed his lead in proposing papers for 

several conferences during my data collection cycle and while I was analyzing the data and 

writing the dissertation. These intermediate deadlines were invaluable because I periodically 

analyzed whatever data I had accumulated, identified emerging themes, and worked out 

arguments that I tested with real audiences at diverse professional conferences. Through this 
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iterative process, I found myself enacting the processes of design research that I was 

observing. Like Prior, who turned the lens of activity theory, his analytical frame, on his own 

research design in Writing/Disciplinarity (pp. 288-311), I have come to view my approach to 

research through the lenses of multimodal literacy theory and rhetorical analysis. In doing so, 

I have discovered parallels between my own research process and the process of the 

designers I have been observing, just as Prior found similarities between the texts of the 

students he studied and his own research design protocols as texts. Thus, the advice that 

Lynn,2 a studio professor, gave to her students as she encouraged them to persist in the 

iterative cycle of inquiry by “thinking through making” seems equally pertinent to my own 

process of developing a research focus through informal and formal writing and through 

preparing multimodal PowerPoint presentations for conferences. Lynn describes the process 

of developing a design argument this way: 

A lot of times you find it in the way that you put it down on paper or that you 
draw it. You build your logic through how you put it down. Your model will 
start to do this because you’re giving not only a reading but you’re showing 
something about what’s important—What are the fundamental ideas here? 

 
To put it another way, analysis and interpretation are part of the process of research at every 

stage, from identifying a Research Question, to negotiating access to a site, to selecting a 

methodology and methods—not merely in the endgame of coding and writing. The research 

focus is often much fuzzier than many published accounts of research, or textbooks about 

how to conduct research, make clear. My hope is that by making my process and my 

positionality as transparent as possible in these pages, I will make my argument, as it has 

finally crystallized in the writing of those pages, clearer to my audience. 

                                                 
2 I have used pseudonyms for all participants’ names. 
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“Would You be Contributing Comments to the Studio or Just Observing?”: 

Methodology and Methods 

Because my initial research goals were to identify and analyze the rhetorical and 

multimodal literacy practices of student architects and the pedagogical practices of studio 

professors in the studio environment, I chose a qualitative methodology with field 

observations and informal interviews as my primary data collection methods. I followed a 

holistic approach to qualitative research, sometimes described as a feminist or an interpretive 

approach, which is “reflexive and process-driven, ultimately producing culturally situated 

and theory-enmeshed knowledge through an ongoing interplay between theory and methods, 

researcher and researched” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006, p. 5). When I was negotiating 

access to specific studio sites, Tracy, a studio professor, asked, “Would you be contributing 

comments to the studio or just observing?” In the context of studio culture, “just observing” 

is not valued. Traditional education researchers often advocate adopting the role of a silent 

and as-invisible-as-possible observer on the grounds that limited interaction with the 

participants will cause minimal “interference” with the learning environment. In the language 

of qualitative research, I was a participant-observer, which is typically defined in terms of 

interference and intrusion upon the natural setting being observed: 

As for researcher activity, some observers are unobtrusive as they watch from 
outside the group being studied; sometimes the people in the group are not 
even aware they are being observed. Other observers are intrusive, as in the 
case of participant observation where the observer is present on site to 
participate, observe, and/or interview. (Potter, 1996, p. 98) 
 

As a researcher, I needed to take the culture of the studio into consideration in order to make 

a decision about my participant-observer stance. One of the defining characteristics of studio 
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culture is the high value architects place on collaborative critique. Therefore, as an active 

participant-observer researcher, I was welcomed into the studio as a source of “fresh eyes” 

who could contribute something unique: an informed outsider’s perspective. 

The relationships I developed with the participants in my study because of my 

participatory stance place an extra responsibility on me to be transparent about my 

positionality. As a non-traditional age white female graduate student, I have been mistaken 

for a studio professor by people who did not know me when they saw me in the studio. The 

students knew that I was a graduate student writing my dissertation, which they called my 

“paper,” and they sympathized with me (pitied me, really) for having to write anything so 

incomprehensibly long. They generally treated me as an older peer. The faculty knew that I 

am a writing instructor, and they generally treated me as a colleague. I often talked about my 

dual role as student and teacher with both groups. I have tried to give a “faithful rendering of 

what has been observed,” which, as Sondra Perl (1994) emphasizes, “include[s] the author’s 

revealing, as much as possible, his or her own impact on what has been seen and said” (p. 

xix). My approach to qualitative research has been influenced by the disciplinary 

conversation in composition and rhetoric about the importance of reciprocity and the ethics 

of representation (Kirsch & Sullivan, 1992; Mortenson & Kirsch, 1996). It is important to me 

as a researcher to foreground the voices of my participants and to seek out alternative 

viewpoints within the studio community. I also have made it my practice to test my 

interpretation of events and artifacts by asking both student and faculty participants to 

comment on my work in progress. When they asked me how my “paper” was going (and 

whether I was done yet) or what I had “found out” about them, I shared my insights and my 

questions with them. When this process has revealed a conflict between my perception of an 
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event and the perception(s) of the participants, I have represented multiple points of view in 

the narrative. I have come to think of this method as a situated triangulation of my data, 

conducted as part of data collection itself. In representing their culture and their practices, I 

have relied on “thick description” (Geertz, 1973, p. 3), saturated with the verbal voices of the 

participants themselves in the form of direct quotations and dialogue taken from transcripts 

of my fieldnotes and audio recordings,3 and with photographs and digital images of their 

work that allow their visual voices to speak. 

To conduct this qualitative, ethnographic field research project, I have used several 

methods of data collection in combination. Nearly every time I entered the field, I took hand-

written notes. This practice alone marked me as a non-architect, the researcher among them. 

Often I supplemented my notes with audio recording and/or photography. As a participant-

observer, when I was involved in the activities of the studio to the extent that note-taking was 

difficult, I recorded summary notes as soon as possible after leaving the field. In addition to 

field observation, I interviewed many of the participants individually or as they worked in 

groups. Interviews with students were informal and unstructured, conducted while the 

participants were working. Chatting while working is a common practice in studio, so my 

questions were not perceived as “intrusive.” In fact, the students often engaged me in a 

conversation, which then turned into an informal interview as we discussed their work and 

my own. I used informal interviewing with studio professors as well, although I did conduct 

several more formal interviews with studio professors in their offices. These formal 

interviews focused on open-ended questions about the curriculum and their pedagogical 

                                                 
3 See Appendix A for an explanation of the transcription conventions used. 



19 
philosophies. As part of the Institutional Review Board process, I submitted an official 

protocol detailing the questions I would ask in interviews. (See Appendix B) The questions 

accurately indicate the topics that regularly came up in informal interviews, but even in the 

more formal interviews with faculty, I did not use the interview protocol as a formal script. 

Instead, I asked one or two open-ended questions, often about an event that I had been 

writing about, and let the conversation develop from there. 

In addition to field observations and interviews, I collected digital and paper artifacts: 

paper and electronic versions of syllabi, assignment guidelines, studio correspondence, and 

student work posted to the course management websites and one third-year studio’s blog. 

Also, I collected textual artifacts from the fifth-year student participants: photocopies and/or 

printed copies of drafts of their design thesis papers and scanned images (in pdf format) of 

the final bound copies of their thesis papers held by the Stonerock State University library.4 

Because of the nature of studio work, photography was an important data collection method 

to document the students’ visual texts and models and the students’ performances and 

presentation boards at reviews. I also used photography to document the material and spatial 

conditions of the studio spaces. Audio recording was used to document formal reviews 

whenever possible, with hand-written notes and photographs as supplemental sources of data. 

When I was participating in desk crits (analogous to conferences) with the studio professor, I 

sometimes used audio recording, depending on my own level of participation and whether 

the participants were comfortable with being audio recorded. I audio recorded the formal 

                                                 
4 Stonerock State University is a pseudonym for the institution where I conducted this 

study: a public Research I university with an urban main campus in the Mid-Atlantic region. 
Stonerock State has approximately 25,000 undergraduates, more than 100 bachelor’s and 
master’s degree programs, and over 50 doctoral programs. 
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interview with Ryan (a faculty member who supervised the woodshop, advised thesis 

students, and served as a critic for formal reviews) and an extended informal interview with 

Stephanie (a third-year student). 

In consultation with the Institutional Review Board (IRB), I designed informed 

consent forms that allowed for several levels of participation and included specific opt-out 

lines for each data collection method, as well as for the specific ways that I could use the data 

that I collected about each participant. (See Appendix C) The architects found these forms 

unwieldy and annoying, despite my efforts to design the documents themselves to make them 

less confusing (and more aesthetically pleasing) than the standard-issue forms on the IRB 

website. The IRB required separate pages for each type of data being collected. I had to track 

down participants on more than one occasion to ask them to check either the “yes” or the 

“no” boxes on the second or third pages of the consent form packet. Gaining informed 

consent from visiting critics at reviews (formal presentations of the students’ work) was a 

frenzied process. I was usually introduced at the beginning of the review and given a few 

minutes to explain my project and pass out the forms. When several reviews were being 

conducted simultaneously, I tried to circulate through them quickly to collect the forms. 

Occasionally, a critic declined to participate but did not turn in a form indicating that until 

the end of the review. Some simply left without filling out the form. In these cases, I had to 

consider any comments they had made unusable data. I faced similar complicating issues 

when one or more of the participants in a particular studio or group declined to be 

photographed or audio recorded. 

When I designed my study, I chose a “slice of time” approach to maximize the 

number of participants I could include at different stages of the program in a short data 
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collection cycle: the second semester of an academic calendar year. This approach affords a 

glimpse into the arc of the program and allows me to sketch developmental differences 

across key points of studio education. I sampled the population of the architecture student 

body by selecting studios at the beginning, midpoint, and final stage of the five-year B.Arch. 

program. (The program is described in detail in Chapter 2.) Participants in the study include 

six studio professors, thirty-six critics (eleven of whom were Stonerock State faculty), and 

seventy-six students for a total of 118 participants. Due to unforeseen circumstances that Paul 

Prior (1998) aptly describes as the “mangling [of] a research design” (p. 301), discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 6, the total population of students enrolled at each stage of the 

program is unevenly represented by my cohort groups. (See Table 1) 

 

Table 1: Percentage of Student Participants for Each Cohort Year 
 

 Students 
enrolled 

in the program 

Students 
participating 
in the study 

Percentage 
of 

participation  
 

First-year cohort 
 

49 48 98% 

 
Third-year cohort 

 
35 23 66% 

 
Fifth-year cohort 

 
40 5 12.5% 

 

In the first-year cohort group, my original intention was to follow one studio of twelve to 

fifteen students. However, the first-year studio coordinator’s decision to use a team-teaching 
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approach with all four first-year studio classes meant that I was faced with an all-or-nothing 

decision. I describe this situation in more detail in Chapter 6. The lone student who did not 

participate had fallen seriously ill in the beginning of the semester and worked from home 

most of the time. The studio professors thought that he had dropped out of the program and 

were surprised when he came to the final review with a project. I do not believe that he ever 

received a consent form packet; I know that he did not return one. The faculty decided to 

arrange an incomplete for him for the semester and have him work with one of the studio 

professors over the summer to develop his home-grown project. The third-year student 

population was divided into three studio classes. One of the third-year studio professors 

declined to participate in my study. My decision to follow both of the remaining studios is 

also described in more detail in Chapter 6. At the fifth-year level, my original intent was to 

follow two advising groups of five students each. The scheduling issues of the fifth-year 

thesis students’ reviews, also discussed in Chapter 6, precluded that plan. 

During the data collection cycle, I analyzed the data through an ongoing process of 

situated triangulation and presenting work-in-progress at professional conferences. The 

feedback I received from the participants in my study and from my colleagues in the rhetoric, 

composition, and literacy studies helped me to shape my argument and to consider issues of 

audience. While I was still in the field, I was also transcribing my hand-written field notes 

(not fast enough to keep up with the constantly growing pile of yellow legal pads filled with 

scrawled notes in my own idiosyncratic shorthand). I wrote reflective entries in my research 

journal and analytical memos by hand and as word-processed documents to begin making 

connections between what I was seeing in different studios and to interpret the events 

described in my fieldnotes. I began to keep a record of phrases the architects used that struck 
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me as particularly evocative of studio culture. Many of these phrases became themes, or 

codes, as my analytical process became more formalized. Because they come from the 

transcribed data itself, these are called “descriptive codes,” also known as “open codes.” As 

more data “clustered” around these same thematic concepts, many of the descriptive codes 

became “analytical codes” that signal a key concept that is emerging from the data.5 In most 

accounts of the coding process for qualitative research, the assumption is that the data being 

analyzed has been transcribed from hand-written notes or recordings to a print text. Once I 

became aware of patterns that were emerging in my data, I began inserting “mini-memos” 

into my fieldnotes while I was observing, often writing a code or key word in the margin to 

remind myself to examine an exchange or behavior more closely when I reflected on the 

data. The provisional codes I embedded in my handwritten fieldnotes became part of the 

transcribed fieldnotes. I used different fonts to differentiate between observation and 

analysis. I also hand wrote notes in the margins of the fieldnote transcripts as I reviewed 

them as print artifacts collected in a large three-ringed binder. 

I am forever indebted to Dickie Selfe for making me aware of qualitative data 

analysis software which allows for coding of untranscribed audio recordings. Our 

conversation at a community literacy symposium while I was still in the data collection phase 

of the project alleviated a growing anxiety I had about the hours and hours and hours of 

audio I had already accumulated that would have taken me months to transcribe to text. 

Although many qualitative researchers outsource audio transcription, I have found that I do 

much of my analysis while I transcribe. I emerge from the process exhausted but with a much 

                                                 
5 See Hesse-Biber & Leavy (2006) for a more detailed account of the coding process 

recommended for holistic qualitative research. 
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greater understanding of my data. I had already discovered a new use for existing software 

that came packaged with my digital audio recorder: Dragon Naturally Speaking, a voice-to-

text conversion program. This program must be “trained” to an individual speaker’s voice, so 

it is not suitable for transcribing audio recordings of several speakers in the field. I did, 

however, train the dragon to recognize my own voice, and I sometimes read my handwritten 

fieldnotes to it and then formatted and edited the resulting print text files. I found this to be a 

much more efficient and productive method of transcribing than my previous practice: typing 

while I silently tried to decipher my handwritten texts. 

After my data collection cycle had ended, I investigated several qualitative data 

analysis software programs before deciding on Atlas.ti software as a tool to manage my 

audio and fieldnote transcription data. Moving into the digital environment to continue the 

coding process involved converting my text files into the required format and uploading them 

into the program. I had to recode using the program’s interface. As I did so, I added new 

descriptive codes and analytical codes. Although Atlas.ti includes functions that will search 

for word strings and allows for graphic mapping of clusters of codes, I did not use these 

features. I found the diagrammatic bells and whistles of the program distracting. Instead, I 

wrote more memos both inside of and outside of the software environment. The biggest 

advantage that the software gave me was the ability to listen to the audio recorded data, 

select sound clips, and attach codes to those clips without transcribing them to text first. As I 

wrote memos and later drafted chapters, I could search for sound bites by code, quickly 

retrieve that portion of the recorded interview or event, and transcribe in a window of the 

program while I listened to the recorded segment. Atlas.ti allowed me to cut and paste the 

transcribed text directly into a word-processing file, an invaluable process that the program 
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Dickie Selfe had originally recommended does not support. Although Atlas.ti allows for 

coding of photographic data as well, I did not import photographs or digitalized images of 

student writing into the software, preferring to analyze the papers as physical artifacts and 

selecting and analyzing photographs during the writing process. 

Communications researcher W. James Potter (1996) associates “looking for patterns 

and explanations to emerge” from the data with grounded theory methodology ( p. 152). The 

coding process that I developed is consistent with an interpretive version of grounded theory 

in that my approach involves this constant comparative analysis method (Bruce, 2007; 

Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006; Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006; O’Conner, Netting, & Thomas, 

2008; Potter, 1996). However, even in the more recent “constructivist revision of grounded 

theory” (Bringer, Johnston, & Brackenridge, 2006, p. 246), there are epistemological 

assumptions that I find troubling. Even while acknowledging that it is impossible to avoid 

researcher bias completely, the literature that describes this methodology still expects the 

researcher to bracket his or her prior knowledge. The assumption is that if grounded theory 

has been selected as a methodology, it is because “a theory relevant to the specific topic and 

population being studied does not exist” (Bringer, Johnston, & Brackenridge, p. 246); 

therefore, the researcher should not bring any a priori theoretical notions to the data during 

analysis. In their discussion of qualitative data analysis software programs as a tool that 

facilitates the “iterative process of grounded theory” (p. 248), Bringer, Johnston, and 

Brackenridge assume that because they were “studying an area that had received little 

attention” in the existing literature, using grounded theory to build an “explanatory model” 

was the appropriate methodological choice (p. 246). I have adopted a feature of grounded 

theory research—constant comparative analysis—without subscribing to the model of 
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grounded theory as a methodology. In this way, I have sought to preserve the iterative nature 

of the analytical cycle of collecting and analyzing data that constant comparative analysis 

affords without the illusion of objectivity and blank-slatedness that even a revised grounded 

theory perpetuates. 

Therefore, although my use of terms from multimodal literacy theory and rhetorical 

theory as analytical codes or themes arose from the architects’ own words as recorded in my 

data through a process of constant comparative analysis, I freely acknowledge that I would 

never have interpreted their words within these frameworks had I not made a conceptual 

connection that is deeply situated in my own disciplinary knowledge. In a pilot study, one of 

the studio professors who also participated in this study as a critic used the term “studio 

ethos” to describe what it takes to be a successful architect. I develop this idea in Chapter 2, 

but I mention it now to establish that descriptive codes such as this led me to the rhetorical 

analysis that is now the focus of this dissertation. For example, Will, the first-year studio 

coordinator, told one of his students, “I’m here to provoke you.” The term provoke was not 

initially one of my descriptive codes; however, when I was preparing to deliver a paper at a 

workshop at the Rhetoric Society of America [RSA] conference, I recognized a connection 

between Will’s language and  Debra Hawhee’s (2005) analysis of the production of the 

citizen-self in the context of the ancient gymnasium. In Bodily Arts, Hawhee identifies 

provocation as a key element in the training practices used in the ancient gymnasium to 

develop ethos. The process of coding my data informed my reading of Hawhee’s text, as 

well. Because I was tracking the materiality of multimodal production in my studio 

observations, I began to see, in the Hawhee’s rich description of the phusiopoietic space of 
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the ancient gymnasium where the citizen-self was produced,6 an environment saturated with 

multimodality. The paper I workshopped at the RSA conference is an early version of what is 

now Chapter 2. The ideas I began to explore there developed as my coding continued and my 

formal dissertation-writing process began. I needed to develop analytical codes that would 

help me understand what I had observed at all three cohort levels. I also needed to establish 

an organizational scheme for the chapters of the dissertation. Three key aspects of the 

sophistic rhetorical pedagogy and athletic training as described by Hawhee (2005) provided a 

solution to both problems: the themes of meletē, kairos, and mētis.7 This was only possible 

because I had tested this analytical framework and found it sturdy enough to support my data. 

Along the way, I also tested and discarded other rhetorical terms that my data did not 

adequately support. In this way, I see the theoretical lenses and the culturally situated, 

specific data as mutually supportive and enmeshed. The quotations used as subheadings 

within the chapters are the words of the participants in my study. I foreground them as 

subheadings to illustrate how the key themes that emerged in my analysis arose from the data 

itself. 

“Work[ing] between Three Scales”: An Overview 

Research, like architecture, requires a high tolerance for confusion and the ability to 

persist until the fuzzy becomes clear. One of the things architects do to manage this is to 

                                                 
6 Hawhee (2005) develops the term phusiopoiesis to account for how one’s nature is 

produced through agonistic encounters with another. 
7 Briefly, meletē refers to the belief that committed practice is transformative; kairos 

refers to the sense of timing and appropriateness that governs effective response; mētis refers 
to a cunning intelligence gained from experience. 
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“jump scale.” In addition to moving from one mode of inquiry to another—from drawing to 

modeling, for example—in order to understand a problem more clearly, moving up or down 

in scale—from a zoomed in view of detail to a wide-angle view of context—is often the 

catalyst that produces new understandings. Studio professor Lynn told her students to jump 

scale in order to test their design solutions: “The process will start to make more sense now 

because when you work between three scales, you’re understanding something…You’re 

asking different questions, but about the same thing.” The three scales that I am working 

between in this dissertation are the wide-angle, abstract view of theory, the mid-level view of 

cohort group, and the zoomed-in view of specific cases. Each chapter contains a mix of these 

three views, and I often jump between them in order to illustrate how they are related. At the 

beginning of each chapter, I introduce the studio cohort and the project they are working on 

to contextualize what I have observed. I also introduce some key theoretical concepts that 

guide my analysis and interpretation, including the thematic term for the chapter. As the 

chapter develops, I may linger over a particular student’s story, interrupt the narrative of 

what is happening with the cohort to bring in a theoretical perspective, pick up the thread of a 

story begun elsewhere. I invite my readers to enjoy the story that I tell by weaving together 

the threads of theory, cohort, and case study, to get to know the studio as I have experienced 

it and as I now understand it, to meet the architects who work and learn and play there. 

In Chapter 2, “The Studio as Rhetorical Space,” I define my research context—the 

architecture studio—and introduce the three cohort groups in my study: first-year, third-year, 

and fifth-year/thesis students and their studio professors. I establish common ground between 

design studio pedagogy, sophistic rhetorical pedagogy, and the New London Group’s (1996) 

pedagogy of multiliteracies. The theoretical framework developed in this chapter offers a 
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vantage point for examining how rhetorical and multimodal practices operate in a 

disciplinary culture that is not print-based. I compare Bartholomae’s (1988) concept of 

inventing the university to the challenges novice architecture students face as they learn to 

view drawing as a language and begin the process of inventing the studio. Using Debra 

Hawhee’s (2005) Bodily Arts, I demonstrate that, like the ancient gymnasium that Hawhee 

describes, the architecture studio is a site of rhetorical education and multimodal literacy 

development. I argue that the studio is a phusiopoietic space, which produces the architect-

self through the development of studio ethos. Using examples from all three cohort data sets, 

I provide an overview of the shifting relationship between verbal and visual literacies as the 

students develop both the non-verbal literacy skills and the rhetorical competencies needed to 

deploy those skills effectively within studio culture. In the next three chapters, I analyze each 

cohort group data set more closely, using three of the defining terms of phusiopoiesis as 

critical lenses: meletē, kairos, and mētis. 

In Chapter 3, “Meletē: Cultivating Studio Ethos in the First Year,” I examine the 

novice students’ struggles as they adjust to studio culture. To be successful, these first-year 

students must embrace a new way of thinking and commit to the iterative design process. 

Developing the network of practices that architects call studio ethos demands a mindset that 

the ancient rhetoricians called meletē: a belief that repeated practice is transformative. As 

architects, the first-year students must learn to use drawing in a new way and for different 

rhetorical purposes. I examine how verbal literacy practices scaffold the development of 

discipline-specific visual literacies in the early stages of studio education. Through a series of 

sequenced assignments, the students discovered that translation from one medium to another 

affords an opportunity for synthesis and the production of new knowledge. As more complex 
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combinations of media were layered into the design process, the students learned to think 

multimodally through an iterative process that architects call thinking and making. I trace the 

experiences of several students in the crucible of critique during the informal, collaborative 

reviews of their work in the studio and through the formal review process as they present 

their work to the professional critics who evaluate their multimodal projects. 

In Chapter 4, “Kairos: Developing Rhetorical Awareness in the Third Year,” I follow 

two third-year studios using different approaches to urban design. Though very different 

philosophically, both studio professors acted as coaches of rhetoric for their students by 

exposing their students to situations that required them to develop what rhetoricians call 

kairos: the sense of “knowing how” and “knowing when” (Atwill, 1998, p. 59) to respond to 

the rhetorical situation in order to seize a moment of opportunity. In one studio, the students 

consulted with and presented their ideas to an audience of non-architects: a neighborhood-

based community development organization. In the other studio, the students designed the 

ideal settlement to revive a desert ghost town on Route 66—while preserving its historic 

culture and natural environment. Both studios required the students to work collaboratively 

and individually, to balance multiple constraints, and to consider the potential users of their 

designs as stakeholders in the project. I develop the term designing rhetorically to explain 

how the students negotiated these complex mediating factors. By this stage in their 

development as architects, the third-year students had established what Bourdieu (2000) calls 

habitus: dispositions or preferences for their own ways of working. I examine how their 

designing dispositions are put to the test by the new challenges they face in the third-year 

studio, resulting in the development of their identities as architects. In this chapter, I trace the 

students’ developing rhetorical awareness as they learn to displace verbal communication 
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with visual communication, to “draw it better so you don’t have to talk about it.” At the same 

time, the third-year students were learning to deploy their verbal skills in new ways to 

present design arguments to non-architects and to critique each other’s work. 

In Chapter 5, “Mētis: Multimodality in the Fifth Year,” I follow a small cohort of 

fifth-year students in one advising group. The five students in this group were mentored by 

two studio professors who were also teaching third-year studios and had agreed to participate 

in my study. In this final year of their undergraduate education, much of the supporting 

infrastructure of the earlier studio classes falls away. The thesis students are expected to 

manage their own time and their own iterative process of working. To accomplish this, the 

thesis students relied on what rhetoricians call mētis: a cunning intelligence. Mētis is far 

more than just cunning, however. As I examine the mētic practices of the thesis students, I 

illustrate neglected aspects of this rich rhetorical concept. As advanced architecture students, 

the thesis cohort had become adept at multimodal inquiry, which includes some informal 

writing. In the thesis studio, however, writing takes on a new role. The students are required 

to write a formal design thesis paper, which explores the theoretical and historical framework 

for their independent design project and establishes the project’s focus and guiding 

principles. This multimodal design thesis paper is intended to be an integral part of the 

iterative cycle of inquiry in developing their design project. It combines print and visual 

texts: some borrowed from traditional print-based or web-based resources, some of their own 

making. I analyze the students’ texts and their professors’ comments and discover that the 

design thesis paper requires different conventions than the discipline-specific writing the 

students have been producing in their architecture history and theory classes or the 

“standard” academic writing produced elsewhere in the university. At the same time that the 
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thesis students are adapting to this new challenge of integrating verbal and visual literacies in 

a new way, their formal reviews take on a heightened exigency as they transition from being 

students to being professionals. I analyze their multimodal review performances as a test of 

their mētic skills. 

In Chapter 6, “Conclusion: An Ethnographic Sketch,” I theorize that the relationship 

between multimodality and rhetoric hinges on the interplay of modal affordances and 

available means of persuasion. In the discipline-specific context of the architecture studio, 

modal affordances—what a particular mode can and cannot convey—is contingent upon the 

way that mode is valued in that rhetorical context and for that audience—the available means 

of persuasion. Verbal modes are less valued in architecture than visual modes for an 

architectural audience. However, architects speak to many other audiences: engineers, 

clients, contractors, developers. Understanding the rhetorical exigencies of developing 

multimodal texts that speak to audiences who value each mode very differently is a complex 

task indeed. Design studio pedagogy first separates the visual from the verbal in order to 

sponsor the development of discipline-specific visual literacies infused with the values of the 

architectural community. This is a sometimes painful process that requires the meletic spirit. 

The payoff is that it scaffolds a metacognitive ability to assess the potential rhetorical 

effectiveness of distinct modes before allowing students to combine multiple modes for new 

rhetorical purposes. Later, the students develop a kairotic sense of how to orchestrate 

multiple modes in a single text or performance. Finally, they develop a mētic sense of 

cunning—and of flexibility, dexterity, opportunism, subtlety, flair, wisdom, resourcefulness, 

forethought, fluidity, skill, and experience—as they make use of all the available means of 

persuasion a multimodal text has to offer for a particular audience and purpose. 
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The linear arrangement of these chapters is deceptive. Although it is expedient for the 

purpose of introducing the multimodal and rhetorical nature of the architecture studio across 

the arc of the five-year program, it suggests a much tidier path of development than is 

actually the case. All three qualities of meletē, kairos, and mētis are evident in all three 

cohorts in my study to varying degrees. In Chapter 6, I address the limitations of my study, 

suggest opportunities for further research, and sketch out some of the pedagogical 

implications of my study. I defer those discussions until then. For now, I will begin with a 

very short story: A few weeks into the officially sanctioned data collection cycle, I was still 

trying to manage the mountain of paperwork called consent forms. I visited the first-year 

studio and issued a desperate plea that the students who had not yet returned them please not 

wait until the forms I had given them on the first day surfaced from under their piles of 

supplies or until they remembered to put them in their backpacks, but that they take a new 

form, fill it out now, and turn it in so that I would officially know whether or not they wished 

to participate (although all the missing students had told me they would) because, I wailed, 

“I’m way behind!” One student piped, “Welcome to the world of architecture.” 
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CHAPTER 2 

 
THE STUDIO AS RHETORICAL SPACE 

 
 

In architectural parlance, the term studio is used to signify several overlapping 

concepts: 1) the design classes which constitute the hands-on component of architectural 

education programs, as opposed to technical, theoretical, or architectural history classes; 2) 

the group of students and the professor working together in a particular design class section; 

3) the unifying conceptual project defined by the studio professor as the problem to be 

explored by the students in a class section; and 4) the physical space set aside for this group 

to use as their class meeting and workshop area. Each of these uses of the term studio has 

rhetorical implications. Design studio education sets up a series of rhetorical conditions 

which students must learn to negotiate using discipline-specific literacies and conventions. 

The expected, normative practices associated with studio work shape the studio culture at 

multiple levels: within sections, class year cohorts, individual institutions, and the profession 

itself. Not only is there an overarching concept of studio culture which is, at present, the 

primary focus of educational reform promoted by national professional organizations and 

accrediting boards,8 but each studio group develops its own studio subculture, influenced in 

large part by the relationship between the students and their studio professor. As a unifying 

design project, studio implies a set of shared values, supported by multiple literacies and 

pedagogical practices. The values of studio culture regulate possible solutions or available 

approaches to a design problem. 

                                                 
8 See the Studio Culture page of the American Institute of Architecture Students 

[AIAS] website for information about studio culture reform initiatives and links to related 
resources. 
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At Stonerock State University, architecture design class sections meet in studios that 

are partitioned physical sections of a large open floor plan. The architecture department is 

distributed among the top two floors of a nine-story building and half of the third floor. At 

the time of my research, the third floor studio space was occupied by the fourth-year 

students, who were not included in the study. Second-year and third-year studios were on the 

eighth floor. First-year studios took up most of the studio space on the ninth floor, but the 

fifth-year thesis students participating in my study also worked on the ninth floor. On the 

eighth and ninth floors, approximately half of the space is dedicated to offices for faculty and 

administrators, a conference room, small lobby areas near the elevators on each floor, 

computer labs, a seminar classroom with tables and chairs, a woodshop, and printing 

facilities for plotting poster-sized graphics. The other half of the space is divided into small 

studio “classrooms,” accommodating twelve to fifteen workstations for individual students. 

The workstations are wooden workbenches equipped with high metal stools, typically 

arranged around the perimeter of the space. Throughout the building, there are high ceilings 

and large windows, partially blocked by the freestanding partition walls made of homosote9 

tack boards attached to wooden frames. The partition walls are just tall enough to create 

visual barriers between adjacent studios; however, sounds and smells readily permeate the 

space, and the visual barriers are easily breached by climbing on a stool or workbench/desk 

to peer over the top. Wooden framing at the top of these partition walls creates a ledge used 

for storage by individuals on both sides of the wall and, in first-year studio, as an additional 

place to sit. (See Figure 1) 

                                                 
9 A type of wallboard made from compressed recycled paper, which, like a corkboard, 

easily accommodates the pushpins used to display students’ work. 
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Figure 1: First-year studio workstation 
 

The overall effect is not unlike a bank of cubicles in an office building, except that there are 

rarely physical barriers that visually separate individual workstations within single studios. 

Students furnish their workspaces like their dorm rooms, bringing in personal belongings 

such as office-style desk chairs, work lamps, small refrigerators, microwave ovens, and 

footlockers. Jeff, a third-year student, has a well-worn, overstuffed, floral armchair that has 

traveled with him from studio to studio. In addition to storage containers that the students 

provide for themselves, there are banks of lockers that define central “hallways” running the 

length of the building. Gaps between the locker units and structural support columns serve as 

open entryways, allowing views into and out of the studio spaces. (See Figure 2) 

 



37 

 

Figure 2: View of a third-year studio from the hallway 
 

The conditions created by these permeable spaces foster an interesting dynamic between 

individual and collaborative work. An architecture studio class is its own community within 

the larger community of the architecture students in a given year, those occupying a 

particular floor of the building, and the architecture school as a whole. Studio work typically 

involves individuals leaving the building or going to another floor to access specialized 

equipment at their own discretion, and there is frequent movement within and between 

studios as students informally consult with others. 

As a classroom environment, the studio bears little resemblance to traditional classes 

with desks in rows or groupings of tables and chairs, doors restricting access, and completely 

enclosed spaces. Even when working individually, an architecture student in studio is 

interacting with the larger environment and with multiple communities. Studio space is 

typically noisy and bustling with activity almost around the clock, as students have unlimited 
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access to the building and do much of their studio work late at night. The studio becomes 

their second home—a place to work, eat, sleep, play. During official class time, from 2:40 – 

6:00 p.m. every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, the entire community of architecture 

students in the five-year professional program and their faculty is likely to be present and 

working in studios or in some other area of the building. Students have personalized work 

areas in their studio, but the professor travels from student to student and has no individual 

space there. Professors’ offices are used for administrative work and storage, but typically 

not for consultations with students. 

When studio classes are not in session, and particularly after 6:00 p.m., the studio 

belongs exclusively to the students, and what they do there is self-regulated, for the most 

part. Professors and administrators may issue edicts and warnings: one memo prohibited 

sleeping on the couches in the elevator lobby to avoid creating a negative impression on 

visitors and asked students to use their studio space for sleeping if they needed to nap outside 

of studio class time. During the day, such regulations are enforceable—I have seen a faculty 

member walk through the elevator lobby and pause to wake a sleeping student and request 

that he not nap there when classes are in session—but the studio has a different character by 

night, according to the students. In response to the couch memo, two of the first-year students 

pointed out to their studio professor that their studio has no “sleepable surfaces” except for 

one hammock stored between the partition wall and the exterior wall. The studio professor 

replied, “If after [class] hours when faculty are not around, the lobby couches moved to 

another area of the building and reappeared before morning, we wouldn’t know, would we?” 
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As Tony,10 one of the first-year students, puts it, “You’re not an architecture student until 

you’ve slept on the couch in the elevator lobby.” (See Figure 3) 

 

 

Figure 3: Couch in the ninth-floor elevator lobby 
 

Four of the five thesis students in my study shared an unusual studio space—one with a solid 

door—with eight other thesis students. One of the distinguishing features of their atypically 

private corner of the ninth floor was a full-sized communal couch. (See Figure 4) When this 

prime sleeping surface was moved to the hallway to make more room for model construction 

a few days before their final review, it “disappeared,” causing near hysteria until someone 

discovered that it had been temporarily relocated to the computer lab down the hall. 

 

                                                 
10 All names used, excepting my own informal nickname Betsy, are pseudonyms. 
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Figure 4: The thesis studio couch 
 

Much of the actual work of design happens away from the supervision of professors 

but in close consultation with other students, both within a single studio and across studios 

and years. The physical space of the studio facilitates these informal interactions among 

students as they observe each other at work. Material resources are routinely shared, but there 

are unwritten rules about borrowing equipment (“Who’s got my T-square now?”) or using 

expensive supplies. Expertise travels as students work collaboratively, spontaneously, and 

responsively. The ability to discipline oneself to work productively under these conditions is 

one of the key elements of studio ethos, a term that Ann, a studio professor, used to explain 

what it means to be an architect. Ann defined her term as attention to the craft of one’s work, 

supporting the goals of the studio by contributing to team projects, valuing iterative 

development, and developing critical self-reflection. At Stonerock State University, incoming 

first-year students who declare architecture as their intended major immediately begin a 
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sequence of studio courses during which they will assemble a portfolio of design work. If, 

after three semesters of studio, they choose to pursue the B.Arch. program leading to 

professional licensure as practicing architect, they must include that portfolio as part of their 

application. Ann’s stated concern was that her first-year students, many of whom are now 

third-year students participating in my study, would develop not simply a positive work ethic 

but the particular values, habits, ways of working, and mindset of emerging architects so that 

their performance in the first year and a half of studio work would qualify them for entrance 

into the five-year professional track program. Ann told her students, “Your studio ethos 

determines your success as an architect.” 

The core values underlying studio ethos are reinforced by a ritual event that takes 

place in the first week of classes at the beginning of the spring semester: the charrette, an 

open-ideas design competition. The exercise is analogous to a department-wide marathon 

brainstorming session. In the semester that I conducted my study, all architecture students 

except the fifth-year thesis students (who were expected to be working independently on 

their thesis projects) were required to participate in an urban design charrette to solve the 

problem of an underutilized feature of the Stonerock State campus landscape. On a 

Wednesday evening, the students attended an opening lecture by an outside expert in urban 

architecture and received a project brief, site plans, and photographs produced by the 

charrette committee of architecture faculty.11 Students were divided into teams of four or 

five, including representatives from each class year in every group. Each team was assigned 

                                                 
11 The project brief is a problem statement with all the necessary background 

information to support design research and analysis. Site plans are scaled, detailed drawings 
contextualizing the area to be developed. 
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temporary studio space and given until Monday morning to design an architectural 

intervention and produce one poster-sized presentation board including graphics and a five-

hundred word program statement (abstract). 

These design schemes were publicly exhibited before being judged by a panel of 

outside professionals, including practicing architects and city planners. After the closed 

judging, the campus community was invited to attend a roundtable discussion in which the 

professional critics announced the finalists in the competition and offered their critique of the 

students’ work. A key component of the charrette exercise was that, except for a brief 

question and answer period after the lecture, students were prohibited from asking faculty 

questions and were required to design without any outside “interference.” Students were 

warned that a faculty member would visit each studio sometime during the afternoon on 

Friday to take attendance. At the conclusion of the lecture and briefing, the faculty member 

in charge of the competition gave this parting comment: “Have fun and work yourselves 

senseless.” Architecture faculty view the charrette as a community-building event that 

challenges students to work collaboratively, intensely, and independently to “clear the 

cobwebs” after an extended break from studio work and re-acclimate themselves to studio 

culture before the semester’s studio begins. 

A violation of the values underlying studio ethos or a failure to develop studio ethos 

jeopardizes learning and status within the architecture community. There can be tensions 

around the studio’s collaborative and communal dynamic if a student is judged to be a 

“taker” and not a contributor or if the student who receives help does not reciprocate or 

passes the work off as original and individual. Even as early as the first year, students are 

highly critical of their peers if they perceive them to be violating studio ethos. Two days 
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before their final review, in a conversation with a group of first-year students, I lamented that 

I would not be able to attend all of their “crits” (formal reviews of their work) because six 

students would be presenting simultaneously to separate panels of professional critics. One of 

the first-year students told me that I should not include Tony’s work in my study since he had 

“not spent the night in studio for weeks,” had “taken” a key design idea from another student 

and, in her view, had “copied” an existing design by a professional architect for his project. 

Although a novice student’s interpretation of what constitutes a serious breach of 

studio ethos may differ from the assessment of experienced professionals, students’ peers 

exert their own forms of censure within the studio community. Third-year students 

participating in my study told me stories of “misplaced” items and non-verbal intimidation at 

reviews, where a group of students would stand at the back of the room with folded arms and 

stare at a student during his or her presentation when s/he was thought to have “stolen” an 

idea. In fact, after the final review and before the portfolio submission was due, Tony sent an 

email to the entire first-year studio cohort asking whether anyone knew the whereabouts of 

one of his drawings, which had mysteriously disappeared from his desk. Clearly, based on 

how Tony’s work was received in his final review, the faculty did not view Tony’s modeling 

of peer or professional influences as inappropriate; however, it is possible that the first-year 

studio exerted a form of peer sanction based on their interpretation of studio ethos. 

My analysis of advanced, professional-track students’ studio practices has revealed 

additional markers of studio ethos: time management, working iteratively across multiple 

modes (such as physical model-building and drawing), knowledge-sharing, and participating 

in critical evaluation of one another’s work. From the professors’ and critics’ point of view, 

violations of studio ethos typically center on the student’s failure to use the available tangible 
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and intangible resources effectively in order to “advance the project” through a recursive 

design process. Students who are not accepted into the five-year B.Arch. program or who 

choose not to apply are excluded from advanced studio coursework, but they may complete a 

four-year B.S.Arch. degree, which does not lead directly to licensure as a registered architect. 

Inventing the Studio 

The professional track of an architecture program is defined by its studio courses. 

Because of the demanding nature of studio work, some students will drop out of architecture 

completely before the end of the first year; others will decide to take the four-year B.S.Arch. 

degree or will fail to qualify for the professional track. Regardless of the reason for placing 

into the non-professional track, four-year B.S.Arch. students will stop taking studio after 

their second year. At the time of my study, the third-year cohort of studio students, including 

those who had transferred into Stonerock State from other institutions, was nearly 50% 

smaller than it had been when they entered the architecture school two years previously. In 

their first year, these undergraduates are not only making the same transition from high 

school to college as their non-architecture peers, they are also embarking on the process of 

inventing themselves as architects (whether or not they actually go on to become architects) 

more quickly and intensely than undergraduates who declare a major after a year or two of 

college or whose programs include foundational courses that rely on the study of, rather than 

the doing of, professional practices. I have taken architecture as the focus of this study 

because of its rich tradition of combining visual and verbal literacies and its rhetorical nature; 

however, the architecture studio reveals pedagogical, rhetorical, and multimodal relationships 

that raise analogous questions for other academic programs that plunge first-year students 
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into a learning environment that does more than just discuss what professionals in the field 

actually do—or simulate in a controlled and artificial way the knowledge-constructing 

practices of “real” members of the discipline, such as laboratory “experiments” whose 

outcomes are not only known but define success or failure on the basis of how closely the 

student’s performance maps onto the scientist’s. 

In “Inventing the University,” one of the most influential articles in the field of 

composition, David Bartholomae (1988) argued that the “central problem of academic 

writing” is that students must “assume the right of speaking to someone who knows [the 

topic] better than they do” (p. 277); that is, they must “imagine for themselves the privilege 

of being insiders” (p. 277). The course of study that Bartholomae first proposed over two 

decades ago still informs much writing pedagogy today:12 a “sequence of illustrated 

assignments” that would “allow for successive approximation of academic or ‘disciplinary’ 

discourse” (p. 278). Bartholomae characterizes Patricia Bizzell’s response to a theoretical 

split within composition research as a call for instructors to identify the conventions of the 

community and “‘demystify’” them for students, and then he offers his own response: to 

“examine” the texts students produce—“their approximations of academic discourse”— in 

order to “determine more clearly where the problems lie” (pp. 278-279).13 Although 

                                                 
12 In recent memory, Bartholomae, D. & Petrosky, A. (2002) Ways of Reading was 

the recommended text for First Year Writing at Stonerock State, used in the Practicum course 
required for new Teaching Assistants and inexperienced adjunct writing instructors. 

13 Although many scholars cite the 1985 version of this essay published in When a 
Writer Can’t Write (Ed. M. Rose), I have chosen to use the 1988 version because, in this later 
version, Bartholomae includes specific recommendations for a course of study that would 
exemplify his approach and is more inclusive of Patricia Bizzell’s strategy of demystification 
of academic conventions. Also, in the 1988 version, Bartholomae’s language is more 
authoritative and less speculative. 
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Bartholomae does not cite Bakhtin in this essay, Don Bialostosky (1991) has observed that at 

the time Bartholomae was first presenting his work publicly, both at professional conferences 

and in print, Bakhtinian concepts and terms had become commonplaces in the field, trickling 

down even to undergraduate senior theses. Bialostosky suggests that “Bartholomae admires 

the student essay that Bakhtin would call double-voiced” (p. 19). Indeed, Bartholomae does 

draw on the concept of double-voicedness when he asserts, “To speak with authority student 

writers have not only to speak in another’s voice but through another’s ‘code’” (p. 282). For 

Bakhtin (1986), the “ready-made code” is “only a technical means of transmitting 

information; it does not have cognitive, creative significance. A code is a deliberately 

established, killed context” (p. 147). The possibilities for novice student writers are limited 

by tensions among these three models of composition: Bizzell’s empowerment through 

demystification, Bartholomae’s imaginary insider’s privilege, and Bakhtin’s lifeless, 

prefabricated code.14 Yet, Bartholomae’s remarks might also evoke a more optimistic 

Bakhtinian view of assimilation: 

Our speech, that is, all of our utterances (including creative works), is filled 
with others’ words, varying degrees of otherness or varying degrees of “our-
own-ness,” varying degrees of  awareness and detachment. These words of 
others carry with them their own expression, their own evaluative tone, which 
we assimilate, rework, and re-accentuate. (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 89) 
 

Bartholomae’s version of authority assumes a hegemonic academic context, that is, the 

authority that counts in the eyes of the dominant academic discourse as he defines it. He 

discounts what Bakhtin (1981) calls “[i]nternally persuasive discourse—as opposed to one 

                                                 
14 For a summary of Bartholomae’s famous debate with Peter Elbow and responses 

by Don Bialostosky, Wendy Bishop, and Susan Welsh, see the special section “Interchanges: 
Responses to Bartholomae and Elbow” (1995) College Composition and Communication 46 
(1), 84-107. 
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that is externally authoritative” (p. 345). Seen from the student’s point of view, “the 

internally persuasive word is half-ours and half-someone else’s” and “the boundaries 

between the two are at first scarcely perceptible” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 345). From this more 

positive Bakhtinian perspective, the novice student’s efforts are “a double-voiced narration of 

another’s words” that “takes on an even deeper and more basic significance in an individual’s 

ideological becoming” because it combines authoritative and internally persuasive discourse 

(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 441-442). Rather than celebrating the Bakhtinian heteroglossic 

hybridization15 inherent in this work, Bartholomae ultimately considers the work novice 

students produce as “crudely mimic[king] the ‘distinctive register’ of academic discourse,” 

rather than as “actually and legitimately doing the work of the discourse” (p. 284). He 

considers it a disservice to allow students to think that they have been “original” in the way 

that is valued in academia (p. 278). By doing so, he marks the novice students as marginal to 

the academic community. 

Critics of Bartholomae have taken a different stance toward students’ texts. For 

example, in her study of the implications of Bakhtin’s theory for composition pedagogy, Kay 

Halasek (1999) has characterized a first-year writing student’s essay as a “subversive, 

centripetal text. . . . The voices that infuse that essay cannot be extracted from it or from its 

writer without severing the elemental characteristics of linguistic and ideological identity” (p. 

43). Elsewhere, Halasek (1992) has argued, “To view students’ expository writing as 

                                                 
15 In the glossary to Bakhtin’s (1981) The Dialogic Imagination, Michael Holquist 

and Caryl Emerson define heteroglossia as the “base condition governing the operation of 
meaning in any utterance. . . . that locus where centripetal and centrifugal forces collide” (p. 
428) and hybridization as the “mixing . . . of two or more different linguistic 
consciousnesses” that “can be read as belonging simultaneously to two or more systems” (p. 
429). 
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informed by competing rhetorics, competing voices and language is to claim for them a 

status as texts worthy of interpretation, not simply evaluation” (p. 8). As my analysis of 

formal reviews of novice architecture students’ visual texts will show, the architecture 

community values student work that requires interpretation in order to be evaluated. The 

issue of “legitimacy” in Bartholomae’s argument rests on the values of the “discourse 

community,” a phrase he attributes to Bizzell (p. 278). In Bartholomae’s model, the discourse 

community stands as a separate and distinct entity from the classroom community. In 

architecture, however, the studio as classroom is valued not only as a part of but as an 

essential component of the larger discourse community of architecture, which defines itself 

in terms of studio culture. Stonerock State is participating in official national and institutional 

initiatives to reform and redefine studio culture in order to foster a well-rounded architecture 

student who participates in the life of the university and values non-studio coursework. The 

American Institute of Architects [AIA] requires its member institutions to submit an official 

policy statement on studio culture as part of the accreditation process. One indicator of the 

participatory status granted to even first-year students at Stonerock State is that one of the 

two students who sat on the departmental committee charged with drafting the studio culture 

policy statement was a first-year student. The Stonerock State chapter of the American 

Institute of Architecture Students [AIAS]16 sponsored two panel discussions with the 

committee of two students and two faculty members to solicit input from the entire Stonerock 

                                                 
16 The American Institute of Architecture Students [AIAS] is the student-level version 

of the American Institute of Architects [AIA], the national organization of licensed 
professional architects that controls accreditation of architecture programs at the 
undergraduate and graduate levels and oversees the credentialing process for licensure of 
practicing architects. 
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State architecture community. The committee, all of whom were participants in my study, 

then incorporated this feedback, including the opinions voiced by the many first-year 

students who attended the meetings, in revising the policy statement. At Stonerock State, 

then, even first-year architecture students have consequential civic standing in the larger 

architecture community of the institution and the profession. 

Phusiopoiesis: The Production of the Citizen-Self 

Bodily Arts, Debra Hawhee’s (2005) reconsideration of rhetorical education in 

classical times, describes the ancient gymnasia as “phusiopoietic spaces” (pp. 111-12) where 

civic identities were forged. I argue that the architecture studio functions as a phusiopoietic 

space where architects’ identities are formed through the development of studio ethos. 

Reading Hawhee’s account of gymnasia as sites of rhetorical and athletic training through the 

lens of multimodal literacy theory, I characterize the gymnasium as a multimodal 

pedagogical environment incorporating kinesthetic, oral, script, musical, and visual literacies. 

A similar interconnectedness exists in the architecture studio as students learn to draw, speak, 

write, and manipulate materials to create and convey meaning and construct arguments, both 

physically and metaphorically. Exploring the relationship between the studio and the ancient 

gymnasium exposes the rhetorical nature of the studio as a physical space. In addition to the 

various rhetorical situations created through studio pedagogy, the phusiopoietic space of the 

studio governs the processes by which architecture students acquire multiple literacies and 

the ways they deploy these literacies rhetorically in identifiable patterns at the three stages of 

their education that are the focus of my study: the spring semesters of the first, third, and fifth 

years in the undergraduate professional track. 
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In her account of the inseparable relationship between athletic and rhetorical training 

in ancient gymnasia for the development of the Greek citizen, Hawhee (2005) emphasizes 

that both were “founded upon joint values of agonism and aretē” (translated as virtuosity) 

and “combine[d] the visible with the articulable” (p. 6). According to Hawhee “The term 

used by Democritus (phusiopoiei) . . . fuses two critical concepts: phusis, or nature, and 

poieō, commonly known to mean ‘make or do,’ ‘produce,’ or ‘create,’ and often used in the 

context of particular technai such as carpentry, medicine, and writing or speaking” (p. 93). 

Hawhee develops the term phusiopoiesis to account for the ways that both rhetoric and 

athleticism worked together to bring about “the production of one’s nature” (p. 11). In the 

spatial environment of the gymnasium, phusiopoiesis brings together the “cunning 

intelligence” of mētis (p. 11) and the kairotic “binding together of learning and performance” 

through a situationally mediated sense of timing and response (p. 12). Her study examines 

the relationship between two explicitly organized programs of study, wrestling and sophistic 

rhetorical training, which existed not just as simultaneously occurring, separate activities that 

students observed and participated in as part of their education, but as inextricably bound and 

mutually reinforcing components of ethos-building, central to the identity of a Greek citizen. 

Hawhee’s explication of how rhetorical training functions in the context of athletic 

training, where both are clearly visible and articulated goals, provides a framework for 

making visible the rhetorical training that occurs in a space which does not articulate 

rhetoric, per se, as its primary aim. In the architecture studio, while there are programmatic 

goals related to written, oral, and visual communication as a general component of studio 

pedagogy, the conspicuous visual/kinesthetic activities of drawing, physical model-making 
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and digital design tend to obscure the verbal rhetorical practices that also contribute to the 

construction of studio ethos, central to the identity of emerging and practicing architects. 

Beginning students in the architecture program not only have to invent the print-based 

university that Bartholomae takes as the norm in their General Education and First Year 

Writing courses, they also have to invent what one graduate-level architecture student has 

described as “‘an insane little bubble of non-reality’” (Monaghan, 2001) within the 

university: the studio. At Stonerock State University, while they are learning how to let go of 

the typical five-paragraph essay format still expected in many high schools and reinforced by 

standardized testing rubrics, they are being initiated into the studio culture of architecture, 

defined by its own ethos, values, conventions, norms, practices, and language. In their non-

studio courses, both within the department and in their General Education and elective 

courses outside of architecture, they are expected to acquire “academic literacy”—which at 

Stonerock State includes an emphasis on argumentation based on counterargument and 

refutation, information literacy, and synthesis of material from print and, in some cases, 

visual texts such as film or print advertisements. In studio, however, these emerging 

architects need to learn to speak in a different language—drawing—and to develop non-

alphabetic literacies. 

“Talking Within the Family”: Drawing as Language 

In Why Architects Draw, a qualitative study based on interviews with eleven 

practicing architects from small and large firms representing a variety of approaches in six 

countries, anthropologist Edward Robbins (1994) summarizes the debate over whether 

drawing can be considered a language. Most linguists argue that it cannot because it “lacks 
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internal grammatical logic” and “needs to be learned as part of a complex program of 

education” (Robbins, p. 28). Since the time of Robbins’ writing, however, multimodal 

theorists from the New London Group have developed modal grammars and pedagogical 

approaches.17 Perhaps more importantly, independent of multimodal literacy theory, 

architects themselves have consistently conceptualized drawing as language. As architects 

use the term, drawing can refer to hand-crafted, digitally created, or even mixed media visual 

texts. It can be used inclusively to refer to still images taken from digital models, diagrams, 

sketches, schematic orthographic plans, sections, and elevations, or realistic renderings and 

perspective images. Depending upon the context, however, the term drawing, as opposed to 

diagram, usually implies a greater level of detail conveyed through techniques such as color, 

shading, and line weight (thickness and intensity). In each of these cases, the drawing is said 

to speak to the audience in a particular way. 

The audience’s ability to read an architect’s drawing depends on the visual literacy of 

both architect and viewer. For example, in the course of my field observations, I mentioned 

to Tracy, one of the studio professors, that figure-ground diagrams confuse me. Tracy’s third-

year studio project, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4, asked students to 

consult with a local community organization to address perceived needs in the community. 

Tracy had required figure-ground diagrams on her students’ presentation boards as 

documentation of their site analysis. (See Figure 5) 

                                                 
17 The New London Group’s seminal article, published in 1996, is, in fact, titled “A 

Pedagogy of Multiliteracies.” It established an educational program from the inception of 
multimodal literacy theory. Gunther Kress and Theo Van Leeuwan developed the concept of 
modal grammars first with visual literacy in Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design 
(1996) and later extended it to other modes in Multimodal Discourse (2001). 
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Figure 5: Figure-ground diagrams created by Tracy’s third-year students 
 

The black and white digital drawings were presented to non-architects, members of the 

community where the project was located, in a preliminary review. In my fieldnotes, I noted 

that Chuck, one of the students, “explain[ed] the figure/ground diagram” and included a 

direct quote: “Chuck: You can notice a huge difference in density.” In my post-observation 

analytical memo, though, I recorded my own reaction: “Memo: Actually, I don’t notice this. I 

find the figure/ground diagrams the most difficult to read.” 

Two weeks later, after the mid-semester review when students presented their work-

in-progress to visiting architect critics—an event to which community members were also 

invited—I confessed my inability to read the diagrams when I debriefed with Tracy. She 

reacted to my confusion with surprise at first, saying, “That’s how architects talk to each 

other.” A few minutes later, Tracy explicitly stated that the students and critics were “talking 

within the family” during the mid-review, suggesting that my outsider status accounted for 
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my inability to follow the earlier conversation about the figure-ground diagrams. These 

diagrams, then, function as “meaningful discourse” only for an “allied audience,” based on 

Volosinov’s concept of the enthymemic utterance grounded in the shared assumptions of a 

“‘community of value judgements [sic]—the speakers’ belonging to the same family, 

profession, class or other social group. . .’” (as cited in Halasek, 1999, pp. 57-58, original 

emphasis).18 The mixed-audience constraints of Tracy’s studio project highlight the 

rhetorical difficulties her third-year students faced as they used the visual language of 

architectural drawings to speak to architects and non-architects alike. Within the architectural 

community, it is a commonplace that drawing, not speaking or writing, is the dominant 

language of studio culture. Architect Rendow Yee (2007) explains the rhetorical purposes of 

visual language within the professional community: 

Conceptual diagrams constitute an abstract language that must be understood 
and used properly within the design community. It is through graphic 
diagramming that one develops a design vocabulary and can convey an 
understanding of the design concept. Elements like arrows, nodes,19 lines, and 
other symbols help the beginner use graphic techniques to explore ideas. (p. 
427) 
 

Based on my experience with figure-ground diagrams, I would add that such scaffolding 

symbols, including alphabetic ones such as labels and titles, also help the novice outsider to 

make sense of the graphic conversation. 

                                                 
18 Current scholarship attributes the text cited by Halasek to Bakhtin, suggesting that 

he used the name Volosinov as a pseudonym. 
19 Yee (2007) defines nodes as “[p]oints where movement begins” or “the intersection 

of points of lines of movement” (p. 431). The term comes from architect and urban planner 
Kevin Lynch (1960) who, in The Image of the City, defined “five types of elements: paths, 
edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks” (p. 46). 
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Halasek (1999) argues that “a philosophy of writing instruction based on Bakhtinian 

precepts entails that educated language users ‘recognize and respond to’ the ideological 

implications of their own and others’ discourses” (pp. 6-7). This claim can be extended to the 

communicative context faced by architects at all levels who must engage verbal and visual 

discourses both within and outside of their professional family. According to Halasek (1999), 

“[O]nly when [a] speaker begins to understand the variety and dissonances among languages, 

and that each language carries its own slant on the world, can he begin to situate himself 

linguistically (and ideologically) in the world” (pp. 7-8). For architecture students, this means 

that the dissonances between verbal and visual languages must be engaged as part of a 

Bakhtinian ideological becoming in constructing their identities as architects. This modal 

literacy shift sets up the conditions that Bialostosky (1991) argues are necessary for 

developing a “dialogic self” (p. 22). Referring to Bakhtin’s example of the peasant who 

negotiates differences in the verbal language domains of church, family, and state through 

“knowledge of conventions and mannerly behavior,” Bialostosky asserts that “in the forum 

and the consciousness where all these languages meet and compete to be chosen, no such 

blithe passage from one to another is possible” (p. 22). Bialostosky defines the dialogic self 

as “the free and educated consciousness” produced by the “self-conscious participation in 

that struggle” among competing languages, suggesting, “The writing course, like the novel 

and the public square, may be one of the forums in which that consciousness comes into 

being” (p. 22). As a phusiopoietic space, the architecture studio doubly magnifies the 

struggle to develop a dialogic self because it is a site of multiple emerging and competing 

modal literacies and their attending rhetorics. 
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In his account of the social functions of drawing as a language, Robbins (1996) 

touches only briefly on the concepts of visual literacy and rhetoric, relating one architect’s 

assertion that architects have “a distinct advantage in lawsuits where the drawing is 

introduced as evidence” because judges and juries defer to the architect’s interpretation of 

drawings, “given their own visual illiteracy” (p. 37). This dynamic is at work in the rhetorical 

situation created in Tracy’s community-based project studio. The neighborhood members, 

who lacked the kind of visual literacy required for architectural practice, were more likely to 

accept the student architect’s explanation of drawings at face value. I, on the other hand, 

because I was actively trying to become more visually literate, puzzled over the diagram and 

tried to understand how it demonstrated what the student had claimed—and why it was the 

most effective means of demonstrating that point. From Tracy’s point of view, I was neither 

fish nor fowl: an un-persuaded outsider. Robbins calls drawing “the primary rhetorical 

medium of [architectural] discourse,” stating, “If rhetoric is the art of persuasive discourse, 

then the drawing is the form architects use to frame their rhetorical strategies. Drawing 

delineates a critical mode of architectural disputation and defines a crucial hierarchy of 

competence within it” (p. 41).  From his standpoint as an anthropologist, Robbins takes the 

approach of including drawing as “a critical component of what we might call ‘architectural 

discourse’” (p. 29), arguing that drawing is best understood as “a complex cultural and social 

instrument for practice” (p. 31). 

With this move, Robbins echoes the early work of linguist James Paul Gee, who 

became a founding member of the New London Group. Gee (1989a) rejects a focus on 

language as “misleading” because “it too often suggests grammar” (p. 5), offering instead a 

conception of capital D “Discourse as a sort of ‘identity kit’” (p. 7). More than just 



57 
grammatically correct languages, Discourses are, for Gee, “ways of being in the world; they 

are forms of life which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities, 

as well as gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes” (pp. 6-7). Discourses, then, are built 

from multimodal literate practices governed by culturally defined norms. Gee argues that 

there is a limited window of opportunity for acquiring fluency in a Discourse through 

“primary socialization early in life in the home and peer group” (p. 7), which sounds rather 

like imprinting a cygnet with the necessary swimming and flying behaviors, not to mention 

aesthetic values, to make it a functional swan. Gee sets this socialization in direct opposition 

to teaching: 

Discourses are not mastered by overt instruction . . . , but by enculturation 
(‘apprenticeship’) into social practices through scaffolded and supported 
interaction with people who have already mastered the Discourse.  . . . 
[I]ronically, while you can overtly teach someone linguistics, a body of 
knowledge, you can’t teach them to be a linguist, that is, to use a Discourse. 
The most you can do is to let them practice being a linguist with you. (p. 7, 
original emphasis) 
 

Gee concludes that “‘mushfake,’20 resistance, and meta-knowledge” are the closest we can 

come to “true acquisition” of a secondary Discourse in a classroom (p.13). Although Gee’s 

account of Discourse acquisition sparked criticism for its rigid rules regarding fluency and its 

inflexible boundaries dividing insiders and outsiders, mainstream and non-mainstream 

groups,21 Gee (1989b) recognizes that a “mixture of acquisition and learning” (p. 20) 

                                                 
20 Gee borrows this term from N. Mack, who appropriated it from prison culture. Gee 

(1989a) defines it as “making ‘do with something less when the real thing is not available’” 
or, in his terms, “partial acquisition coupled with meta-knowledge and strategies to ‘make 
do’” (p. 13). 

21 See Delpit. L. (1995) Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the Classroom, 
for example. 
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characterizes most people’s experience in life, but he maintains that teasing out the 

distinction between the two reveals “differential sources of power” (p. 21). When we 

consider how first-year students are inducted into the discourse of architecture, Gee’s 

description of Discourse acquisition raises difficulties. Gee identifies the master-apprentice 

relationship as the only legitimate means of true acquisition. He opposes this relationship to 

overt instruction, which he considers inadequate. Yet in studio pedagogy, the traditional 

master-apprentice model, which is no longer in favor in most of the architecture community, 

is linked with overt instruction. 

Commonly known as the “mastery-mystery” approach, the master-apprentice model 

has been criticized for its patriarchal, positivist assumptions. As Groat & Ahrentzen (1996) 

describe it, in the master-apprentice model, the “instructor has mastered the craft of 

architecture, yet the process by which the instructor arrives at this mastery is a mystery” 

(166). Under this transmission model of pedagogy, the student imitates the master to produce 

what the master directs, focusing on craftsmanship rather than the theory or process of 

design. The master-apprentice model has been characterized as competitive and hierarchical. 

In contrast, the studio pedagogy sponsored by Stonerock State encourages students to 

practice being architects with their studio professors, with other members of the profession, 

and with their peers. It expects a certain degree of mushfake, allows for resistance, and insists 

upon the development and articulation of meta-knowledge in multiple literacies. Studio is 

what makes an architect. The educational project of studio pedagogy is more about becoming 

an architect than about learning the content of architecture as a subject matter. 
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“Get[ting] to a Level of Self-Production”: Models of Studio Pedagogy 

During the last studio meeting of the semester, Lynn invited her students and me to 

reflect on our experiences in the studio and to offer suggestions and insights into the teaching 

and learning process. Lynn, an experienced studio professor, told me that the field of 

architecture has “changed drastically” since she entered it, especially in the move away from 

a master-apprentice model. Lynn’s comment triggered a lively exchange between third-year 

students Vic and Mary about whether a master-apprentice model is essential for handing 

down fundamental knowledge in architecture (Vic’s position) or whether it stifles individual 

development (Mary’s position)—and consequently whether a master-apprentice model of 

studio pedagogy is appropriate for first-year students, more advanced undergraduate students, 

graduate students, or not at all. Vic, speaking from his own experience, makes an 

impassioned plea for the overt teaching of fundamentals: 

I feel like if you want to be an architect, there’s so much about architecture... 
Now if you want to be a designer, I feel like this is the way that you would 
learn it. I feel like in architecture school, we’re focused on design. From 
looking at what gets done and understanding how little I know of that little 
that I think I know, I just feel like the only way to learn that is through having 
somebody who has had the experience and then understanding almost a one-
to-one as to “Ok, you know 0%. I’m going to show these things; now you 
know 1%. I’m gonna show you more; you practice that, I’ll show you this”—
but that doesn’t make you a designer... 
 

(See Appendix A for an explanation of transcription conventions used.) Implicit in Vic’s 

argument is an epistemological assumption that there exists, at least in theory, 100% 

knowledge of architectural “fundamentals” which can be learned by overt instruction and 

practice. He distinguishes between this clearly defined body of architectural knowledge and 

what he calls design, which he associates with self-directed exploration: “I mean, right off 
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the bat in first semester, it was ‘You make your argument, and you prove it,’ rather than 

‘This is a fundamental of architecture as a profession, as a trade.’” The basis for Vic’s 

distinction is the difference between technical skills relating to the realization of actual 

structures and the creative process of design. In Stonerock State’s architecture curriculum, 

there are several required non-studio courses that focus on these structural aspects of 

architecture and a handful of more advanced “technical studio” courses, although Lynn and 

many of her colleagues reject that distinction. In response to Vic’s concerns, Lynn 

acknowledged, “There’s still, of course, going to be a lot of handing down of experience,” 

but Vic pressed her to define whether the basis of that experience is “a fundamental that is 

across the board.” 

To illustrate her point that a master-student approach is inadequate for a fast-changing 

world, Lynn told the story of an anthropologist she has worked with who comes from a tribal 

nation and is one of the few college-educated members of the tribe. Through his professional 

work, he has become very knowledgeable about tribal culture and has access to digital 

technology documenting the location of burial grounds and artifacts scattered in museums 

across the world. Lynn used this story to argue against the master-apprentice model: 

Lynn: The way that their culture works is that elders tell you how to grow up 
and what knowledge to know. And you’re given knowledge on an as-
needed basis, ok? 

Vic: Ok. 
Lynn: And you learn, and you sort of have these roles in what you do. [. . .] 

He had this dilemma because it was disrespectful for him to tell 
anybody— 

Vic: —that he knew— 
Lynn: —that was an elder…Right. And they were going through this change 

where he had something to offer and they had something to teach, and 
the two started to have to work together in order for them to move on 
as a culture. And I think architecture is in a similar position 
because...and you guys are also are in this world—this is my favorite 
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statistic, which is that when you entered, the jobs that will be there 
when you leave didn’t exist. You can’t even conceive of what’s going 
to exist. This has certainly happened in my lifetime about ten times 
over, in terms of profession. The profession has changed and changed 
and changed and changed. And so you need some flexibility in 
knowing how to proceed. So the master-apprentice relationship only 
works to a point— 

Vic: —To a point, yeah— 
Lynn: —and it’s still there, but you cannot rely on only that model. 
Vic: No, you can’t. 
Lynn: It’s that model that’s highly problematic. 
 

When several of the other students in Lynn’s studio who had been following the conversation 

cited the current first-year studio (discussed in Chapter 3) as evidence of the danger of 

neglecting the “fundamentals,” Vic countered that he would not change the current first-year 

pedagogy but would add a ‘fundamentals of architecture’ component before the third year: 

First year, I think, though, should have exactly what they’re doing. Because 
look at—did you see the work they’re doing? And that’s going to help them 
drive. Now I feel like you need to start integrating the fundamentals so that by 
the time they’re in third year…when there are no rules given, they understand 
how to mix the two types of teachings into creative projects that still hold up 
as projects and aren’t just one or the other. 
 

Vic and Mary disagree on when a master-apprentice approach would be beneficial, with 

Mary arguing that is “more suitable at an older age” and should be deferred until perhaps 

graduate school (for the M.Arch. degree). She claims, “You never get to develop your self if 

you have this apprentice-master relationship. You just become a replica of the master.” Mary, 

who is deeply involved with the Stonerock State’s chapter of the American Institute of 

Architecture Students [AIAS], expressed her position at one of the department’s studio 

culture policy reform panels in language that seems similar to Vic’s: 

We want freedom and we want restriction. We complain either way. It’s 
selfish. // In the early years, you need more of “this is what you need to do” to 
prepare you so when you get to a level of self-production you understand what 
you need to do. 
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Vic and Mary both value a balance of freedom and restriction, discovery and directive, 

invention and instruction, choice and control—though at different stages of professional 

development. Lynn argues it is possible to achieve these goals without relying on the master-

apprentice model. For me, the combinations they describe evoke the mixture of acquisition 

and learning that Gee associates with common experience in adopting a second Discourse. 

There are two things that Gee’s early work fails to acknowledge but that his later 

collaboration with the New London Group foregrounds: 1) overt instruction is only part of 

the process of teaching and 2) learning through socialization itself includes some overt 

instruction. As a pedagogical model, the “Pedagogy of Multiliteracies”—developed by the 

New London Group (1996) as a new, dynamic pedagogy based on the concept of Design—

combines “overt instruction” with “situated practice,” “critical framing,” and “transformed 

practice.” The studio pedagogy that Lynn and the first-year studio faculty espouse 

exemplifies a pedagogy of multiliteracies, though none of them is overtly aware of 

multimodal literacy theory. The first-year studio is more structured, using staged and 

sequenced assignments to introduce new aspects of the overall project and new ways of 

working over the course of the semester. Even when first-year students followed the explicit 

directions of their studio professors, they were warned not to defend their design choices by 

claiming that Will or Aman or Ted or Perry “told them to do this.” In fact, they often had to 

negotiate their own paths through conflicting advice stemming from different points of view. 

By the third year, Lynn’s students were given more responsibility for choosing the design 

path they would take to reach the goals of the project. When Lynn’s third-year students asked 

her for specific direction because they were stuck or confused, she would ask questions, offer 

suggestions, clarify or supply information related to their site, and demonstrate techniques. 
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However, Lynn consistently admonishes her students, “I’m not going to tell you what to do.” 

The studio is set up by the professor to create particular conditions for learning, but the 

students are held responsible for how they implement and control those conditions. The New 

London Group has argued that a new theory of literacy as “negotiating a multiplicity of 

discourses” is essential for participation in a locally diverse and globally connected world. 

From a multimodal literacy perspective, multiliteracies is contrasted to “‘mere literacy,’” 

which is language-centric, nationalistic, and “conceived as a stable system based on rules” 

and which leads to authoritative pedagogy (New London Group). By rejecting the 

authoritative master-apprentice model of studio pedagogy in favor of a design model that 

foregrounds process and encourages the students’ agency, the first-year professors and Lynn 

view themselves as preparing their students for a profession that is rapidly changing. 

The model of studio pedagogy that Lynn practices is also similar to the sophistic 

pedagogy Hawhee identifies as central to both rhetorical and athletic training in the ancient 

gymnasium. Hawhee (2005) argues that the pedagogy of the gymnasium includes rhetoric as 

part of an interlocking “network of practices” (p. 140). Based on Isocrates’s pedagogical 

model, which recognizes no separation between intellectual and bodily training, Hawhee’s 

reading of the gymnasium as a phusiopoietic space brings forward the possibility of changing 

one’s nature, one’s identity, bending it in a particular direction with particular types of 

training experiences. While it does not deny that the individual’s nature is important in 

whatever state it may be when training commences, phusiopoiesis insists on the efficacy of 

the environment of the gymnasium and the influence of training through observation and 

reflection, participation and practice, failure and success. As Hawhee reminds us, Aristotle 

“describe[s] how nature first installs certain tendencies and habit subsequently develops 
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those tendencies” (p. 95). Hawhee argues, “Habit draws out the virtuous actions that nature 

makes one tend toward, bringing them to completion . . ., perfecting them through repetitive 

practice. Through habit, therefore, a ‘second nature’ emerges” (p. 95). In the architecture 

studio, Lynn allows her students the freedom to develop their own ways of working by 

cultivating the network of practices, habits, and values that define studio ethos. As I will 

illustrate in Chapter 4, Lynn’s students each have preferred modes of design that she respects 

and encourages: hand drawing, diagramming, digital modeling, physical modeling, and even 

writing. Rather than telling them what to do, she hands down her experiential knowledge by 

saying, “Go and find it yourself, and let’s learn through what you find.” Perhaps most 

significantly, more than any other studio professor I observed in this study, Lynn draws with 

her students, speaking with them in the language of architects. (See Figure 6) 

 

 

Figure 6: Lynn and Mary confer through drawing 
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From Gee’s perspective, novice architecture students face all the complexities 

involved in entering into a second Discourse. In addition, Bartholomae (1988) identifies the 

issues of authority, voice, and code in print literacy as problematic for students in their 

transition from high school to college. These difficulties are compounded by the layering of 

multiple literacies in architecture. In order to bootstrap themselves into an authoritative 

stance, according to Bartholomae’s method, students need to “try on the peculiar ways of 

knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting, concluding, and arguing that define the discourse 

of [the] community” (Bartholomae, 1988, p. 273). In the case of architecture, this also 

involves constructing a discipline-specific relationship between verbal and non-verbal 

literacies. It requires learning to speak the visual language of drawing in a culture that 

subjugates both writing and speaking to drawing as its primary mode of communication. In 

the first year, this reorientation of verbal and visual begins, with verbal communication 

through both writing and talk supporting the development of a new form of visual literacy. 

Novice students must learn to draw in a new way and for new rhetorical purposes. 

Collaborative exercises teach students that visual notes, in the form of sketches, are more 

highly valued than written notes. For example, when a first-year student wrote a verbal note 

to his partner during a peer review exercise of drawings, his studio professor told him to 

“translate that to a quick sketch or series of sketches that don’t need words to explain them.” 

In the first year, students are more likely to talk about drawing before attempting to 

externalize their thought process in visual form. By the third year, speaking and sketching are 

simultaneous activities as students think aloud by drawing. The realignment of the verbal and 

the visual, which offers writing a new role as a mode of design, will not be fully 

accomplished until much later in the students’ education—ideally, by the time they finish 
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their fifth year. Reflecting on her own first-year experience, third-year student Stephanie 

commented, “First year is all about erasing everything you think you know about 

architecture.” In order to acquire and learn the new Discourse, to assemble a new “identity 

kit” along with their application portfolio, first-year students must unlearn some of the very 

lessons that their non-studio courses are teaching, even if those non-studio courses value 

multimodality. This is because the discourse of architecture is a multimodal discourse, but 

not in the same sense that most writing-based disciplines such as composition use the term. 

“Mov[ing] on as a Culture”: De-Centering Verbal Language 

With the rise of “21st-century literacies” or “new media” in fields such as education 

and composition/rhetoric, textbooks produced for teaching writing at the undergraduate level 

increasingly include the analysis of visual texts and sometimes the production of graphic or 

digital texts under the rubric of multimodal literacy. They often include a brief explanation of 

a set of critical terms to be deployed and assume that students’ home literacies and general 

familiarity with such visual and multimedia forms as comic strips and YouTube will be 

sufficient to allow them to produce texts that combine verbal and visual elements. New 

composition textbooks foregrounding visual texts have flooded the market, such as the 

current recommended textbook for First Year Writing at Stonerock State: Maasik, S. & 

Solomon, J.’s (2006) Signs of Life in the U.S.A. (5th ed.).22 Publishers’ descriptions of new 

editions of more traditional textbooks, such as Kirszner, L.G. & Mandell, S.R. (2007) 

Patterns for College Writing (10th ed.), often highlight the inclusion of visual texts as a 

                                                 
22 Other examples include McQuade, D. & McQuade, C. (2006) Seeing and Writing 3 

and Dornan, E.A. & Finnegan, M. (2006) The Longwood Reader (6th ed.). 
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selling point.23 Typically, these textbooks suggest asking students to take close reading skills 

developed for analyzing print texts and apply them to an image. Cynthia Selfe’s (2004) and 

Anne Francis Wysocki and Dennis Lynch’s (2007) versions of multimodal composition 

pedagogy are among the most complete in their treatment of visual literacy, as both 

emphasize the need to develop, rather than simply assume, the ability to analyze, compose, 

and evaluate such texts critically.24 More commonly, if students are asked to produce visual 

texts at all, rather than simply read and write about them, writing instructors give 

assignments that ask students to turn a print essay into a PowerPoint presentation or make a 

poster to convey their paper’s main points. When students use another medium to replicate 

their print-based work, they are changing the delivery without necessarily using the non-

alphabetic mode and non-print medium as a form of invention. 

One of the tenets of multimodal literacy theory is that individual modes, such as 

image and writing, have distinct “modal affordances” that govern what can and cannot be 

expressed using a given mode, what it makes possible and what it constrains, based on both 

its material properties and its sociocultural history (Jewitt & Kress, 2003, pp. 14-15).25 In 

Multimodal Teaching and Learning: The Rhetorics of the Science Classroom, Kress and his 

colleagues Carey Jewitt, Jon Ogborn, and Charalampos Tsatsarelis (2001) connect the idea of 

                                                 
23 Other examples include Trimmer, J.F. (2003) The New Writing with a Purpose 

(14th ed.) and Wyrick, J. (2008) Steps to Writing Well (10th ed.). 
24 See Selfe, C. L. (2004) “Toward New Media Texts” in Wysocki, A. F., Johnson-

Eiola, J., Selfe C. L. & Sirc, G. Writing New Media and Wysocki, A. F. & Lynch, D. (2007) 
Compose/Design/Advocate. 

25 See Jewitt, C. (2006) Technology, Literacy, and Learning for a history of the term 
affordances and a fuller explanation of how she applies it in multimodal literacy theory. 
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modal affordances to rhetoric, but their version of rhetoric is limited, as is Robbins’, to 

persuasion: 

The term rhetoric has become newly fashionable for reasons which may be 
closely related to the aims of our project. However, our reason for choosing it 
was not fashionability but rather the sense that a multimodal and social 
semiotic approach jointly might give us a clearer perspective on what the 
teacher does, and why s/he does what s/he does at a particular point. (Kress et 
al., p. 174) 
 

Casting the teacher, or in some cases the student, as rhetor, Kress et al. examine his/her 

“selection of modes” in designing a lesson or completing an assignment, viewing this as 

“part of the rhetorical process” which “offers the rhetor. . . different ways of representing the 

world as ‘knowledge’” (pp. 16-17). They conclude that a “rhetorical approach to 

communication implicitly but strongly focuses on the effectiveness of the rhetor’s actions: 

has he or she been persuasive?”—and they equate “‘[p]ersuasiveness in teaching” with “the 

effectiveness of learning” (Kress et al., p. 179). 

Because they are semioticians, not rhetoricians, Kress et al. are hampered by an 

impoverished notion of rhetoric as “the skill of an orator . . . [using] a set of linguistic 

devices” (p. 19). They come close to expressing regret for their use of the term because the 

“historical associations of rhetoric and the vagueness of the term have at times overshadowed 

its usefulness” (Kress et al., p. 19). Nevertheless, they use “rhetorical framing” as their unit 

of analysis in their study of the multimodal environment of science classrooms in order to 

highlight the “material semiotic realization of intentions or purposes of interaction”—that is, 

“how teachers harness different modes and means in an attempt to persuade students to view 

an aspect of the world in a particular way” (Kress et al., p. 20). Kress et al. claim that their 

analysis “produce[s] a map of the shifts in rhetoric across the . . . series of lessons so as to 
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reveal their rhetorical architecture” and to “contribute to the rhetorical orchestration of 

meaning in the science classroom” (p. 25). From my standpoint as a 

compositionist/rhetorician, Kress et al.’s work is both tantalizing and exasperating because it 

seems poised on the brink of a richer synthesis of multimodal literacy theory and a more 

robust theory of rhetoric. Like the science classroom which Kress favors as the site of his 

research, the architecture studio is a multimodal environment. As Kress et al. (2001) suggest, 

considering the multimodality of a learning environment has “a central implication [for] the 

relationship between mode and ‘thinking’” (p. 26). This relationship, I argue, is even more 

visible in the studio where drawing as a language supports visual thinking,26 a term which 

has become commonplace in discussions of architecture and visual literacy. 

To invoke multimodality in the classroom does more than merely persuade an 

audience predisposed to accept a visual presentation more than a written one; it changes the 

way both rhetor and audience think. The problem for composition instructors who attempt to 

incorporate visual modes in their writing-based classrooms, as Diana George (2002) has 

argued, is that most composition instructors consider visual texts “no substitute for the 

complexity of language” (p. 22), separate from the “‘real’ work of the course” (p. 28). Selfe 

(2004) makes this point in “Toward New Media Texts,” adding that visual texts are 

“certainly not on an equal footing” with written texts in most composition courses (p. 71). 

Selfe argues that “faculty may feel that they lack the analytical skills they need to conduct 

serious study of these texts, an effective vocabulary and set of strategies for discussing the 

structure and composition of new media texts, or that they lack expertise with the software 

                                                 
26 See Arnheim, R. (1969) Visual Thinking for a complete treatment of this term. 
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packages typically used to create such texts. . .” (p. 67). One of the challenges for the field of 

composition, then, is to incorporate visual thinking into the production and evaluation of 

multimodal student texts. 

In a recent presentation at the 2008 Conference on College Composition and 

Communication, Sonya Borton demonstrated that writing instructors in her study resort to 

vague terms like “interesting” and “cool” to explain why they gave high marks to a 

PowerPoint presentation that combined images, sound, and print text. This pattern persists 

despite that fact that resources for incorporating and evaluating new media texts in 

composition classes have been available for more than a decade. Selfe included a 

compendium of “visual argument” assignments in her article, along with a rubric based on 

Gunther Kress and Theo Van Leeuwan’s (1996) Reading Images: A Grammar of Visual 

Design (Selfe, 2004, p. 76). She emphasizes that the visual essays should be “more 

effective—visually and structurally—than they are on paper” (Selfe, 2004, p. 101). Although 

Selfe encourages writing faculty to develop visual literacy along with their students, the type 

of visual literacy she invokes is what Kress calls the visual literacy of the “domains of public 

communication” (Kress, 1999, p. 68), not academic or discipline-specific visual literacy. In 

“‘English’ at the Crossroads: Rethinking Curricula of Communication in the Context of the 

Turn to the Visual,” Kress (1999) argues that “written language is being displaced from its 

hitherto unchallenged central position in the semiotic landscape, and that the visual is taking 

over many of the functions of written language,” resulting in a shift from “narrative” to 

“visual/spatial display” as the predominant form (p. 68). I argue that architects view 

visual/spatial display as narrative, not as a substitute for narrative. The first year studio 

prepares students to enter into the semiotic landscape of architecture where verbal language 
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is first de-centered to create a space for the acquisition of visual language, then displaced in 

the third year to promote the development of visual language, and ultimately realigned with 

visual language in the fifth year as writing takes on a new role as a mode of design. 

The Multimodality of Phusiopoietic Space 

Phusiopoiesis is dependent upon the richness of the environment for its work. 

Hawhee (2005) analyzes the spatial organization and architectural structure of the gymnasia 

from plans based on descriptions and archeological artifacts in order to identify the 

relationships among activities conducted there and the roles of the participants (pp. 116-132). 

The spatial organization of the ancient gymnasia allowed for observation and potential 

interaction between the students engaged in different activities, as well as interaction 

between students and teachers of both athletic and sophistic pursuits. Hawhee’s analysis 

centers on a particular spatial feature of the gymnasium: 

The undressing room, with its expansive space and time-consuming, almost 
laconic preparatory practices, [which] facilitated crowd formation. The 
ancient gymnasium thus encouraged gathering, association with others—with 
other citizens in training, with paidotribeis [trainers], with sophists and 
philosophers, with lovers. . . . The undressing room, as part of the youth’s 
daily cycle of gathering and dispersing, provided an integral structure for the 
Athenian habitus. (pp. 127-128) 
 

For architecture, the studio space affords both an individual work area and proximity to 

others working on similar tasks but often using different means or pursuing different ends. 

The potential for learning through observation and informal exchange is an important part of 

developing studio ethos: one’s second nature as an architect. In the ancient gymnasium, the 

sophist would indicate something that the wrestlers were doing and weave that into his 

lesson. In architecture, the ability to cross-reference what students are doing in their various 
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projects, even in other years or studios, is a key pedagogical tool. A studio professor will 

often tell a struggling student to go to another studio to look at the drawings they have pinned 

up or to ask another student for advice in constructing a model. 

A few weeks into the studio, when first-year student Kent presented a sketch of his 

idea for an instrument made of concrete that would document the phenomenon on his site,27 

his studio professor Will told him: “You need to go get rebar and concrete. No more 

sketching.” Kent replied, “I don’t know anything about concrete.” Will gave him a couple of 

“rules”—“wear gloves and work quickly”—and Kent said that he could ask a fifth-year 

student he knew for some “pointers.” Three days later, Kent had produced series of cast 

concrete study models after consulting with Harvey, the thesis student. (See Figure 7) 

 

 

Figure 7: Kent’s study models 

                                                 
27 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of the first-year studio project. 
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The process of casting these study models was a pivotal point in the development of Kent’s 

project. Without this hands-on experience under the informal tutelage of a more experienced 

peer, Kent would not have learned what he needed to know to advance his project. Kent’s 

experience demonstrates that architecture is both a bodily and an intellectual endeavor, 

defined by the interconnectedness of thinking and making. 

Hawhee’s central project is to claim rhetoric as a bodily art. Recognizing the non-

linguistic aspects of rhetorical delivery, such as intonation and gesture, creates an obvious 

link between rhetoric and what the New London Group theorists call multimodality.28 

However, Hawhee’s study allows us to move beyond this claim that rhetoric has always been 

multimodal. Hawhee’s contribution makes it possible to examine the role of non-verbal 

modes and multiple literacies in knowledge production and to understand how multimodality 

is related to rhetorical training and practice at a deeper level. In their development of 

multimodal literacy theory, Jewitt and Kress (2003) expand the definition of modes to 

include kinesthetic and musical literacies,29 both of which are prominent features of the 

ancient gymnasium as Hawhee describes it and of the architecture studio. The gymnasium’s 

unique pedagogical structure featured what Hawhee (2005) calls the “3Rs of sophistic 

education”: “rhythm, repetition, and response” (p. 13), referring to these components of 

sophistic training as “modes of learning” (p. 141). Hawhee pays particular attention to the 

                                                 
28 The New London Group (1996) initially defined six modes—linguistic, visual, 

audio, gestural, spatial, and multimodal (a combination of the first five)—and argued that 
“mere literacy” is language-centric and associated with authoritative pedagogy. 

29 In Multimodal Literacies, Jewitt and Kress (2003) defined modes as the means or 
resources for making meaning and present an anthology of research studies identifying how 
multimodality functions in various educational settings. 
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way that the rhythmic presence of music in the routine practices of the gymnasium “served as 

a phusiopoietic tool” and as an “ēthos delivery system” or “phusiopoietic mechanism” which 

results in “transformation on a nonconscious level” (p. 140). Following her preferred 

methodology of tracing the Greek origin of key terms, Hawhee cites J.G. Warry’s 

explanation that “rhythm is derived from the verb meaning ‘to flow’” (p. 141). Her interest in 

the term is concentrated primarily on its association with athletic training, specifically 

wrestling, where “as rhythm is achieved, knowledge of fundamentals becomes bodily rather 

than conscious, and habituation ensues” (Hawhee, 2005, p. 142). 

Listening to music while working in studio is a common, habitual practice. Students 

normally use their iPods or headphones connected to their laptops, but occasionally a studio 

or an entire floor will be filled with the music from an individual student’s speaker system. 

The first-year floor, particularly, tends to broadcast their music, which correlates with the 

collaborative teaching model of the first-year curriculum and the resulting fluid boundaries of 

first-year studio space. The songs tend to be up-tempo and contemporary, but occasionally a 

student will blast something iconic and inspirational. On a day when the studio had been 

given one hour to produce five different conceptual diagrams of their written statements 

defining an aspect of phenomenology, the “Theme from Rocky” suddenly filled the ninth-

floor studio space. The Rocky gesture suggests an effort to harness the power of music to 

energize and unite the entire community, not just the individual who chose the song. In the 

upper years, it is more common to find students listening to music individually, everything 

from classical to pop to rap, in order to maintain their focus and block out distractions. Music 
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can help to induce “flow” in the sense that Csikszentmihalyi uses it, as a bodily rather than 

conscious experience where work becomes pleasurable and all sense of time passing is lost.30 

I experienced this first-hand when the thesis students invited me to work with them in 

the studio after hours a few days before their final review. Kelly set me to work painting a 

model, a much more time-consuming and intimidating task than I had anticipated. I was 

anxious about producing substandard craft, afraid I would undermine Kelly’s work, but the 

other students told me to “flow it.” Harvey, nicknamed “The DJ,” was broadcasting jazz 

music from his computer, and I found myself sinking into a rhythm of painting. I wrote in my 

research journal, “I did give myself over to it and let the music and the conversations going 

on around me put me in the ‘zone.’” When Amy asked me to cut and assemble tiny strips of 

balsa wood for her model, a much more tedious and frustrating task than painting, Harvey 

had left the room and the music was edgier and unfamiliar. I commented to Amy that it was 

driving me crazy. She agreed that it was annoying, but nobody touched Harvey’s computer to 

adjust it. Kelly later told me that she read Harvey’s disposition to broadcast his music as a 

sign that he was a musical snob and that he considered the music she regularly listened to 

through her earphones beneath him. She announced that night with surprise that she had run 

through her complete collection of R.E.M. on her iPod, measuring the time she had spent in 

studio by the extensiveness of her musical library. Although my experience actually working 

in the studio was limited to this one late night, it gave me a fuller appreciation for the studio 

                                                 
30 Csikszentmihalyi first developed this concept in a series of scholarly articles in the 

late 1980s, but his work became more widely known through his 1990 publication Flow: The 
Psychology of Optimal Experience. His later work applies flow theory specifically to art and 
creativity, for example, Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention, 
published in 1996. 
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community and a much greater sense of the intensity of the studio experience. By the fifth 

year, the thesis students are able to invent their own studio without the institutional structure 

of scheduled class time and sequenced assignments. There is a framework that establishes 

periodic checkpoints—required quarterly reviews, draft deadlines for their written thesis, and 

opportunities for weekly desk crits with their thesis advisors—but the day-to-day (and night-

to-night) interactions and decisions about how to proceed are left in the students’ hands. By 

this point in their education, the intense work of studio has become second-nature. 

In this way, studio pedagogy resembles Isocrates’s epimeleias, which Hawhee (2005) 

describes as “an intense engagement, ‘diligent attention,’ ‘care,’ and even, in plural form, 

‘pains.’ Its root, meletē, means ‘practice,’ [and] ‘exercise,’” which, she points out, Aristotle 

associates with “the nature-as-habit doctrine and its relationship to pleasure and pain in the 

context of educational practices: ‘Diligent attention (epimeleias) and studies (spoudas) and 

exertions (suntonias) are painful; for these too are necessarily compulsions unless they 

become habitual; then habit makes them pleasurable (ethos poiei hēdu)’” (p. 144). What 

makes Hawhee’s account of the gymnasium so compelling is the way that she conveys it as 

an environment saturated with materiality in her descriptions of oiling the body, sweat, dust, 

sore muscles, sharp sticks—all associated with the athletic side of training but essential as 

object lessons to the intellectual development of the Greek citizen. But what do the wrestlers 

learn from the debaters? Are they aware of the mētic moves of the rhetor while they are 

performing their bodily mētic moves? 

Hawhee’s (2005) interest in the shared pedagogy of argument and wrestling 

highlights their “modes of knowledge production, an attention to timing, and an emphasis on 

habituation, imitation, and response” (p. 6)—their shared kairos—but there is still a distinct 
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separation between intellectual and bodily activity in the phusiopoietic space of the 

gymnasium. Both activities require interaction with an other, even if, as in Demosthenes’s 

case, the developing self is the other (Hawhee, p. 158). Building on Jeffrey Walker’s reading 

of Aristotle’s use of meletē [practice] as “‘a means of cultivating ēthos,’” Hawhee concludes 

that “practice produces the very habit of self-control necessary to make oneself capable of 

training. In other words, the components of phusiopoiesis—the readiness, the submission, the 

painful subjection—are enabled through one’s habit of meletē, of a resolute belief in the 

transformative work of practice” (p. 146, original emphasis). Hawhee defines sophistic and 

athletic training in the gymnasia as “a pedagogy of response” grounded in “attentive, 

repetitive, rhythmic practice, in imitative or agonistic relation to someone or something else” 

(p. 13). What brings the two activities together, finally, is the common means to a common 

end: responsive engagement with habitual transformative practices which combine to 

produce a citizen-self. 

The production of the architect-self in studio relies upon a pedagogy of response 

which operates on two levels, responding to the work produced and to feedback from others. 

The structured activities of the studio, including desk crits, pin-ups, and formal reviews,31 

provide regular, repeated opportunities for responding to work-in-progress, but studio ethos 

depends on the individual’s willingness to develop a habit of self-critique where work is 

produced, evaluated, and independently revised in an iterative cycle. Crucial to this process is 

                                                 
31 Desk crits are analogous to teacher-student conferences; pin-ups to group peer 

reviews. In formal reviews, students present their work graphically, and often also verbally, 
to professional architects (critics) who evaluate the work and provide feedback. Formal 
reviews are more public events, whereas desk crits and pin-ups are usually restricted to a 
given studio. 
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the ability to switch modes of working in order to further the project, recognizing that, for 

example, the problem calls for a drawing rather than a model. Mode-switching is often 

directed by the studio professor in the earlier years of training, but as students progress, the 

responsibility for what Janet Atwill puts “at the heart of kairos”—the sense of “‘knowing 

how’ and ‘knowing when’” (p. 59)—shifts to the student. In the first year studio, assigning a 

specified number of iterations in a particular mode, such as the five diagrams of 

phenomenology, or directing a student to move from one mode of working to another, such 

as stopping sketching and beginning to cast concrete, are common practices. With 

habituation, however, by the third year students are usually expected to self-regulate. If they 

do not, their studio professor may provoke them. One week before their final review, one of 

Lynn’s students, Anita, was struggling with a digital model. Lynn intervened directly: 

Anita: The more I get into it [the digital model], the more scared I am. 
Lynn: Ok, then. Stop designing this way. // It’s time to get out of modeling 

and into presentation. Because there’s a lot that gets resolved that way. 
[Lynn suggests that Anita make some decisions by drawing.] 
Lynn: Is this helping? 
Anita: Yes, I just needed you to talk to me. 
// 
Lynn: How can you draw without examples? I still need examples. I need to 

have them in front of me. 
 

In this exchange, we can see how the architect enters into a responsive relationship both with 

other people and with the work that is produced by them. The difference between the 

architect-in-training and the experienced architect is not a matter of independence from the 

other, but a more highly developed sense of kairos and its central role in the agon of the 

design process and, perhaps, the ability to conjure the other from the produced work, as in a 

set of someone else’s drawings rather than the person who created them. Lynn’s motto is 
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“Your work speaks for you,” and in this case, Anita needed to allow her work to speak to her 

and to listen to the visual voice of others’ work as well as the audible voice of her mentor. 

Underneath the official language warning against sleep deprivation and an excessive 

studio workload is a sometimes unspoken criticism of students’ underdeveloped studio ethos: 

If you worked more efficiently, you could do more. If you paced yourself and worked 

diligently throughout the semester, you wouldn’t need the “heroic” all-nighters. Particularly 

in the last days leading up to a review, architecture students routinely punish their bodies, not 

only with sleeplessness and caffeine-laden energy drinks and coffee, but by cutting chipboard 

for models until their fingers are blistered and their hands are scarred from cuts caused by a 

slip with an X-Acto knife. In architecture, training of the body involves, specifically, training 

the eye to see and the hand to draw, manipulate, and make. Repetition, one of the 3Rs of 

sophistic training, has its counterpart in the iterative nature of design work and the traditional 

repetition of producing the foundational moves of design—plan, section, elevation, and 

perspective orthographic drawings; physical and digital models; diagrams, renderings, and 

views—until the process becomes second nature. An experienced architect can visualize a 

full-scale building from any model if the scale is known. In fact, one of the most frequent 

questions asked of students is “What scale is this?” With a trained eye, an architect instantly 

notices what is missing or distorted in a drawing or model. With a trained hand, an architect 

can render detail, materiality, texture, and spatial relationships. Like the bodily training of the 

ancient gymnasium, training the eye and hand for architecture involves a combination of 

overt instruction, demonstration, imitation, provocation, repetition, and invention. One of the 

most frequent questions students ask is “How do I draw that?” Answers to this question 
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range from “I don’t know, man. Diller + Scofidio can teach you that”32 to “Go get that book 

that’s on Sheila’s desk, make a copy of those drawings we were looking at the other day, and 

carry it around with you” to “The atrium in the cafeteria has windows like this. Take your 

sketchbook, get something to eat, and sit in that space and sketch it” to “Do you have a 

pencil? Maybe it’s like this.” 

In each of these cases, however, the common thread is that in architecture, as in 

oratory, there is what Hawhee (2005) calls a “remainder”: 

a portion of the art . . . that cannot be transferred through the explicit 
discussion of composition, arrangement, and style. This remainder . . . has to 
do with manner, an almost unarticulable style and grace that can be observed 
and emulated but cannot easily be rendered into precepts. (p. 140, original 
emphasis) 
 

Hawhee takes this concept from what she refers to as Isocrates’s “pedagogy of association—

a cultivation of habits and practices achieved by placing oneself in close relation to those 

who practice the arts one is pursuing” (p. 149). The “‘end result’ of such pedagogy,” Hawhee 

argues, “is not a finished product, but a dispositional capacity for iteration” (p. 151). There 

could be no more apt expression of studio pedagogy than this description of sophistic 

rhetorical pedagogy. 

The 4th R of Phusiopoietic Pedagogy 

Hawhee’s treatment of sophistic pedagogy might have included a 4th R: relationship. 

She identifies three “distinct yet related phusiopoietic relations crucial for ancient training 

practices (friendship, pain, and erotics),” associating friendship with “provocation” (Hawhee 

                                                 
32 Diller + Scofidio is an architecture firm whose prominent buildings include the 

Blur Building in Switzerland and the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston. 
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2005, p. 99). In the phusiopoietic environment, “the student’s desire to transform constitutes 

submission to a training process, while the teacher’s desire to provoke provides the necessary 

subjection . . . . pain and erotics emerge as phusiopoietic modes, arts of becoming that . . . 

produce something other through their very combination” (Hawhee, p. 108). In the studio, 

there is an expectation of mutual respect in the student-professor relationship, which makes 

the absence of a positive working relationship even more significant in cases where there is a 

disconnect between student and professor. Within the culture of the architecture studio, the 

relationships between students and their peers are at least as important as the relationships 

between students and professors. By the time students reach the fifth year, their primary 

relationships are with their peers. Their schedules are self-regulated to a much higher degree; 

there are no set hours for studio classes. Typically, they will meet with a studio professor 

advisor for a brief consultation once a week, but they spend countless hours with their peers 

acting as one another’s critics, provoking, helping, challenging, and supporting each other. 

Bracketing erotics,33 the components of provocation and pain embedded in close 

relationships in the studio find their most public expression in the concluding ritual of each 

semester: the final review. In the days leading up to this review, friendships are strained. 

Bodies are pushed to the limit as intentions for fostering healthy work habits compete with 

compulsions to work around the clock. Critical equipment—chiefly the plotters34—inevitably 

                                                 
33 Although participants in my study told me that dating relationships between 

architecture students are common, I have insufficient data to speculate on the possible erotic 
nature of studio relationships. 

34 Plotters are large-scale printers that produce poster-sized graphics. Students pay 
between $4 and $5 for each plot, so mistakes in printing caused by errors in the student’s file 
or by equipment failure are costly both in terms of the financial burden on students and in 
terms of time. “Waiting for plots” is the most frequent reason given for not being ready to 
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break down, causing students’ tempers to flare and professors’ patience to wear thin. Since 

the carefree days of the opening charrette, everything that has happened in studio during the 

semester has been leading up to this moment when outsiders will see the work. The visiting 

critics often do not have a relationship with the students. Faculty critics may know them in 

the context of other classes or may be sizing them up as future students. In the case of the 

fifth-year thesis students, the final review may be an informal job interview, as visiting critics 

scout for new talent to recruit for their firms. The tone and timing of the final review is one 

of the elements of studio culture reform that has gotten the most attention, probably because 

of the high stakes involved. This crucible of criticism has an almost palpable impact on the 

developing studio ethos of emerging architects. Surviving “brutal” crits is still seen as a rite 

of passage, no less important to becoming an architect than sleepless weekends and X-Acto 

scars. 

Even from the first year of study, becoming an architect involves being in a 

committed relationship to the studio, in all four senses of that word: the class, the group, the 

project, and even the physical space. Early in the semester, Rocky,35 a promising first-year 

student who was a member of the winning team in the charrette competition, had already 

achieved iconic status in the first-year studio community. His real nickname loses something 

in translation, but the rigor with which he attacked his early study models became a standard 

measure of studio ethos. To be “Rocky-crazy” meant to try something nobody else would 

                                                                                                                                                       
present on time at a pin-up or review, and faculty routinely admonish students to “get your 
plots in early.” 

35 Rocky’s pseudonym has no connection to the “Theme from Rocky” incident 
described earlier. 
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think to do, such as make a study model out of spray foam insulation. Tributes to Rocky’s 

accomplishments and markers of his unique status in the studio are evident in graffiti on the 

homosote tack boards on the first-year floor. Yet, although his initial first-year project idea 

was called “beautiful” and “compelling,” Rocky was taken to task in his final review because 

his drawings did not do justice to his early conceptual work and his final digital model was 

underdeveloped. (See Figure 8) 

 

 

Figure 8: Rocky’s digital model 
 

The focus of the criticism Rocky received during the final review was that he had not 

produced the “sheer amount of work” that it would take to “really invest” in his project. 

When Rocky attempted to answer his critics verbally, two of the first-year studio professors, 

Perry and Aman, interrupted him: 
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Rocky: I understand that and I agree with that. I think it’s obvious that there 

are some things up there that should have been made that were not 
made. // I feel like part of this is an error in portraying what I was 
working on to you. And that in my presentation I haven’t expressed it 
as well as I could have. My goal was— 

Perry: —Flat out—You can talk about it until you’re blue in the face— 
Aman: —You have to do it.— 
Perry: —But we make. Flat out—we make. Right? So there’s a point where 

that [talking] ends, and you have to make. All the comments to you 
have been very, very kind. They’re willing to entertain the idea—
multiple ideas—because there’s so much potential in all of them. 

 
Charles, a faculty member who was serving as a critic during the review, made the studio 

ethos expectations of commitment to the iterative process explicit in his closing remarks to 

Rocky: 

This is a first-year studio, right? So you’re early on in the process, and you 
have a lifetime of learning ahead of you in how to take an idea and in some 
way harness it to make something. // So you made some attempts at what to 
do with it. Everyone’s asking you to look at your attempts and figure out how 
to do it better next time. // The request for more “design and make” is—I bet 
that if there were 500 of these, the 500th one wouldn’t look anything like that 
[Rocky’s digital model]. And these [his sketch and digital drawing] would be 
up there as early studies. And it would get that much better. That’s just the 
process. // Making, critiquing, editing, and remaking. 
 

Rocky was visibly shaken by his professors’ and critics’ reaction to his presentation. The 

intensity of their criticism may be explained by the fact that Rocky’s emerging identity as an 

architect was at risk: We architects make. If you don’t make—500 iterations, if necessary—

you can’t be an architect. In architecture, bodily learning is not just present alongside 

intellectual learning, sharing similar values and means. Thinking and making are one; 

architects draw and build because that is how they think. Verbal language is important as a 

generative mode and as a communicative tool (more acceptable and useful in some rhetorical 

situations than in others), but in a fundamental way, verbal language is de-centered in the 

architecture studio—though rhetoric, largely unmarked, flourishes. 
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The two components of agon that Hawhee (2005) identifies in her study, “gathering” 

and “questing” (p. 11), are operative in Rocky’s final review encounter, where the purpose is 

not so much about “obtaining the prize” (p. 11) of the ‘good crit’ as it is about engaging in “a 

productive training practice wherein subject production takes place through the encounter 

itself” (p. 16). For the agonistic encounters to be effective, however, the student must possess 

a meletic spirit—that “convergence of desire for transformation, the commitment to practice, 

and the forcing of regular encounters with the other” (Hawhee, p. 158). The meletic spirit is 

the intangible quality which Ann, Lynn, Will and the other faculty will expect to read as 

evidence of students’ studio ethos in their portfolios if they choose to apply for admission to 

Stonerock State’s B.Arch. program. 

A few days after the final review, the four studio professors debated at length about 

whether Rocky had earned the grade necessary to continue on in studio work. They had 

invited me to join them for coffee as they reflected on the semester and normed the students’ 

studio grades. I had just finished a draft of a paper I had written for a conference 

presentation, which included analysis of some first-year data, and they had agreed to give me 

feedback. As I listened to their impassioned discussion of Rocky’s fate, I realized that my 

concern for his emerging identity as an architect was far more accurate than I had even 

imagined—and that I was silently rooting for Rocky to succeed, despite my resolve to 

maintain some degree of distance as a researcher. The faculty invited me to share my 

insights, and they considered my analysis of Rocky’s final review before finally deciding to 

allow Rocky a second chance to prove himself. Rocky passed the studio, but he was directed 

to work independently over the summer to complete a marathon of making: thirty drawings 
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and study models in thirty days, due for review at the end of June. They hoped that this extra 

practice would increase Rocky’s chances of success in the second-year studio. 

When classes reconvened the next fall, I learned that Rocky was the only student 

from the first-year spring semester cohort who did not return to the program—or to the 

university. Tony told me that there were financial constraints that precluded Rocky’s return 

to school, a fact that Rocky confirmed when I saw him on campus unexpectedly a few 

months later. Rocky had returned to lend moral support to his former studio-mates at their 

fall semester second-year final review. When I asked him about his future plans, he said he 

hoped to save enough money to return to school, but not to architecture. Rocky thought that, 

given the economy, he might switch to education or educational psychology. When I 

interviewed Will to follow up on what had happened over the summer months, he told me 

that Rocky “had started but hadn’t finished” the work the faculty had assigned, and that in 

July he had emailed Will “apologizing that he hadn’t delivered.” Will speculated that, in his 

previous experiences, Rocky had “met with glowing success” because his high school 

teachers had probably “allowed his intellectual ability and gift of speaking to overcome his 

lack—that he was able to hide behind his skill as an orator.” Will emphasized that 

architecture is “about deadlines and deliverables,” whereas Rocky’s abilities were “about 

open-ended, thoughtful discussion.” Will said that Rocky “thought so much that he would 

question [the work] before he saw it through. [. . .] As soon as he could intellectually poke a 

hole in it, he would start over.” Because of this, he “threw [the work] away before it 

produced dividends.” Even as early as his mid-review, Rocky was told that he needed to 

learn how to think visually and kinesthetically. He was warned by his panel of critics, Will, 

Megan, and Ann, not to discard his failed attempts: 
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Will: Tie your hands to your head. Think – but do it through your pencil. 
Megan: If it was a failure, bring it. 
Ann: If you try to do it all in your head first, you’ll never get it. 
 

Reflecting on the first-year team’s studio pedagogy, Will commented, “We were trying to set 

the bar higher, to marry acts of thinking and acts of making so completely that they couldn’t 

be separated. The field welcomes both approaches: mind and hand. Rocky completely 

removed himself from acts of making.” In doing so, Rocky also removed himself from the 

most important aspect of studio culture: the development of studio ethos through agonistic 

struggle in the phusiopoietic space of the studio. 

Just as the ancient gymnasium “functioned as a gathering place for Athenian male 

citizens and citizens-in-training” (Hawhee, 2005, pp. 114-115) and “the primary locus for 

citizen production” (p. 116), the studio and its culminating spectacle, the final review, 

functions as the phusiopoietic space where practicing architects and architects-in-training 

meet, preparing for their roles as citizens in the forum of a firm. Through this phusiopoietic 

process, studio ethos is kindled or extinguished. As Hawhee points out, “The notion of 

antagonism is crucial for understanding the forces of agonism.36 Whereas antagonism blocks 

a response, agonism, by definition, demands one” (p. 27). In studio culture, the line between 

agonism and antagonism is X-Acto-blade thin. It delineates the difference between “a puffed 

up attacker and a squashed attackee” and the provocation of “insistent questioning, intense 

engagement with the issue under consideration, and/or an exchange between colleagues” who 

have gathered to continue the iterative process of a life-long “questing for thinking, 

                                                 
36 Hawhee uses antagonism rather than irenic as the counterpart for agonism in her 

criticism of Deborah Tannen’s “Agonism in the Academy,” which she sets in opposition to 
Susan Jarratt’s “Feminism and Composition: The Case for Conflict” (Hawhee, 2005, pp. 
192-93). 
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transforming, considering, and reconsidering” (Hawhee, p. 193)—or, in architectural terms, 

“making, critiquing, editing, and remaking” not just the work, but the dialogic self for whom 

the work speaks. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
MELETĒ: CULTIVATING STUDIO ETHOS IN THE FIRST YEAR 

 
 

In the year that I conducted my study, the first-year studio was team-taught by four 

members of the architecture faculty. Each studio professor was the instructor of record for a 

small group of first-year students and had a separate studio space, but there was also a studio-

sized space designated for the combined meetings. This fifth space was usually called the 

“crit bay,” and the four individual studios were called “A Block, B Block, C Block and D 

Block.” Late in the semester, Will, the studio professor who acted as coordinator for the first-

year curriculum, referred to the crit bay as “our clubhouse.” In previous years, each faculty 

member’s studio had operated independently, following a common project but with little 

interaction among the separate groups. During my study, though, the entire cohort of almost 

fifty first-year students crammed into the crit bay and overflowed into “the loft,” sitting on 

top of the lockers lining the hallway and on the ledge at the top of the partition walls. 

Although individual faculty occasionally staged additional, supplemental group activities for 

their own studios, most of the time spent in the “Blocks” was devoted to independent work, 

including desk crits (individual consultations with the studio professor) and in-class 

assignments. For at least a portion of each studio session, the first-years gathered as one 

community unit for presentations by a faculty member (called “vignettes”), pin-ups (critique 

of students’ work in progress by faculty and peers), discussions of assigned readings, 

introductions to new assignments, and internal reviews. (See Figures 9 and 10) 
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Figure 9: First-year students perched in the loft 
 

 

Figure 10: A loft’s-eye view of a watercolor pin-up 
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Reviews are formal presentations of student work to professional critics. In an internal 

review, one of the first-year faculty who was not as familiar with the student’s work and 

first-year students who did not often work together served as “fresh eyes” for the project. 

The first-year studio project was based on defining phenomenology and selecting a 

site by “find[ing] a gap in the urban fabric of [Stonerock State’s] main campus that contains a 

phenomenon of immense latent potential.” Students were encouraged to “[l]ook to the small, 

the overlooked, the unheralded, the unimpressive” features of their site. This feature must 

have created an observable condition that had not been sufficiently exploited to enhance the 

user’s experience of the site. Most students chose phenomena related to light, shadow, wind, 

sound, or other naturally occurring conditions, although a few tackled more difficult subjects 

such as factors affecting a sense of personal space, such as privacy or exposure. The work of 

the studio was subdivided into three related projects: 1) creating an instrument to measure a 

phenomenon on their site and communicate that phenomenon to observers; 2) painting a 

watercolor from a photograph of their site; and 3) building a “phenomenological model” of 

their site that they would eventually develop to include a “phenomenological observatory.”  

The observatory would provide a space for at least one person to “observe, monitor, and 

contemplate [the] chosen phenomenon.” Each of these major projects involved several sub-

projects: diagrams, writings, study models, and drawings. As the semester progressed, 

students were working on multiple aspects of the overall studio project at once. 

The syllabus for the first-year studio states, “NEW WORK IS REQUIRED FOR 

EACH CLASS. This work, regardless of its perceived worth, must be displayed prior to the 

start of every class. In this course, students should aspire to fail heroically, rather than to 

succeed timidly.” During the semester, I noticed versions of this motto contrasting heroic 
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failure with timid success displayed at students’ workstations and copied in their 

sketchbooks. Behind Will’s motto, I argue, is the rhetorical concept of meletē: the belief that, 

even in failure, practice is transformative.37 Maintaining a sketchbook, regular attendance, 

and active participation in all aspects of studio were counted as part of the studio grade. 

Figure 11 shows the articulated goals and objectives for first-year architecture studio: 

 

 

Figure 11: Excerpt from the first-year syllabus 
 

First-year studio was technically scheduled for only two days per week, Monday and Friday, 

because the students were also taking a required course on Wednesdays in which they 

learned to use digital software such as PhotoShop. There were two sections of the 

Wednesday course, meeting back to back, so Will negotiated “extra” studio time by requiring 

the first-year students to meet in the crit bay either before or after their other class to discuss 

                                                 
37 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of Hawhee’s (2005) use of this term. 
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the required reading for studio: Michael Benedikt (1987) For an Architecture of Reality, Italo 

Calvino (1974) Invisible Cities, and Juhani Pallasmaa (2005) The Eyes of the Skin: 

Architecture and the Senses. In addition to these texts, excerpts of six other works were 

posted to the course management site. 

Will used the term “rigorous” to describe the first-year studio project. He told the 

students that, as a first-year faculty, they had “set the bar really high.” When I interviewed 

him before the first day of studio, he complained that the students, whom he had already been 

working with for a semester, tended to be “programmed in a product-oriented approach.” He 

explained that he did not want the students to know ahead of time what the next project or 

step in the process would be because it would “prejudice them.” Instead, he expected them to 

trust the process—and to trust the faculty when they withheld information or restricted their 

resources in the early stages of the studio. Submitting to these restrictions is part of the 

meletic spirit that would, in the end, enable them to become architects. Will described his 

method of teaching as a “non-traditional architecture pedagogy,” breaking away from the 

traditional Bauhaus approach of problem-solving. He equated the Bauhaus approach with the 

lockstep, imitative, “plan, section, and elevation” master-apprentice pedagogy that he and his 

first-year colleagues had been subjected to in their own architectural education. 

Acknowledging that he has been influenced by Dewey, Will described himself as wanting to 

“speak the language of the students.” Will’s objection to traditional pedagogy is that it is 

“harmful to the pursuit” and encourages a “product mindset.” He attributes the persistence of 

what he calls traditional architecture pedagogy to the tenure system, which is based on 

student products and, therefore, puts pressure on instructors to take no risks. For Will, 

success without risk is no success at all. “Tradition and inertia,” in Will’s view, are the key 
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factors that mediate against change in architecture studio pedagogy. He identified his own 

approach as emphasizing the need for students to “create more when they are stuck” and 

“think through making.” 

“It’s Instructive”: Drawing to Learn 

Architects at all levels—from the students in my study, to their studio professors, to 

the famous professionals interviewed by Robbins (1994) in Why Architects Draw—report 

that they think visually through drawing and modeling, whether the medium is digital or 

pencil, chipboard or charcoal. Many of the architects (emerging and established) whom I 

encountered in my study eyed me with a mixture of pity and disbelief when I spoke with 

them about writing as a way of thinking through the data I had collected. Jeff, a sympathetic 

third-year student, advised, “Draw a diagram; it always helps.” In fact, I was driven to this 

alien process out of desperation at a time when I was struggling to conceptualize the 

organization of this dissertation into chapters. And it did help, despite the fact that 

diagramming, for me, was fraught with anxiety in the same way that writing is for many 

architecture students. Drawing to learn triggers this same kind of anxiety for first-year 

students who have been schooled in drawing as a way to represent the “real” world. 

In the first year of the architecture program, students are acquiring a particular kind of 

visual literacy. This discipline-specific visual literacy is different from what typical visually-

based assignments in print-based disciplines such as composition require: a generic ability to 

assess the overall impact of a visual text like a website or advertisement. Selfe (2004) takes 

an innovative approach to including visual literacy in composition classes when she calls for 

assignments that ask students to substantially revise written text to take advantage of the 
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opportunities afforded in a web-based text or collage. However, in order to understand more 

fully how visual literacy functions in an academic context and how it is developed as part of 

a disciplinary discourse, writing and rhetoric instructors need to familiarize ourselves with 

academic visual discourse, as opposed to popular visual discourse. In the first-year 

architecture studio, students are not only learning to communicate visually, they are learning 

to pose problems and construct arguments visually. The same kinds of difficulties that 

compositionists identify as weaknesses in writing produced by novices are present in visual 

form in the design work of beginning architecture students. Where inexperienced student 

writers produce summary instead of analysis, inexperienced architecture students produce 

drawings that merely represent what can already be seen, rather than using drawing as a 

language to explore relationships and construct knowledge. 

In the first-year studio, one of the most frequent criticisms of students’ drawings was 

that the drawings did nothing more than duplicate the information visible in the object itself. 

Representational drawing was labeled “busywork.” In a drawing pin-up just days before the 

midterm review, students were asked to critique site drawings they had made that included 

their instruments measuring the phenomena. To open the discussion, Will asked, “Why did 

we make you do this?” A flurry of serious and joking responses from the students followed: 

Several students at once: “Because you hate us?”; “So we don’t get rusty.”; 
“Busywork”; “To give us a middle ground to bring the watercolor 
back into.” 

Art: You want us to bring this into the computer. 
Sam: In case it [the instrument] stinks, we can better represent it on paper. 
Kent: Because it’s getting nice outside and you want us to spend as much time 

as possible indoors. 
Student: To further our understanding of what we’re talking about—how to 

translate. 
Tony: You want us working from 2-dimensional to 3-dimensional, to go back 

and forth. 
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Lloyd: It’s instructive; we might make something that’s invisible in the 

instrument visible. 
 

At this point, Will intervened to pause the conversation and draw attention to Lloyd’s 

comment by responding, “That’s the way we [faculty] talk when we get together over 

coffee.” The key to the assignment, which Lloyd had articulated, was the rhetorical purpose 

of the instrument drawing: to add a layer of information that could not be seen by looking at 

the instrument itself. Will elevated Lloyd’s response to the level of faculty, marking Lloyd’s 

discourse as comparable to an experienced architect’s. The what of the assignment is a thread 

that runs through the several of the students’ responses: the idea of moving between one 

medium and another—from painting to drawing, paper to computer, physical model to paper. 

Lloyd’s response achieves the level of meta-knowledge because he articulates not only the 

what but the why of the exercise: switching media is only valuable when it involves 

translation and reconceptualization. 

The unidentified students’ references to “the watercolor” and to “how to translate” 

relate this drawing pin-up to an ongoing project in the first-year studio. The students were 

“translating” an original photograph of their site to watercolor, working with two different 

media in the visual mode. They followed strict guidelines that required them to layer 

information in multiple iterations, “bouncing around” so they never completed a section in 

one sitting or worked on adjacent sections. The exercise emphasizes process over product as 

the students were expected to work on an average of ten squares a day, seven days a week, 

over a ten-week period, with a scheduled weekly pin-up (shown earlier in Figure 10) to 

critique their progress every seventy squares. (See Figure 12) 
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Figure 12: Excerpt from the first-year watercolor project assignment handout 
 

The watercolor project was, in rhetorical terms, an exercise in meletē; the students would 

only benefit from it if they committed themselves fully to the process. If they did so, Will 

promised, they would be able to trace the evidence of their developing visual literacy skills 

by reading the flaws in their early work through the layers of their repeated efforts. When he 

introduced the project, Will said, “This exercise is chiefly an exercise to help you see. // Get 

inside the photograph—faithfully.” The watercolor project, with its explicit emphasis on 

translation, became the touchstone of the first-year studio. The vocabulary Will introduced 

with that assignment, including translate, voice, and vivify, infused the studio discourse, 

though the students did not always understand the terms or use them appropriately, as my 

analysis of their review presentations will demonstrate. 

For Will and the other first-year faculty, the opposite of translation is transcription, 

by which they mean the mere replication of information that can be read in another medium. 
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The studio professors’ use of translation corresponds to multimodal theorists’ concept of 

modal affordances. In one study of modal affordances, Kress (1999) discussed the roles of 

language and image in a 1938 science textbook, pointing out that language “express[es] all 

the essential information, [whereas] images (are assumed to) have the function of 

‘illustration’(p. 73). Kress compared this with a science textbook from 1988 where meaning 

is distributed more evenly between the visual and verbal modes, which he identifies as a 

“trend towards the visual representation of information which was formerly coded solely in 

language” (p. 77). Acknowledging that “‘doing the same thing’” in different languages 

“leaves out of the account why anyone would want to engage in this translation,” Kress 

argues that “the visual and the verbal provide fundamentally distinct possibilities for 

engagement with the world”; therefore, “translation from one mode to another has to be seen 

in the more radical sense of ‘translation as transformation’” (p.78, emphasis added). It is this 

sense that is crucial to the way the first-year architecture studio professors present translation 

from what they call one medium to another: photography to watercolor, for example. 

Although Kress and his colleagues would consider both media subcategories of the visual 

mode, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) allow for media to become modes as they take on 

greater cultural significance in a given context. However, the emergence of new modes is 

contingent upon the condition that the different media can be controlled to produce distinct 

meanings through a process that includes development of a “metalanguage, whether visual or 

verbal, for making these choices explicit” (p. 79). In the first-year architecture studio, 

beginning students are not only negotiating the shift in modal dominance from verbal to 

visual, they are developing a more specialized and discipline-specific understanding of visual 
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modes. Drawing, model-making, painting, and photography function as distinct modes in 

architecture; they have radically different, and therefore rhetorically exigent, affordances. 

A few minutes after Lloyd’s faculty-worthy comment during the drawing pin-up, 

another student, Martina, commented that drawing the instrument was inferior to 

photographing it on site: 

Martina: It’s never going to look how it really looks at all. Not like a 
photograph, because a photograph is going to be more helpful than a 
line drawing. 

Will: Is it? // You’re not representing what you can see, because what would 
be the point? // That would be busywork [nodding in the direction of 
the student in the loft who said this at the start of the discussion]. 

 
Martina recognized a difference between the two modes of photography and drawing, but she 

failed to understand how their affordances operate in the rhetorical context of architecture. 

The values she assigned to each mode were in direct contradiction to the rhetorical purposes 

Will had identified in his explication of Lloyd’s observation that drawing offered something 

more, something better, than the object itself or a mere representation of that object. 

As the pin-up continued, the first-year faculty compared the approach they were 

taking in the studio to the more traditional kinds of assignments they experienced in their 

own architectural education, based on the master-apprentice model: 

Will: There is a gravitational pull that you have to resist: 1. It’s easy to draw 
the thing. 2. You know it so intimately. // You don’t have to draw it all 
equally. // Where do you feel the conviction?  What’s most important 
to you? A lot of schools of architecture would be asking you to do just 
that: “Draw a box. Shut up and don’t ask questions.” 

Aman: “Draw your desk in plan, section, and elevation.”38 

                                                 
38 Plans, sections, and elevations, along with perspectives, are the conventional, 

scaled orthographic drawings that are the staple of architectural presentations. Plans show the 
layout of a space from directly above (e.g., floor plans). Sections are views cut through a 
space that show the relationships between one area and another (e.g., a dollhouse with a 
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[Both Will and Ted nod.] 
// 
[Aman refers to an assignment he had as an architecture student that required 

drawing with ink on Mylar.]  
Aman [to Will and Ted]: I bet you had the same assignment. 
[Will and Ted nod.] 
Aman: If you made a mistake, you had to scrape it off with a razor blade. 

They were asking you to hide the fact that you made the mistake. 
We’re asking you not to hide it. 

 
This exchange among first-year faculty highlights a shift in studio pedagogy from a skills-

based approach to what Bartholomae (1988) would call “scholarly projects . . . that would 

allow [students] to act as though they were colleagues in an academic enterprise. . . . inside 

that discourse, where they can do its work and participate in a common enterprise” (p. 

278)—and where a first-year student like Lloyd can be publicly acknowledged as fledgling 

colleague. In architecture, first-year students have status within the architectural community 

that allows them to act as colleagues, not merely as though they were colleagues. Will 

highlights the agency of the emerging architect when he tells students to make their 

“conviction” evident in their drawings. Rather than submitting to the constraints of realistic 

representation or rote replication of known information (what a box looks like in plan, 

section, and elevation), students in the design model of architecture studio pedagogy are 

asked to pose problems, become experts who have intimate knowledge of their site, and sort 

out what is important to them in their projects. Even as novices, they are developing their 

own ideas—their own architectural self, as third-year student Mary advocates. They are 

expected to participate actively in a disciplinary conversation by asking questions. Their 

                                                                                                                                                       
missing fourth wall). Elevations show all of the vertical surfaces of a space as a flat plane, 
with no sense of depth. Perspective views show the space as it is experienced from a 
particular vantage point. 
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membership in the professional community is provisional, since they will need to apply in 

their second year for admission to the professional track. Nevertheless, that provisional 

membership is consequential.39 If they are to retain their provisional membership in the 

architecture community, however, the questions that they pose—and the knowledge that 

answering them constructs—must be voiced in the appropriate language: drawing. 

“Invent a Language”: Drawing as Data 

The drawing assignment critiqued in the pin-up discussed above had been introduced 

at the end of the previous studio meeting, giving students one weekend to produce their first 

efforts at composite drawings. To produce a composite drawing, the students needed to 

combine their diagrams with conventional plan, section, and elevation drawings. A week 

after the composite drawings were assigned, the first-year students would present their 

projects-in-progress to external critics at the mid-semester review on the last day of classes 

before Spring Break. The critics were Stonerock State architecture faculty not teaching first-

year studio and visiting architects, some of whom teach studio courses at other institutions. It 

is quite common for architecture studio faculty to be practicing architects as well, either 

working for a local firm or in private practice. For mid-review, there were four panels of 

critics, each including one of the first-year faculty and two or three external critics. To 

prepare the students for this high-stakes event, the first-year faculty staged an internal review 

or “dry run” one week in advance (the day the composite drawings were assigned). They 

asked the students to set up their projects in the exhibit space, called the Fishbowl because of 

                                                 
39 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of the differences between Bartholomae’s view of 

student texts and the role of first-year students in the institutional and professional 
architecture community and for Mary’s view of studio pedagogy. 
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its glass walls, off the main floor lobby of the architecture building. The students were 

instructed to walk around the room to evaluate each others’ work, voting for the best project 

in each of six categories by leaving a slip of paper at the display. Introducing the peer review 

exercise, Will announced, “You might need to write these down. On your hand… On a piece 

of paper...” The students scurried around, laughing. Will continued in an exaggerated, 

hysterical tone, “Write something down!? Oh, my god!” By mocking the students’ attitude 

toward writing, Will conveyed his own conviction of its importance in the process of 

critique. Once students had settled down with something to write with and on, Will defined 

the following categories: 

Will: 1. Most compelling. I’ve chosen these words purposely—not the best. 2. 
Greatest clarity—gives the clearest voice to the phenomenon. 3. Most 
surprising. 4. Ripest—under the condition that it has not been plucked 
yet. It has latent potential, is the most promising, is amazing but 
doesn’t work yet. 

Student: It’s pregnant. 
Will: Yes, pregnant—seven months along, but hasn’t given birth. 5. Most 

poetic. 6. The outer edge award—define this as you will—at your 
discretion. Write down who you’re giving this to. You have one hour 
to do this. Go look. Play. Talk to each other. Have fun. 

 
One of the important factors in this exercise was that students were not always present at 

their own project exhibit to talk about their work. Will had told them, “Bring whatever you 

need for people to understand your project without you being next to it. You will be looking 

at other projects while people are looking at yours. Even if you have to sketch something 

now.” As the students moved around the room eating, chatting, and looking at each others’ 

work, spontaneous groups of students began sharing information and asking each other 

questions about materials used and processes of working: “What did you use? Clay?”; “What 

kind of wood is that? Where did you get it?”; “I wanted a cylinder, but it would have cost 
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$75. I was not paying $75.” At the end of the evaluation period, Will called the studio 

together to debrief. First, he asked students to articulate the criteria they had used without 

naming the person to whom they had given an “award.” Then he asked students who had 

received at least ten votes in a single category to come forward and identify which award 

they had received. When the other students began to clap, Will stopped them: 

We’re not here to applaud them. No worship. Everyone recognized at least six 
people here. I want each of you to make it a point to go up to that person 
whose project you voted for and tell them why. 
 

When Natalie’s project was chosen as the “most poetic,” a term Will did not specifically 

define, Will directed the students’ attention to the drawing she had displayed: “Look at the 

sketch up top. It’s a beautiful view into the work.” Uba, one of the other students, responded, 

“It has so much information.” Under the heading of clarity, one student explained that the 

project was accessible: “I understood it when they explained it. It was not so abstract that you 

can’t wrap your mind around it.” However, the majority of the first-year students valued 

projects for clarity when those projects did not rely on verbal explanation to be understood: 

“Whether the person was there to explain it or not, I could tell what it was doing”; “It was 

self-explanatory—how you used it and why.” Ted, one of the first-year faculty, responded to 

this exchange by explicitly highlighting for the students the audience considerations they 

would need to take into account when they presented the work to “outsiders” in the mid-

review. This hint for tailoring the presentation to a different audience led to a discussion of 

professional practice: 

Ted: Embedded in your project is the observer. That observer knows nothing. 
// It has to be clear to anyone. 

// 
Student: That’s what architecture is, right? I remember Will saying something 

about that last semester. That you won’t always be there to explain that 
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this project was inspired by Grandmama’s kitchen. [Laughter] // That 
stuck with me. 

Aman: 85% of architectural practice doesn’t allow you to do that. 
Will: You need to be aware of how you frame your architecture. You need to 

allow people to read it from where they stand. The developer, the 
people concerned about code and logistics, and others who see it as 
more than the most cheap and efficient way to build something. 

 
Although none of the studio professors had specific training in rhetoric, their explicit 

attention to audience serves as a form of rhetorical education for their students and 

contextualizes the key rhetorical concerns of purpose and audience within the new visual 

literacy of discipline-specific drawing that the students were developing. Will also spoke 

explicitly about visual texts as evidence to support a design argument. At the end of the 

exercise, Will told the students, “The ones chosen had evidence there to jump out. We’re 

going to give you a chance over the next week to provide that, so that when you re-present a 

week from today, you’ll all have that evidence.” Aman quipped, “If it’s ripe, how do you 

pluck it?” Will then introduced the drawing assignment discussed earlier, saying, “Reflect, 

photo-document, draw in pencil, and then come back at the project to develop it.” Aman 

advised, “Use the pencil as a plucking device.” Perry added, “There’s a logic to these 

projects. You can construct that logic in drawing.” Ted observed, “There are people plugging 

away at topics you don’t understand. You know something’s there, but you don't know what 

it is. But you’re going to keep drawing and trying to understand it.” Ted’s comment points to 

the commitment that the faculty expected students to bring to the process of thinking and 

making, buoyed by the belief that practice will yield transformative results. This is the 

essence of meletē. The faculty represented drawing as the preferred means of thinking 

through the issues related to the projects. This compendium of advice set up not only the 
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drawing project that would be critiqued during the composite drawing pin-up three days later 

but at the higher-stakes rhetorical performance in the mid-review one week away. 

Not surprisingly, the students’ drawings, which were the newest and, therefore, the 

least developed aspect of their projects, received the most critical attention during the mid-

review. Will had briefed the external critics about the students’ process, but in review after 

review, the drawings were targeted as the weakest component. Because drawing to learn and 

visual thinking are so highly valued by architects, the critics emphasized the students’ 

shortcomings in using drawing effectively as they commented on the students’ work. Uba, 

the student who remarked that Natalie’s sketch conveyed a lot of information, was taken to 

task by critics Ryan and Janet for the lack of information in his own drawings at mid-review. 

Ryan grew increasingly animated as student after student presented drawings that he 

considered “meaningless”: 

Drawing what we already see—you’ve gotta get beyond that. It’s more about 
“How does this thing work?” And I know you can draw it—I see your 
drawings. Your drawings are—I like the way you draw. I like the way you 
drew last semester. But I think the tendency is to look at drawings like this 
and we get—you know—Will or whoever gives us an assignment, and it’s 
like, it’s an assignment and kind of stays locked in its documentation, and we 
lock that documentation into documentation of the object, and we draw the 
object. When we can kind of overlap all this other information that we’re 
talking about, but we just—you can’t leave us sitting here kind of taking your 
word for it. 
 

Uba, like most of the first-year students, fell victim to the gravitational force that Will had 

tried to warn them about at the drawing pin-up a few days previously. For Ryan, Uba’s 

verbal explanation of what the instrument did on site was insufficient. Ryan was not prepared 

to take Uba’s spoken word for something that could and should have been made evident 

through the information layered into the drawing. 
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Significantly, Ryan does not attribute this to a lack of skill in drawing; he praises Uba 

for the way he draws. It is, again, not the what but the why that is lacking in Uba’s—and 

most of his peers’—presentations. This same pattern was repeated in reviews happening with 

other external critics. For example, Kent explained in the course of his presentation that 

texture, rather than shape, proved to be the most important factor in how his instrument 

functioned. His external critics Miriam, Neela, and Carly all commented that his iterative 

process of exploring forms by casting concrete study models for his instrument was evident 

in his drawings.40 Nevertheless, Carly told him, “It’s a pity that doesn’t show more,” and 

Neela asked for a more complete series of drawings that “would help us to understand how 

[he] arrived” at his final form. In another panel, Roy received praise for his “finishing hand,” 

but his critic Phil told him, “You’re looking at drawing [. . .] as final product—as the news, 

whereas drawing is a meditative process.” Roy’s studio professor Aman added, “You’ll have 

plenty of time to draw screws.” Technical skill and precision in drawing counted for far less 

than the informational content, even for those students whose drawing skills were clearly 

above average. Mickey’s project involved the phenomenon of the sound of running, 

subterranean water. His instrument connected weighted strings submerged in the water to 

suspended light bulbs, which clinked as the force of the water moved them. Phil found 

Mickey’s drawings “satisfying” and “seductive” compared to the others he had seen 

presented. (See Figure 13) 

 

                                                 
40 Kent’s cast concrete models are shown in Figure 7, Chapter 2. 
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Figure 13: Mickey’s mid-review drawing 
 

Despite his praise, Phil told Mickey, “The real drawing we want to see is a section of the 

water down here and these things in it and the grade and the centers of the circles right at 

grade. It’s the relationship between these two surfaces, the tension between those two [. . .] is 

incredibly fascinating.” Mickey received some negative comments about the “distracting” 

wooden frame of his instrument that did not relate to the “central idea” of his project, as 

Mickey had described it. Still, Phil focused on the “elegance” of his diagrams, and Aman 

praised his project as “compelling.” 

Students who were unable to articulate the concept behind their drawings, or whose 

explanations were rejected, fared worse than those students whose drawings did not live up 

to their potential. Critic Ryan told first-year student Jane that when he saw the parallel lines 

in her drawing he “got excited,” but after she presented it he said, “This drawing doesn’t say 

anything. Not the way you’ve talked about it.” (See Figure 14) 
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Figure 14: Jane’s mid-review drawing 
 

Ryan dismissed Jane’s drawing as “arbitrary” because, despite its promise of accuracy and 

measurement, it was not based on any actual spatial relationships on her site. Similarly, 

Ethan displayed diagrams that initially intrigued Ryan, but after Ethan presented, Ryan said, 

“When you talked about them, you killed them. If you could connect it to something in the 

site, maybe you could convince me.” The following exchange during Henry’s review 

illustrates the intensity of the critique process and the difficulty that many students had when 

their verbal skills were insufficient to bolster their early attempts at what critic Phil calls 

“investigative drawings”: 

Ryan: What do you take from this? What do you get out of it? 
Henry: This? The whole thing? It’s just supposed to attract you to the 

fractur— 
Ryan: —You. You, you, you. You’re an architect. This process. You’re an 

architect. You made this device. You’re telling us it functions in a 
certain way. [pause] What do you do with that information, you know, 
it’s fracturing light or it’s... [pause] It’s manipulating light, right? And 
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shadows. How do you use that as a designer, as an architect, as a 
student who has to go back to his desk in a week. What do you do with 
it? 

Henry: I’m just...I’m using the instrument to activate, like, the site itself. I’m 
not...I don’t get... [inaudible]. 

[silence] 
Ryan: It’s giving something to you in return, as a creative person. Right? You 

had kind of an idea about what this thing’s gonna do, but I think you 
had some idea about what it’s gonna do because you had some idea of 
what you can do with that information. Whether it’s through 
photography or drawing, it has to do something else for you. We’re 
just asking, what do you do with the information now? 

Henry: Um...I was gonna—cuz people have things that, like, Maggie’s—it 
maps where it moves. I wanted to do...Cuz I can’t really map anything 
with, like, where things move. I wanted to, like, photo—like, 
document it in different places and get the light and, like, shadows that 
it matches to as it moves through the space... 

Ryan: I understand that. And during Maggie’s conversation we started talking 
about, you know, how she could start, with slight modifications to her 
device, start to actually make these relationships between the act of the 
moss growing and her tool or her gauge and start to make these 
graphic connections that would be implying spatial conditions, 
imagining things happening between her device and what it’s reading 
and the moss that’s growing and changing by the day. Right? It’s 
giving her something...maybe. So I ask, what would this give you? Just 
anticipate—just make it up right now. What do you think it gives you? 
And my point is, if it doesn’t give you anything, this whole—it’s all 
[pause] busywork. 

 
Henry was visibly flustered during this exchange, grasping for words like “activate the site” 

that would get him out of the jam of not being able to satisfy Ryan’s insistent, repeated 

requests for him to interpret the significance of his own drawings. 

Henry’s verbal confusion was the oral equivalent of the written texts by unskilled 

“basic writing” students that Bartholomae (1988) described: 

[Their] sentences fall apart not because the writer lacks the necessary syntax 
to glue the pieces together but because he lacks the full statement within 
which these key words are already operating. . . .[H]e has the key words but 
not the utterance. . . . The invisible conventions, the prepared phrases remain 
too distant for the statement to be completed. The writer must get inside of a 
discourse he can only partially imagine. The act of constructing a sentence, 
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then, becomes something like an act of transcription, where the voice on the 
tape unexpectedly fades away and becomes inaudible. (p. 284) 
 

Using the stock phrase “activate the site” backfired for Henry, not only because his 

mumbling and incomplete sentences betrayed what Will would call a lack of conviction or 

what Bartholomae would call an inability to inhabit the discourse of architecture, but also 

because Henry’s line of argument was aimed at the wrong audience: the user of the site, the 

observer. Ryan emphasizes Henry’s identity as an architect in this exchange, calling on him 

to step into the role of the user of the drawing, the designer. After an excruciating silence in 

which Henry could not supply the crucial information that would elevate his project from 

“busywork” to “thinking and making,” Ryan addressed the entire group of students 

presenting to his panel, and his colleague and co-critic Janet confirmed his assessment: 

Ryan: This is for all you guys, but just looking at [Henry’s], I think there’s 
this... [pause] You know we say, “Invent a language for drawing. 
Invent a way that communicates to you, not necessarily to everyone 
else, what you got out of this device.” Right? And I think there’s this 
hesitancy to be like, “How do I draw that realistically and accurately? 
I know if I hold this screen up and I’m at 80 degrees from off center, 
how do I possibly draw accurately what’s on the other side?” And I 
think if it just even stimulated the thought, that’s enough to make the 
drawing and to work it out in some sort of language. That’s what the 
device gave you. Right? It stimulated that idea about what this screen 
does and how it manipulates light and shadow. And then you work it 
through [pause] drawing. Everyone’s real tame with their drawings 
and they’re documenting...— 

Janet: —yeah— 
Ryan: —the thing. 
Janet: They’re very precious. They’re externalizing the drawing. That’s the 

thing. I’m now over-seeing the project. We can all see it. They’re all 
sitting in front of us. We know what it looks like. 

Ryan: And that’s not proving— 
Janet: —Change…change something about it. 
Ryan: And it’s not proving because it’s showing something that we can 

already just see. It’s right there, right? It’s showing us almost exactly 
the same thing. And it needs two, three, four other layers of 
information about—pick it: time, motion, direction, [pause] sonar… 
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Using drawings and diagrams to substantiate an idea about how spatial relationships work in 

the context of site-specific conditions is the accepted standard of proof in the wider 

community of architects. Yee (2007) instructs students: 

Diagrams are a visual means of collecting and sorting information, for testing 
ideas and exploring alternative solutions—for looking into the very heart of a 
design problem. . . . They also communicate your ideas to your classmates or 
professional peers so that their soundness can be tested. (p. 432) 
 

Referring to visual texts as proof, as the means by which arguments are made, signifies the 

importance of visual language within the context of studio culture. 

What counts as evidence, even from the first year of study, is not so much the verbal 

explanation of the process by which a design was developed but the proof text of 

diagrammatic drawings combined with conventional drawings. Bakhtin might call this a 

hybridization of authoritative plans, sections, and elevations with the internally persuasive 

word of diagrams spoken in the individual’s own discourse. The argument for a proposed 

design project rests upon the architect’s ability to translate what he or she sees in the private 

language of diagrams into a specialized, shared visual languages of architects and other 

professionals (contractors, engineers) and, ultimately, into the vernacular language of non-

architects (clients, investors). As Yee (2007) explains, “Every design professional develops 

his or her own language in expressing concepts graphically as a way of seeing” (p. 468). In 

the architectural community, then, the stakes for novice students are even higher than what 

Bartholomae (1988) imagined when he challenged the print-based community of English 

teachers to raise the bar for beginning students: 

We do have the right to expect students to be active and engaged, but that is 
more a matter of being continually and stylistically working against the 
inevitable presence of conventional language; it is not a matter of inventing a 
language that is new. (p. 278) 
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Here, again, Bartholomae is echoing the language of Bakhtin (1986): 

Forms of authorship can be usurped or conventional. . . . Authorial forms and 
particularly the tone of these forms . . . are essentially traditional and reach 
back into antiquity. They are renewed in new situations. One cannot invent 
them (just as one cannot invent language). (p. 153) 
 

Both Bartholomae and Bakhtin assume that invented language is impossible: Bartholomae 

states this premise assertively; Bakhtin nestles it in parentheses. A few lines after his 

parenthetical aside, however, Bakhtin speculates on the possibility of an invented language: 

“Are there genres of pure self-expression (without the traditional authorial form)?” (p. 153). 

Although both Bakhtin and Bartholomae concern themselves exclusively with verbal 

language, the novice architecture students’ visual inventions can be read as “novelistic 

discourse” in which “one’s own language is never a single language: in it there are always 

survivals of the past and a potential for other-languagedness that is more or less sharply 

perceived by the working literary and language consciousness” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 66). 

Contrary to Bartholomae’s assumption that working against convention is merely a 

matter of style, first-year architecture students work against the presence of conventional 

language and authorial forms by inventing a visual language that is new. In their 

diagrammatic drawings, they have “that crucial, intimate conversation with [themselves], a 

conversation conducted in very specific language that has its own grammar, style, and 

syntax” (Yee, 2007, p. 432), as architects see it. Diagrammatic drawing is a private language. 

Nevertheless, it depends on “heteroglot voices among which his own voice must also sound” 

and which “create the background necessary for his own voice, outside of which his artistic 

prose nuances cannot be perceived, and without which they ‘do not sound’” (Bakhtin, 1986, 

p. 278). This understanding of the communicative function of drawing explains why critics 
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like Ryan approach a drawing like Jane’s or Ethan’s with optimism, even though the drawing 

is not intelligible at first. As architecture students become more adept at hybridization, they 

learn how to juxtapose their invented diagrammatic language with the conventional language 

of architectural drawings in order to suggest how their invented language should be read by 

an experienced, highly visually literate audience of architects. That is to say, they learn how 

to produce a composite drawing that teaches its audience how to read it as a coherent, 

synthesized text. 

During reviews, external critics exemplify what Halasek (1999) calls a “Bakhtinian 

audience [which] functions neither as an ‘equal to the author’ nor a receiver of the discourse 

but as a coauthor of the discourse” (p53). Reading the students’ visual texts to create 

meaning is a collaborative act which relies not only on the student author’s intention but on 

the critic’s more developed visual literacy. At first, though, beginning students rely on verbal 

communication to bridge the gap between their private and communal visual languages. This 

is why Ryan tells Jane and Ethan that the promise of their drawings is undermined by their 

speech and why Henry’s representational drawings, when combined with his inability to 

speak about them, call his whole project into question. Ryan’s closing comments to the entire 

first-year cohort at the end of the mid-review clarify the rhetorical work of the language of 

drawing and its relationship to speech, not only in the first year, but throughout the 

professional education program: 

The students here today, the first-year students all the way up through what 
we’re seeing with fifth-year thesis students, there seems to be this 
indecisiveness or confusion as to who your audience is when you make these 
things: “Who’s reading my drawing? Who does my drawing have to be legible 
to? If I’m using my tools to analyze or dissect or exaggerate some sort of 
phenomenon that’s existing on this site, how do…how do I start to invent a 
way to dissect and analyze that information for myself in order to, as Perry 
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was saying, ‘take it to the next step’?” Just speaking for our group, Janet and 
Ted and I were like, “You’re talking about sun and time and movement. Why 
isn’t that part of the drawing—how you start to analyze this information?” 
And people were like, “How do you draw that?” and “How would it be 
accurate?” I think at that point, you’re drawing for you. And even if you’re 
drawing with a certain amount precision and some sort of architectural 
convention or conventional language starts to creep into the drawing or is the 
basis of the drawing, that’s ok. But that drawing is for you to dissect that 
information. And if you can talk us through the process, you sell it. You’ve 
sold it. So there’s people with pens and pencils, there’s people with computers 
[. . .], that are making these really wonderful...this imagery that has many 
different dimensions and is open to many different interpretations from many 
different angles. But I think they’re most valuable to the person who made 
them, not the people at the jury.41 
 

Ryan values the students themselves as the primary audience for exploratory drawings, and 

he is willing to accept a verbal explanation as long as it demonstrates that producing the 

drawing created meaning for the student designer. The value in the early drawings, then, is 

both limited and essential: these drawings function as generative, inventive texts for the 

individual designer. In order for individualistic visual language to become rhetorically 

effective in the social context of the studio, the student designer must translate it into 

hybridized prose, first orally and later visually, for an audience beyond the self. 

“I’m Immensely Confused”: Scaffolding Visual Synthesis 

First-year coordinator Will closed the mid-review with final comments comparing the 

success of the students’ watercolors to the limitations of their drawings. He told the students 

that the iterative process built into the watercolor project had allowed them to speak “most 

                                                 
41In traditional architectural pedagogy, external reviews are called juries and external 

critics are called jurors. Despite the studio culture reform efforts to replace these terms with 
reviews and critics, the traditional language persists, even among some of the participants in 
my study who actively advocate a change in language as a step toward cultural reform. I have 
chosen to use review and critic in my discussion; however, I retain jury and juror when I am 
quoting a participant who still uses those terms. 
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eloquently about that watercolor,” adding, “You’ve earned that understanding through that 

rigor, through that constant process and that dedication.” Will challenged the students to 

impose the same kind of rigor to developing their drawings over Spring Break, using an 

idealized image of a writer as an example: 

So if you’re looking at “Ok, what do I do now?” I would say committing 
yourself to “I’m going to stare at this drawing and apply new information to it 
an hour every day or two hours every day, and I’m gonna come at this and 
apply new information.” Right? Just like a writer does. And sometimes the 
writer pounds out a sentence and sometimes a chapter. But every day, from 
ten to noon, they’re at their keyboard. Right? And just sit there. And even if 
you stare at your drawing for an hour and a half and you only draw the last 
half hour, that’s fine. That’s invested time, and you’ll be able to pull from that. 
And use the drawing as a method of exploration, not a static thing. Not a 
product to impress us. Cuz we’re not impressed with static things. We’re 
impressed with things that are living. Things like that watercolor, things like 
some of the mappings that you’ve created, things like some of the initial 
diagrams which were very rich. Again, you have very rich observations 
throughout your process, and now is the time not to kind of lose those as 
you’re asked to do drawings, and architecture, and space. Right? But to 
intensify those things. And that is gonna be the challenge. And to do that well, 
it requires that you hit the ground running when you come back Monday after 
Spring Break. 
 

When the first-year students returned from their Spring Break, many of them were still 

shaken and uncertain about how to proceed after the criticism they had received in the mid-

review. The faculty used the print literacies of writing, reading, and research, paired with oral 

reflection, as a scaffold to launch a revision of their composite drawings and to introduce a 

new visual literacy mode: physical model-making. The first hour of studio was devoted to a 

drawing exercise which asked students to produce “an overlay [on trace or vellum] with a 

radical reconstruction based on reflection and the comments in your crit.” The choice of 

material was deliberately made to emphasize that students should be “bold” when 

approaching revision, since they had been “hesitant” in their original efforts. The faculty 
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reasoned that, by using transparent, disposable material like trace paper, which comes in 

rolls, or the slightly more substantial vellum (rather than the thick, expensive watercolor 

paper that tenaciously holds traces of graphite and physical impressions even after erasure), 

the students would be more inclined to take bigger risks. Will explained the connection 

between materiality and invention: 

There’s a reticence to touch them [the drawings]—maybe because it’s 
watercolor paper—but there’s a timidity in the studio, I don’t know if you 
realize that, that’s not in your diagrams. They were little pieces of paper, 
right? You could bang out a hundred of them. Here’s a hint: Trace paper is 
cheap. There’s no reason to spend an hour with one piece of trace. // This 
should be a frenzied time. We should hear much ripping. 
 

Ethan, whose drawings had been “killed” by his oral presentation, asked, “What if we want 

to completely change our layout?” Will told him, “Flip your watercolor paper over and use 

trace on the white side.” Will made the use of a low-stakes material mandatory even if the 

student chose to begin with a blank slate. Roy, who had produced drawings as “news” with 

precisely drawn screws, revealed that he had not yet internalized the lesson that critic Ryan 

had tried to convey in his review of Henry’s work and his final comments: 

Roy: Will we have to be working on these pictures the rest of the semester? 
Will: That’s a good question. And never refer to it as a “picture” again. 
[Laughter] // Take what it gives you, analyze that, and use it to develop your 
project. 
 

Roy’s studio professor, Aman, added, “You should be asking, ‘Can we work on them all 

semester?’ not ‘Do we have to?’” Aman continued, staring intently at Roy, “You’ve gotta 

snap out of this attitude. [. . .] Otherwise, all you’ll produce is a pretty burp and nothing 

more.” The students laughed at his choice of words, but faculty member Perry refocused their 

attention on the reason for iterative drawing by saying, “I like to talk about it as being 

generative.” Seen through the lens of meletē, Roy’s attitude betrayed a lack of desire for 
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transformation and a lack of commitment to the process of iterative development: he just 

wanted his “picture” to be finished. Aman’s pointed remark was targeted not only at Roy’s 

work but also at Roy’s lack of studio ethos, which put him at risk. 

When the students were dismissed to their desks to draw for an hour, the four faculty 

members debriefed about the mid-review, and Aman voiced his concerns about Roy: 

Aman: Roy was MIA the entire time. His stuff was very beautiful and done, 
but there was no evolutionary project. [. . .] People making 
mechanically geeky gadgets is a problem. 

Will: They’re first-years, and there’s some naiveté. // They hid way too much 
stuff. 

Perry: A lot of process was missing, and they’re not able to bring it out with 
language, so we were all looking for drawings. I was thinking, “Why 
didn’t they put this stuff up?” // There was a lack of orientation of 
presenting in a systematic way. // Natalie’s went really well, and 
afterwards she was like, “Was that a good crit?” [Laughter] I told her, 
“You got good criticism. It didn’t rock the foundation of your project.” 

Will: Nobody got told, “Go major in poultry science. You don’t have a home 
here.” 

[. . .] 
Ted: We didn’t talk about the watercolors much unless they contradicted the 

project. There was less discussion about the drawings. 
Perry: Yeah—with the drawings it was “That just doesn’t work.” There was 

not much else to say. 
[. . .] 
Aman: Roy has a nice hand, but there’s no supporting matter behind it. It was 

an instant presentation. 
// 
Will: I’m glad to hear people were not able to get away with dizzying graphics 

with no soul. [. . .] The promise was in the diagrams and the 
watercolors. In our group, we kept saying, “You knew this here [in the 
diagram or watercolor], but you forgot it there [in the drawing or 
instrument].” 

 
Whereas Roy failed to understand why his beautiful drawings were not appreciated, Natalie 

doubted her own success. Aman’s frustration and Perry’s bemusement both mark the 

underlying value that characterizes a “good crit”: the critics focus on the foundational 

concepts of the project. In a good crit, discussion of any visual contradictions or cross-modal 
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miscommunications—such as a disconnect between what is drawn and what is being said 

orally or is evident in a diagrammatic model—become opportunities to interrogate those 

underlying concepts, rather than distractions that take attention away from the students’ 

ideas. 

Perry’s observation that the students lacked verbal language to describe their projects 

adequately, forcing the critics to look for a visual language in drawings that were beyond the 

students’ visual literacy and rhetorical skills to produce, points to the deep interdependence 

between the visual and the verbal at this early stage of the students’ development. The critics 

expected one mode to supplement the other. Will’s comment that they seemed to lose 

knowledge between modes highlights the problems students had with mode-switching. Even 

when a diagram or watercolor allowed them to construct knowledge about their phenomenon 

and site, when the students tried to produce drawings and physical instruments, they were 

unable to hang on to that knowledge and bring it to bear on the new medium. It was, in 

effect, lost in translation, so that instead of adding a layer of information with the new 

medium, the amount of information decreased as the number of modes increased. 

From the perspective of multimodal literacy theory, the advantage of modal 

affordances is that it creates the necessary conditions for synthesis to produce new 

knowledge; however, these conditions are not automatically sufficient for such synthesis to 

occur. As Will puts it, “Every medium we expose you to has its own distinct voice [. . .] The 

trick is to know what voice to apply at any given time [. . .], how to use a different voice, a 

translation [. . .]” Without synthesis, however, the students’ efforts at modal translation were 

viewed as empty gestures. The first-years were engaged in the process of learning various 

visual languages, each with its own strengths and biases, its opportunities and risks. 
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Intertwined with this is their use of written and spoken language to articulate and refine, 

interrogate and critique, argue and develop their design concept. Interestingly, those who 

were more successful tended to be the ones who expressed confusion, while the confident 

students missed the mark. 

In this way, the first-year students enacted Bartholomae’s (1988) observation that “it 

is better to write muddier and more confusing prose” than “tidy, pat discourse” that is easier 

to control but does not engage in the real questions at issue (p. 285). The novice architecture 

students exhibited engaged confusion in both their visual and their verbal discourse. 

Reporting on a conversation they had while working in the studio late the night before the 

composite drawing assignment was due, first-year students Curt and Tony explained how 

they had helped each other figure out how to arrange the required elements: 

Curt: That’s something Tony and I were talking about—using each of the 
elements together to make one bigger picture, arranging them to vivify 
what you’re talking about. 

Tony: The section and elevation stuff develops a language within these 
images. You take that language to translate what you’re talking about. 

Curt: You read it as one whole thing instead of two sections, two elevations, 
and one diagram. 

 
By talking through their confusion as they struggled to complete the assignment, Curt and 

Tony discovered for themselves that translation across modes is valuable because it creates 

opportunities for visual synthesis. The language they use to describe this process is itself a 

hybrid discourse of technical language (section, elevation, diagram), terms they hear Will 

use regularly—vivify and translate—and their own vernacular stuff. Even though Tony had 

one of the more successful composite drawings at mid-review, he was one of the students 

who abandoned his first effort completely in response to his critics’ comments and 

constructed a revised drawing on trace over the blank side of his watercolor paper. 
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After an hour of independent work revising on trace, the students returned to the crit 

bay to pin up their revised drawings. The faculty asked them to use writing to distill in “as 

few words as possible” the three most important points their critics had made: a comment 

that “affirmed something that you made (supported you), something that questioned your 

project, and something that undermined it.” As the students wrote in their sketchbooks, the 

faculty reviewed the new drawings and selected several to discuss. Will indicated his choice 

and asked the student to identify him/herself, read what s/he had written, and explain the new 

drawing. When he realized it was Tony’s he had chosen, he exclaimed, “Oh, my god!” Tony 

was working with one of the most difficult sites and phenomena: a steam vent which 

produced a foul-smelling cloud of vapor in the middle of a regularly traveled plaza. Early in 

the semester, Tony had tried to work out the movement of the steam through a rigid, 

mathematical process of calculating vectors. After repeated attempts by the faculty to get him 

to relinquish his overly controlled approach, and much teasing from his peers (who gave him 

an “outer edge award” during the dry run peer evaluation because he had finally “dropped his 

straight edge” and had “stopped sleeping with it”), Tony turned to a form of automatic 

drawing to document the effects of the steam. He constructed an instrument that consisted of 

a pen attached to a balloon caged by string in an open metal shelf. He allowed the balloon to 

be buffeted by the steam and make marks on a sheet of paper mounted on the shelf to map its 

movement. (See Figure 15) Reading from his sketchbook, Tony identified the following 

comments as most important in his mid-review and reflected on what he had learned: 

“The shelf takes away from the balloon.” “You cannot connect the dots in 
your diagrams.” “Steam is also a perfect instrument to document itself.” // I 
didn’t really know what to do. “Earthquake in the Stonerock Library” wasn’t 
doing anything for me—that’s what I titled my shelves-breaking-apart 
drawing. // It’s not about the shelf. It can’t be about the shelf. 
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Figure 15: Tony’s automatic drawing instrument 
 

The “Earthquake in the Stonerock Library” drawing was part of the original composite 

drawing which had been concealed in the review because Tony had turned it over to begin 

anew. In the mid-review, Tony had critiqued his own drawing, commenting that he had 

“learned a lot” from it but that he realized he needed to “go at it again.” In this way, Tony 

exhibited meletic qualities of embracing the iterative process and valuing lessons learned 

through repeated practice. He also demonstrated self-critique, another key element of studio 

ethos. He reported that he had consulted with some upper-level students about how to draw 

layered spatial relationships, but he was daunted by what he described as “a real challenge 

ahead of me.” Will reacted to Tony’s reflection by emphasizing how drawing could function 

as a bridge to help the students take what they had learned from the mid-review to move the 

project forward as they made the transition to a new way of working—the physical 

phenomenological site model that would eventually house their observatory design: 
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Will: The drawing does look back, but it also looks forward. // [to Tony] The 

shelves have a role. They provide limitations. 
Tony: There’s just a lot of stuff going on. I’m confused. 
 

Tony’s confusion motivated him to seek out input from others such as Curt, his studio peer, 

and the thesis students who worked on the same floor, as well as the studio professors. He 

was not always sure what to make of the suggestions he received, but he quickly established 

a pattern of verbalizing his muddled thoughts to solicit feedback. 

A few minutes after the review of Tony’s revised drawing, studio professor Aman 

chose Natalie’s for critique. Natalie’s project, which she called “History through Scarred 

Land,” focused on changes in the topography of her site after a trench had been dug to install 

underground wires. Natalie intended her instrument to document the almost imperceptibly 

slow process of “healing.” Despite efforts to reseed the “wound” in the ground, erosion was 

preventing the landscape from returning to its original condition, resulting in the visible scar 

that was, as Natalie described it, a constant reminder of the wound. An early sketch called the 

project “Living Scars” and included written notes on how to construct the instrument and a 

reminder: “Build model first.” (See Figures 16 and 17) 
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Figure 16: Natalie’s sketch and notes 
 

 

Figure 17: Study model of Natalie’s instrument 
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The small-scale study model for her instrument shown in Figure 17 used lit straws and string 

to bring the observer’s attention to the subtle shifts in the ground plane. Due to the 

constraints of cost for long acrylic rods which could be similarly lit, her full-scale instrument 

used metal stakes and PVC pipe to raise the phenomenon closer to an observer’s eye level in 

order to make more apparent “how the land heals itself.” She called the instrument “a 

constant diagram of how the ground moves over time.” The criticism Natalie received at the 

mid-review raised the question of multiple variables that might be affecting her instrument’s 

readings. Natalie, who had been so worried about her review, reflected on her critics’ 

comments and her own performance during the studio debriefing: 

Natalie: Carly brought up that my project has a “skin-like” quality. // I was 
thinking about that over break. In the last drawing, the little lines I 
noticed had a thickness that outlined depth. I noticed the muscle 
quality—how they pulled across. They [the critics] questioned the 
effect of the wind and told me to be careful of the height and stick to 
the smaller straws. I’m confused because the small ones don’t create 
the abstraction at eye level like I wanted. I felt bad about not 
mentioning that PVC pipes go over the stakes, so the wind can only 
affect them so much. 

Perry: You have to decide—if they stay low, it’s about the ground, but if they 
get too high, it’s about something else. 

 
Studio professor Perry reacted to Natalie’s confusion by clarifying the decision she would 

need to make. He emphasized her responsibility to take the critics’ comments as an 

opportunity to rethink her project, either to adjust her approach to the instrument or to revise 

her thesis. Aman praised Natalie’s revised drawing, saying, “There’s actual thinking going 

on in your drawing, not representation or regurgitation, but exploring another side of your 

project.” 

At this point, Will introduced another print-literacy-based mode of inquiry as a 

generative tool: 
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Will: Natalie’s is a great segue way to what we want to ask you to do in the 

next forty-five minutes. With your questions in mind—if it’s about 
wind, you need to turn to meteorology, but if it’s skin, you can see 
how research could take you in two completely different directions 
into the world of dermatology vs. erosion. Spend forty-five minutes in 
the library, on your computer, in the computer lab—wherever 
information is kept that’s not in your head. You will come back in 
forty-five minutes—you will—and bring with you the most salient 
facts and sources you have found. 

Ted: Don’t just look for things that confirm your suspicions. 
 

The approach the faculty took to set up this loosely-defined research assignment mirrors the 

in-class exercises in drawing or diagramming that the students were regularly given: they 

were directed to spend a designated time working independently and then report back. Will’s 

uncharacteristic admonition emphasizing the students’ obligation to return and Ted’s warning 

against settling for sources that did not challenge their assumptions point to a higher degree 

of uncertainty on the part of the faculty that the first-year students would apply the expected 

rigor and self-discipline central to studio ethos to this non-visual assignment. 

In fact, my observations of first-year students’ use of independent work time during 

studio classes suggest that there were significant differences among students in their 

developing studio ethos, especially with regard to time management, even when the 

assignment involved diagramming or other visual modes. It was not uncommon for students 

to ignore the assignment until the last five minutes and then dash something off quickly to 

pin up. Sometimes the students chose to continue working on another aspect of their project, 

but others took advantage of the loosely structured time to do work for other classes or to 

avoid work altogether. Even model students like Natalie admitted to writing papers or 

reading for other classes during studio time toward the end of the semester when they were 

all facing multiple deadlines. Although the faculty did not appear to monitor the students’ 
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whereabouts or activities closely, they were aware of who was “hanging out” rather than 

engaged in the work of the studio. This distinction factored heavily in the students’ 

evaluations. Still, the first-year faculty’s assumption that the students would be able to 

complete this independent research assignment rested on a belief that the students already 

possessed the academic information literacy skills, reading skills, and analytical skills 

necessary to support their developing visual literacies. It evokes Bartholomae’s (1988) 

observation that teachers “speak of writing as a mode of learning, [but] all too often represent 

writing as a ‘tool’ to be used by a (hopefully) educated mind” (p. 278). As in the image Will 

used at mid-review of the solitary writer religiously devoting two hours a day to sitting at a 

keyboard waiting for a sentence or chapter to emerge, the actual academic writing processes 

or reading strategies or research practices of these first-year students were left unexamined. 

Nevertheless, some students were able to deploy their print literacy practices in service of 

their design process. 

Characteristically, Natalie returned from the short research exercise armed with new 

information about healing practices that she hoped would inform her design. Much to her 

consternation, the faculty urged caution and reiterated that Natalie would need to make some 

carefully considered choices before proceeding with the development of her project: 

Natalie: [I researched] healing of skin and then wounds. I found a source 
called “The Architecture of Life” that talked about how materials 
relate back. Then I thought of acupuncture, because there has to be a 
reason why the needles are a certain length and that might relate to the 
poles’ height. 

[. . .] 
Perry: Be careful when you start to conflate Eastern and Western ideas of the 

body. 
Aman: This is huge. It could go a thousand different ways. 
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Will: You’re talking about many different ideas, all related to the body. Get 

specific. You might look at stitches—you’re inserting these things into 
the landscape. Or acupuncture. They would lead you in different ways. 

 
At the end of the research assignment debriefing, Will introduced the new component of the 

project—the phenomenological model—with this reassuring, often-repeated refrain: “Start 

with what you know.” He told the students, “This is a working model. It will continue to 

evolve as your understanding changes. Get it out there, and then we’ll react to it.” Will’s 

advice highlights two key components to the production of knowledge through studio 

pedagogy: the importance of thinking through making multiple iterations of a visual text and 

the verbal component of critique. 

A week later, Will held a model critique for his own studio, A Block. Natalie needed 

the help of two fellow students to carry in her eleven-foot long model. Will initially called it 

“the landing strip,” but it would later be known as “the hoagie.” (See Figure 18) 

 

 

Figure 18: Natalie and Perry discuss her “hoagie” model 
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Natalie’s first words were, “I’m immensely confused.” In fact, Natalie had meticulous 

records of her site analysis and good instincts about what she needed to do. She told Will, “I 

think it needs layers,” which he confirmed. She understood that she had to convey the 

relationship of her wounded “path” to the wall bounding the site because of the effects of the 

wall on wind and sunlight. Essentially, Will gave her permission to edit out what she already 

knew was the insignificant ground in between the path and the wall. 

While the faculty conducted mid-term evaluations of the students’ work-in-progress, 

the students were given a second independent research task, this time to “find three pieces of 

evidence that would help [them] to make a model—three ways of working.” The faculty 

suggested several approaches to this research assignment: 

Will: Most people in the class would be helped by looking at others who have 
struggled with taking something “out there” and translating it to a 
model you can hold in your hands. // It’s not as simple as taking 
chipboard and baby’s breath and sticking them together.42 

[. . .] 
Ted: Use books. // Go down to the stacks and thumb through monographs. 
Perry: It’s important to share. // Learn from this together and start passing 

sources around. 
[. . .] 
Aman: If your project is about chemistry, go to the chemistry building and 

talk to some chemists. Use the university—it’s good to get over that 
hump now. 

Perry: Also, older students in the building—fifth-years. They know a lot of 
tricks. 

 
This time, the options of talking to thesis students, going to another department to talk to 

experts in a field related to their chosen phenomenon, and going to the library were presented 

                                                 
42 Using baby’s breath or small twigs as a stand-in for trees in the models was 

explicitly forbidden in the first-year studio. It was, however, a technique I saw used by 
upper-level students with impunity. The first-year faculty used the pejorative terms “railroad 
models” and “dollhouses” to describe the false “realism” of this model-making technique. 
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as equally valid and useful research strategies; however, in the debriefing that followed, no 

one reported having actually done any of these things. Several students’ models were chosen 

for a brief review, and the students were asked to explain what they had tried to achieve 

before the research on methods of model-making and to describe their plans for further 

development. The source(s) of their development plans were not interrogated. During this 

debriefing and review, a student’s model was chosen but s/he was not there to present it. 

When he realized the unidentified student had failed to return to studio, Will said, “Nailed.” 

Students exchanged glances and laughed uncomfortably. This incident was one of the 

clearest examples of a student’s lack of studio ethos and the first-year studio community’s 

response. Although Will may not have recognized the individual student’s model, others 

surely did, including the student’s own studio professor of record. No names were used nor 

sanctions explicitly discussed, but there was a clear sense that the student had violated the 

norms and expectations of the studio and that this breach of studio ethos would be 

remembered and the student held accountable. 

When Natalie was called on, she confidently presented her model and clearly 

explained her plans to develop it: 

I wanna use paper-maché to build up the ground and cut out the grass area. // 
It’s eighty-four feet [to the wall]. I’m going to make the bottom part of the 
building but keep it separate. // I’m going to include the fence and pole at one 
end. 
 

Natalie did not volunteer the source(s) that had helped her resolve her earlier confusion, but 

all of the decisions she had made were clearly traceable to her consultation with Will, her 

studio professor, during their A Block peer review. There was no evidence that she had 

carried out the research assignment, but since she had gleaned sufficient information to move 
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her project forward from her studio peers and professor during their Block-specific critique, 

there was no hint of a violation of studio ethos for not using the time to go to the library, talk 

to a thesis student, or walk across campus to find a biologist or health professional to 

interview about modeling anatomy. Even her choice of turning to paper-maché as a new 

technique stemmed from an A Block exercise that day: a materiality brainstorm. 

Will’s A Block review of the models revealed that the students had fallen into the 

classic trap of making something that did not correspond to what they were saying about their 

project. Unlike in the mid-review, they were all able to articulate what they were thinking 

using verbal language, but the visual language of their models was sorely lacking in 

specificity and nuance. They simply lacked a material vocabulary to convey what they knew, 

especially because they were restricted in the materials they could use at this stage of the 

project. Like Natalie, many of them were struggling because they knew what they ought to 

say in the model—that is, they understood the rhetorical task at hand—but they lacked the 

particular visual/kinesthetic literacy of model-building to perform that task. Will used the 

problem to help the students develop not only their non-verbal literacy skills for reading and 

producing models but also their verbal critique skills, essential to oral peer review. When 

Rachel presented the rhetorical purpose of her model as “trying to create a feeling of being 

enclosed,” Will asked the students to respond to her model. After an unusually long silence, 

he prompted them by modeling an unproductive response—“‘The trees are really cool’?”43—

to provoke a better one. Noah ventured, “I don’t see the crampiness.” Will responded, 

                                                 
43 Note that this unproductive evaluative language corresponds to the vague language 

composition instructors use when they struggle to articulate their reasons for giving good 
grades to multimodal compositions, as discussed in Chapter 2. 
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“You’re exactly right. // The canopy [of the tree] plays a huge role, whereas the trunk—[to 

Rachel] which you’ve spent most of your time on to date—doesn’t play a role in filtering 

light.” Noah had made the typical critic’s move of pointing out the discrepancy between 

Rachel’s verbal language and her visual language, what she said versus what she made. To 

expand on this insight, Will provided the criteria for knowing when something is right in the 

way it has been represented: “She’s gonna know she’s got it when she knows the difference 

between the canopy of trees and leaves on bushes.” Rachel had modeled both in exactly the 

same way. In terms of the phenomenon at Rachel’s site, the leaves on trees function 

differently than the leaves on bushes, so in the model they must be made to read differently. 

Will demonstrated a variation of this problem in his critique of Bruce’s model. The 

placement and form of benches, a key feature in his site, were precisely rendered; however, 

the model was so generic with respect to the phenomenon Bruce was studying that any words 

could have fit. Will responded to Bruce by pointing this out: 

You have a compelling instrument, and your project is about texture. That’s 
not here [in the model] at all. // I could say, “This project is all about light…or 
shadow…or texture…” and you’d have to nod, “Mmm-hmmm.” // How do 
you manipulate the cardboard to talk about texture? 
 

Will’s point here is that the model’s shortcomings could easily lead to a misreading, 

which would, nevertheless, be a completely plausible interpretation, given the lack of 

specificity of Bruce’s model. As the critiques continued, students were much freer in 

their criticism. They identified the source of a potential misreading for each other and 

articulated the critical questions they knew they had to resolve in their own work. As 

issues of time and materiality came up again and again, Will spontaneously devised 
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an exercise to help the students invent ways to be more creative with the materials 

they were constrained to use: 

In the next five minutes, take whatever cardboard or chipboard you have and 
make as many materials as you can. “This is something cardboard can be.” 
Get your models out of the way and take five minutes. Then we’ll pool our 
resources. 
 

As often happens in studio, five minutes turned into fifteen as students were fully engaged in 

burning, cutting, ripping, wetting, peeling, scraping, picking at, curling, bending, sanding, 

scoring, carving, and poking holes in scrap pieces of material. Will placed a sheet of 

chipboard on the floor and arranged the studies for review, asking, “Which of these did you 

not expect?” and “What else delights you?” (See Figure 19) 

 

 

Figure 19: Materiality brainstorm 
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By the end of the exercise, several students identified material strategies that they would use 

in the next iteration of layering information into their models. These included techniques like 

Natalie’s paper-maché using peeled, wetted layers of cardboard, which they would never 

have considered previously. 

As Will argued at the mid-review, eloquence is born of rigor. In the studio, this 

maxim applies to both verbal and visual eloquence. The process of becoming eloquent in 

drawing or model-making or painting with watercolors involves investment of time, 

willingness to give and receive criticism, dedication to the iterative process—all elements of 

studio ethos—as well as a high tolerance for confusion. At times, students were asked to 

build upon print literacy skills of writing and reading and research, but what mattered most, 

finally, was their level of engagement with the process of thinking through making, 

constructing knowledge in one visual mode and translating it into other modes that would 

afford opportunities for synthesis of multiple layers of information, leading to new 

understandings that could be folded into the project. 

“Don’t Sketch What You Know; Sketch What You Hope”: Multimodal Thinking 

Throughout the semester, the first-year faculty exposed students to key visual and 

written texts in order to provoke their thinking and designing processes. The “extra” studio 

time on Wednesday afternoons was devoted to discussion of course readings and exercises 

which asked students to apply concepts from those readings to their own work. At a critical 

point in the project, when the students were introducing the observatory into their site 

models, Will led a discussion of An Architecture of Reality. Will maintained a relaxed 

approach while making his expectations clear: 



134 
I know that everyone in the room has read Benedikt’s work, probably a 
number of times; however, as a reminder of what you have read, I’d like you 
to briefly go over pages 35 to 36 as he’s speaking about “presence.” And then 
we’ll actually bring that understanding to bear on these projects that you see 
up here on the wall. So, if you have a book...and if you do not, go find 
someone that does and share. [. . .] How many books do we have in this 
group? [to a cluster of students in the corner] One? 
 

In fact, only a handful of the twenty-five students present had brought the text with them. 

After giving the students approximately three minutes to read, directing them also to “look to 

the images accompanying the words,” Will asked for a definition of presence “through 

Benedikt’s eyes.” He stressed the students’ agency in interpreting the text: “This is not the 

gospel. We’re allowed to question it. We’re allowed to poke it, prod it, tease it out, dissect it. 

But let us start at least by what he’s saying.” Tony defined presence as “a building with 

soul,” relating the concept to his own experience helping Harvey, a thesis student, take 

measurements at the site of an abandoned building, which Tony felt “didn’t want us to be 

inside.” Tony then read a passage from the book: “‘A building with presence, for example, is 

not apologetic but asserts itself as architecture having a right to be there.’” Accepting this 

explanation, Will asked the students to identify student work—pinned drawings and models 

arranged on the floor in front of the board—that conveyed presence. Immediately, Larry’s 

work was chosen. Will said that he had asked Larry, who was in the earlier discussion group, 

to leave his work on display because it was such a useful example. (See Figures 20 and 21) 
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Figure 20: Larry’s composite drawing 
 

 

Figure 21: Larry’s model 
 

Will asked the students to take a position: “Do you read the presence of Larry’s work more 

through the drawing or more through the model?” The students were evenly divided, and 

some protested that they had answered the original question on the basis of reading both the 
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model and the drawing together. Before committing herself, one student asked Will to clarify 

Larry’s phenomenon, which Will identified as sound and echoes. Will used the students’ 

reluctance to proceed in the critique without having all the available information to 

demonstrate how the two visual modes of drawing and physical models “fill in blanks for one 

other.” He then asked the students to interrogate both the model and the drawing to determine 

what evidence was lacking in each. The students readily identified a lack of information 

about site and scale in Larry’s model. When Will asked them to indicate how big they 

imagined a person to be in the model, the size range varied from barely visible to nearly as 

tall as the height of the model itself. Will commented on the consequences of limited visual 

information: 

Isn’t that incredibly difficult to judge the presence this will have if we can 
pick a person to be this [indicating the smallest estimate] to this [indicating 
the largest]? That specificity that we spoke about, it’s eroded, isn’t it? And 
what we’re calling into question is how these things you produce 
communicate to those around you. 
 

Moving on to the drawing, Tony and Curt, who had discussed their own attempts to achieve 

visual synthesis earlier in the semester, identified a problem with composition, explaining 

that while form was evident in Larry’s drawing, it wasn’t “real-looking.” Dara pointed out 

that the drawing was “flat” because it lacked the texture evident in the model. Marie agreed, 

adding, “He should marry the two,” a phrase that suggests the concept of synthesis. 

Following up on Marie’s comment, Will declared, “He didn't know this [pointing to the 

model] when he produced this [the drawing]. And it’s obvious, right?” By leading the 

students through an extended reading of their peer’s visual work, Will focused their attention 

on the difficulties of evaluating and interpreting visual texts when key information is 

missing. The students experienced first hand the challenges that their critics, including Ryan, 
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Carly, and Phil, had faced in the mid-review as they tried to read and critique incomplete 

visual texts. Like the critics, the students recognized the potential in Larry’s work, even as 

they articulated its shortcomings. Will linked the rhetorical task that the students were 

performing to their emerging visual literacy when he stated, “Those value judgments indicate 

that you are reading that term in these drawings.” The exercise marked Larry’s visual texts as 

worthy of interpretation and validated the students’ competencies as critics. 

Following this reading discussion and pin-up exercise, Will sent the students to their 

desks for twenty minutes to sketch a perspective view of their work, telling them to “infuse 

some of these ideas into that sketch” by approaching their project “through the lens of 

presence” or other terms discussed in the reading. The sketches were pinned for critique 

when the allotted time was up. Rather than simple line drawings, most of the students had 

used shading, color, and other techniques to create “a sense of realism, to bring people into 

the space.” Although site and scale were still lacking, Will was pleased to find much clearer 

evidence of materiality in the new sketches. He assigned a series of five perspective sketches 

to be completed before the students could do anything else related to the project, telling them 

to “try to get us into the experience—your neighbors, your professors, or anyone else.” The 

perspective sketches, then, were addressed to an audience of non-architects, but the students 

were also told to consider them as “evidences” that should be presented at the final review to 

an audience of professional critics. By imaging both of these audiences, however, the 

students constructed a third, and perhaps more important audience: the designing self. 

The path to revising the site model to include an observatory led through drawing, 

reading, discussion, and perspective sketching. Will told the students, “Then you take what 

you gain from that [series of perspective sketches], and you look anew at your model and at 
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the drawings you created.” Two days later, the students would present their original 

observatory drawing and the five perspective sketches as supporting evidence for how they 

had developed new versions of their drawings and a new observatory model. The observatory 

would be integrated into their original site model, revising it by adding elements to create a 

model of the observatory. Will expected the students’ work to be “revised through the lens of 

today’s [reading, discussion, pin-up, and sketching] exercise and the perspectives you are 

about to create.” Will highlighted Larry’s work as exemplifying “the right type of growth”: 

From here [the drawing] to here [the model] and he’s going to go now to 
perspectives, and then he’s going to come all the way back here [the drawing], 
and that’s a pretty significant move forward. You’ve got to keep up with this. 
Do that, so that your perspectives have to force you to move everything else 
forward. Don’t sketch what you know; sketch what you hope. 
 

Will’s exercise created a situation where the students were subjected to encounters with the 

other, both in the form of their peers as critics and in the form of their own work. He marked 

Larry as a competitor in an agonistic contest, someone whose work was setting a standard for 

them to “keep up with.” Whether they would take up this challenge for themselves was a 

matter of their individual meletic spirits. Will also pointed to Natalie’s work to emphasize the 

primary purpose and audience of the perspective sketches: 

She has no idea what this looks like in plan. You could ask her. She has some, 
but not really. She thinks she does. That’s ok. Alright? With these 
perspectives, you don’t have to say “Oh, I’ve got this all figured out. I know 
exactly how this fits on my site and how it fits in plan and how it works with 
this.” You don’t have to know that. That’s not the purpose. The purpose is to 
make clear to you the intent behind the observatory you’ve created. [. . .] 
Deciding what to sketch is almost as important as the sketch itself. 
 

Once the students had completed the perspectives, they were “set free” from chipboard and 

cardboard as material constraints imposed to prevent the original site models from becoming 

“too rambunctious” or resorting to mere “appliqué.” In the development of their 
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observatory/site models, leaving the choice of materiality up to the students gave them 

rhetorical agency over a wider range of modal affordances available to them. 

Once again, however, the students’ visual/kinesthetic literacies were not always equal 

to the rhetorical tasks they had set for themselves. In a desk crit a few days later, Natalie 

explained that her plans for an entrance into her underground space would need to be revised, 

based on what she had learned by making her model. Will called it a “necessary model,” but 

he challenged Natalie: “Look back at your sections. And the power of those sections. And 

then make sure that you believe this [model] realizes that.” Will was, in effect, asking Natalie 

to engage in a dialogue with her own work, as the different modes spoke with different 

voices about her project. As they discussed the different conditions that were evident in her 

sections but not in her model, the issue of scale surfaced. The poles that Natalie wanted to act 

as a “trellis” were inserted into the cardboard model at intervals that would translate to four 

to six feet apart, whereas the poles in her drawing were much closer together. The material 

constraints of the model precluded closer placement, so the model contradicted Natalie’s 

intention that the trellis would support a roof of earth deposited through erosion. In this 

respect, her drawing was more accurate, but she had also “faked [her]self out” by drawing 

the poles in a more “regimented” way than her model suggested. Neither the model nor the 

drawing convey what Will called the “power” of the phenomenon, which was evident in her 

hand-drawn sections. Interrogating her model, drawing, and sections revealed inconsistencies 

and gaps that allowed her to rethink and refine her design plans. (See Figures 22, 23 and 24) 
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Figure 22: Natalie’s model 
 

 

Figure 23: Natalie’s drawing  
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Figure 24: Natalie’s sections 
 

When I asked Natalie about this later, she told me that she loves drawing but hates models. 

She says everything of hers that gets presented in pin-ups is drawing and “artistic” stuff, 

which “gets her in trouble” because her models “aren’t good.” Although Will told her that 

her instincts were “bang on,” Natalie still struggles to understand on a meta-level when and 

why she is successful in her mode-switching. She tends to equate “liking” her work because 

of its aesthetic qualities with valuing it for its instructive affordances or its rhetorical 

persuasiveness. She expressed disappointment when, in response to her question “How do 

you like it?” the studio professors would answer “I buy it.” This happened during her desk 

crit with Will, when she interpreted Will’s criticism of her model as “getting her in trouble.” 

Later, at the internal dry-run before the final review, Aman told Natalie that her revised 

drawings answered an overall question he had had about her design: 

Aman: I buy it. I’m convinced. 
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Natalie: You buy it or do you like it? 
Aman: I buy it. 
Natalie [sarcastically]: Thanks. Thanks a lot. All my hopes and dreams... 
Aman: I like it. I like it a lot. 
Betsy: “Buy” is better than “like.” 
 

Although Aman switched to Natalie’s terminology to reassure her that she had succeeded, I 

responded by pointing out the underlying rhetorical value of the term buy that Natalie still 

failed to appreciate. 

As part of my participant-observer role, I had been invited to act as a critic during the 

dry-run. When I asked some of the students whose work I had not been following closely to 

“bring me up to speed” on their projects, Aman, one of the studio professors, commented, 

“I’m glad you’re here as an audience.” With other students such as Natalie, who had already 

emerged as key participants in my study, I was able to connect the dry-run presentation to 

earlier discussions of their work, as in the “buy” vs. “like” debate. After the mid-review, 

when a student commented that his critics had “liked” what he made, Will admonished, “You 

don’t ever describe it as ‘like’ or ‘not like.’ What does that tell you for your future career? 

You have to unpack that. If they use those terms, make them tell you why.” Will explained, 

“The crit [. . .] was not supposed to be a frivolous, fluffy bunny moment. // If you were 

ripped apart, first of all, it wasn’t you, it was your project, and secondly, good for you.” He 

assured them that such criticism would enable them to revise based on specific feedback. For 

example, the criticism Natalie had received during her desk crit with Will had clarified the 

issue of how the poles in her observatory would need to be placed and how they would 

function in relation to the ground. Because Natalie was able to synthesize this information in 

another iteration of drawing, she was able to provide credible evidence in the drawings that 

Aman reviewed at the dry run and to answer his unspoken questions. 
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The problems with Natalie’s model were, in part, due to material constraints that 

mediated against rhetorical effectiveness: she could not maintain the structural integrity of 

the paper-maché if she tried to put the poles any closer together. In some cases, though, it 

was the level of visual/kinesthetic literacy in material production that inhibited the rhetorical 

possibilities the students imagined. After his desk crit with Natalie, Will led a pin-up of the 

observatory/site models for the entire first-year studio. While they had developed a certain 

facility with cardboard and chipboard, many of the students had difficulty integrating other 

media into their models. Will encouraged them not to abandon the medium if they were 

confident in their assessment of what it could afford them: 

If you’re not satisfied, it’s not the fault of the medium but that your hand is 
not skilled at doing it yet. // You will get more precise, so it does what you 
want it to do. // This gives you a sense of the range of what’s possible. You’ll 
develop the skill to use this medium because it speaks to your project. [. . .] If 
you use mixed media, watch out for schizophrenia. You can do everything 
sixteen ways, but [unless it’s] on its own, you don’t learn. 
 

Will’s cautionary comments here point to the danger of working multimodally before the 

constraints and affordances of a given mode are fully understood. In order to layer 

information in a mixed-media text, the students needed to learn what each mode could do, 

and their hand skills needed to match their vision of what was possible. The only way to 

reach this goal was to persist in the meletic belief that repeated practice with the medium 

would pay off in the ability to use it the way they envisioned: to sketch what they hoped. 

“Enough to Make People Believe”: Verbal/Visual Multimodality 

In preparation for the internal review dry-run, Will told the students, “Think about 

what you’re gonna say in final review. We’ll give you a chance to say what you think you’re 

saying, and we’ll tell you how close it is to what’s on the wall.” He also assigned 
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conventional drawings: a plan to scale, a section, and an elevation, adding “That’s a 

minimum requirement. If you need nine sections, draw nine sections.” Ted warned, “The 

amount of clarity should exceed what’s on the board right now.” Will added, “You want to 

present your proposal. You don’t want to spend twenty minutes talking about your drawing 

style. Drawings support this, but if they’re muddy…” Although the models and sketches 

were important supporting materials, the advice for how to present at the final review 

centered on the combination of drawings and talk as the primary means of communication. In 

architectural literature, the modal affordances of visual communication are frequently linked 

to the rhetorical functions associated with verbal communication. For example, Yee (2007) 

advises, “Mixing media can be an inventive challenge” (p. 57). This statement echoes Will’s 

comments on the incorporation of multiple media in the students’ models. When architects 

talk about drawing or sketching, they often compare these visual activities to writing: 

An artist’s choice of medium affects a sketch’s character the way an author’s 
choice of words affects the way characters are portrayed in his or her book. 
Before selecting a medium, try to establish the character or feeling of the 
sketch by deciding which words would best describe your subject or your 
design. (Yee, 2007, p. 57) 
 

In the early design stage, students are encouraged to use visual and written communication in 

combination. Will had the students brainstorm four words to describe their phenomenon and 

then revise to construct a phrase that would become their guiding concept. Yee (2007) 

suggests, “Think of diagrams and conceptual sketches as visual notes reinforceable by 

accompanying written notes” (p. 449).44 Such early efforts are viewed as intuitive and 

enriching (Yee, 2007, p. 462), but by the time students present their work to external critics, 

                                                 
44 Recall Natalie’s early sketch (Figure 16) and her slogan, “History through Scarred 

Land.” 
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sketches are replaced by “hardline drawings [that] typify and represent a synthesis stage” (p. 

467). The written notes are replaced by an oral presentation, delivered extemporaneously, 

which, ideally, complements but does not compete with, contradict, or overshadow the 

drawings. Thus, in the dry-run internal review before the first-year students’ final review, 

peers and faculty alike warned the presenters to avoid words that might get them into trouble 

and urged them to produce more and better drawings in the little time that remained. 

Tony used the word gargoyle in his practice oral presentation to describe the mist-

making device he had designed to exaggerate the phenomenon on his site: the foul-smelling 

mist in the well-traveled plaza. Several students objected to his word choice, warning him 

that it was confusing, undeveloped, and misleading. Initially, Tony defended himself by 

referring to the definition of a gargoyle as a device that moves water, but Perry, the studio 

professor reviewing his work, supported the students’ critique: “It brings in a whole series of 

questions.” The real issue with Tony’s presentation, though, was the lack of drawings, and 

Tony knew it: “Visually—I’m dead.” He admitted to “struggling” with the required plan, 

section, and elevation drawings because he felt that they “objectified” the views of his site 

phenomenon. Perry told him, “I think that’s a crucial selling point, right? Like being able to 

see … some plan. [. . .] I’m interested, but don’t be surprised if you get crucified when you 

stand up there.” “Oh, no,” Tony quickly agreed, “I expect that I will.” A few minutes later, 

Tony expressed more doubts: 

Tony: Does the design of all this lighting and pathways, all this stuff to 
orchestrate the experience, take away from— 

Perry: —I don’t know. I don’t see it. I don’t see the experience. 
Tony: Ok. That’s another thing, as well. 
Perry: I think that that experience has to be a kind of convincing— 
Tony: —I don’t know how to draw that. 
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Perry: No, neither do I, man. I mean, it’s hard, right? [. . .] Draw like there’s 

no tomorrow. [. . .] You actually draw what it would be like to 
experience this. Which you’ve been avoiding non-stop. 

Tony: Avoiding non-stop? 
Perry: You’re very geometric, my friend. 
Marie: I think to draw the experience of it, I think you have to let go of the 

kind of…I don’t know, you’re so, like— 
Zoë: —You’re like me— 
Marie: —a very definite line. To draw the experience—You seem, like, afraid 

to do that cuz it’s kind of out of your realm of being definite with, like, 
guidelines. I mean, you just need to sit down and just draw it. 

Perry: Dillard and Scofidio.45 They’ll show you how to do that. 
Guy: Take some graphite and dust out of the sharpener and dump it out on the 

paper and smear it around. 
Student: Pretty much. 
Maggie: Fingerpaint. 
Student: You need to get dirty. 
Student: Get dirty, Tony. 
 

Under the pressure of an imminent deadline, Tony had reverted back to his linear ways. His 

peers pushed him to “let go” once again and approach drawing experimentally. 

Rocky, who was working with the same site as Tony, had been in another group 

during Tony’s presentation. He joined Tony’s crit in progress once he was finished with his 

own review. As Perry and the other students in the group moved on to another project, Rocky 

asked Tony to recap the early part of his presentation: “the important half, of what you’re 

actually doing.” Rocky and I continued an informal review of Tony’s work, each of us asking 

questions about how his device would work, where it was situated on the site, and how it 

related to the existing conditions. As Tony waffled in his verbal responses, Rocky pressed 

him in a way that was remarkably like the discourse of a professional critic: “What is your 

intention?” He led Tony through a series of conceptual decisions about whether the misting 

                                                 
45 Professional architects who had created a similar phenomenon for a competition 

and had published a book of drawings related to their project. 
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devices should be visible or hidden and whether the quality of the designed mist was the 

same as or different from the existing mist. Once Tony had committed himself verbally, 

Rocky declared, “That’s cool,” signaling that he was finally satisfied with Tony’s answers. 

Tony paused for a moment and said, “So. More drawing.” He sighed heavily and whispered, 

“This is going to be hard.” In his role as a critic, Rocky challenged Tony, encouraging him to 

push the project forward: 

Rocky: I think this is the strongest point you’ve reached in your process so 
far. [. . .] You just have to have enough drawings… Drawings is really 
what you need— 

Betsy [at the same time]: Yeah. 
Rocky: —so it’s better that you don’t have a model. But you really need to 

have enough drawings— 
Tony: —[groans] I don’t have a model— 
Rocky: —to make people believe. 
Tony: [sighs] I don’t have a model. I can’t even…I don’t know…Yeah. 

[resolvedly] Dillard and Scofidio. Let’s see how they did it and then 
we’ll try to translate that process. 

 
Rocky suggested drawing at least three sections based on photographs of the steam to “talk 

about the space that’s created by this.” In an offhand way, Rocky admitted, “I need to figure 

out a way to draw steam too, but it’s crucially important to where you’re going.” Ironically, 

Rocky failed to appreciate how crucial drawing was to his own project. The advice he gave 

Tony about the rhetorical exigency of representing the experience of the space visually was 

sound. Unfortunately, he did not apply it to himself. Rocky’s own failure to provide “enough 

drawings to make people believe” in his project proved to be his downfall.46 Reflecting on 

Rocky’s performance in the final review, studio coordinator Will commented, “He left us 

with no evidence.” 

                                                 
46 See Chapter 2 for an account of Rocky’s final review. 
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“He Didn’t Trust His Frail Hands”: Meletē Unrealized 

Cultivating the meletic spirit, faith in the transformative power of fully engaged 

practice, requires creating a rhetorical space for the visual/kinesthetic literacies of 

architectural discourse to be able to flourish. In the first-year studio, verbal literacies—both 

spoken and written—are necessary supportive structures. If they are allowed to substitute for 

the development of non-verbal literacies, they will, like weeds, choke out the meletic spirit 

by siphoning energy away from the painful process of training and growth. When I 

interviewed him the following semester, Will expressed regret that Rocky had not continued 

in the program: 

Personally, I would have liked to hang on to him. His presence helped the 
studio, and I think it would have helped the field. But I don’t worry about him. 
You have to be willing for that long, hard slog. He would have had to retrain 
himself and his approach. The pain of that, the discomfort of that, was more 
than he cared—not more than he could, but that he cared—to bear. 
 

After he had left school, Rocky himself expressed ambivalence about his commitment to 

developing an identity as an architect: “I didn’t ever see myself as a practicing architect. I 

love architecture, and I wanted to see how far I could go with it.” Will’s assessment of 

Rocky’s demise as an emerging architect explicitly set Rocky’s verbal skills in opposition to 

his visual literacy: 

He is an eloquent speaker—more in speech than in visual language. We could 
have trained him in visual language to overcome that naiveté. [. . .] He had the 
ability to speak, and he relied on it a lot. [. . .] In his case, no matter what we 
did…there was nothing we could do to get him to engage this [visual 
language]—when [verbal] language was what he continually fell back on. 
[. . .] His ability as an orator got in the way. 
 

Despite his enthusiastic approach to his early, exploratory studies, Rocky faltered when he 

was unable to execute his intentions or when he perceived a conceptual flaw in his design. 
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He became the consummate critic, observant and contemplative, offering thoughtful 

commentary on others’ work while neglecting his own. Rocky could often be found perched 

cross-legged in the loft, surveying the activity of making across multiple studio spaces from a 

bird’s eye view. 

Reflecting on the semester, Will called Rocky and Tony “the divine team,” if only 

Rocky could have “overcome his inertia.” Even after Rocky had left the program, Will 

maintained, “Rocky could match Tony stride for stride—and exceed him—but he [Rocky] 

didn’t trust his frail hands.” Tony, for all his doubts and confusion, risked failure—

experienced failure—and never gave up. Rocky and Tony shared the same site and 

phenomenon, which was highly unusual. Because of this, their reviews were typically 

scheduled back to back, inviting a direct comparison between them. (See Figure 25) 

 

 

Figure 25: Rocky (left) and Tony (right) pinning for final review 
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Even Rocky’s watercolor, shown on the bottom left of Figure 25, betrayed a lack of meletē. 

Compared to the work of his peers, Rocky’s watercolor suffered from a marked lack of 

iteration. The colored squares are not layered with repeated attempts to strike just the right 

shade. Instead, individual squares stand out as distinct, bright colors that bear little 

resemblance to the subtle shades of his original photograph. Some of the squares in the center 

are not painted at all. Though they were explicitly prohibited from blending the lines between 

squares, most of the students’ watercolors achieved a blended effect simply through the 

iterative process of applying color in layers. This was, of course, exactly what Will had 

intended. (See Figure 26) 

 

 

Figure 26: Unfinished watercolors at a pin-up 
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Even unfinished, Tony’s watercolor, shown in the upper left in Figure 26, is more subtly 

crafted than Rocky’s final version because of Tony’s steady iterations. Tony had a dogged 

persistence even in the face of adversity. 

In his final review, Tony described “a series of failed experiments” over a two-week 

period when he tried various casting methods to capture the volume of space created by the 

steam in an effort to explore how to turn the steam itself into a landscape. Faced with the 

final review deadline, he turned to designing his misting device to make the steam act as the 

architecture instead. When asked whether he was pleased with his final results, Tony shook 

his head and stated, “No. I feel like it has to grow—substantially. [. . .] This is just the 

beginning of something.” The critics asked Tony to speculate on what he would do next if he 

were to continue working on the project through the summer. Tony paused and surveyed the 

work he had pinned. (See Figure 27) 

 

 

Figure 27: Tony presenting at final review 
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He stated, “I think I would pursue the relationship between the grate [the source of the steam] 

and the rest of the site. How this device comes to stick its head above the ground.” In 

discussion with the critics, he speculated about how he could synthesize the landscape idea 

with the architecture idea if he had more time to develop the project. One of Tony’s critics, 

Price, called his drawing “spectacular.” Concluding the review, Price pronounced it a 

“wonderful presentation, a beautiful conceptual direction that [Tony] pursued.” 

What set Tony apart from Rocky was Tony’s tenacious pursuit of an idea despite the 

obstacles he encountered. Even when he abandoned his failed castings, Tony understood that 

he needed to take something from that process of making and integrate it into his conceptual 

design. He had not yet done so, but he recognized that it was the next step, and he believed in 

the efficacy of the iterative practice. Rocky, on the other hand, seemed unable to push his 

work past obstacles or to salvage useful information from failed attempts. In the end, he had 

too many competing concepts, none of which was developed enough to satisfy his critics. 

When provoked by his critics, Rocky resorted to verbal defense, pleading that he had not 

explained himself adequately. Tony admitted that he had more work to do, but he was clear 

about his conceptual direction and demonstrated the meletic spirit essential to studio ethos. 

“Your Drawings Need Some Lovin’”: Surviving the First Year 

One of the challenges of following—or teaching—nearly fifty architecture students at 

once is that the cohort of “average” students who make up the majority of the studio can 

become almost invisible. Even though all of the students’ work was pinned at the beginning 

of nearly every studio meeting, critiques of that work tended to gravitate toward the 

exemplary and the enlightening. As Tony put it, “The same eight people’s work got talked 
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about all the time”—his own included. Some projects were always present but almost always 

overlooked. It was also possible for students to “hide” themselves and their work, seeking out 

invisibility to avoid critique in the all-studio setting. As a researcher, I struggled with how to 

focus my observations. Was I being seduced into identifying a core group of rising (or 

falling) stars? Was I missing something that could only be learned by attending to the 

unremarkable? 

Lloyd was an unobtrusive presence in the studio. My fieldnotes often refer to him as 

“with” someone else: “with Natalie in the lobby,” “talking with Curt in D Block,” “consults 

with Will and Ted.” At the internal dry-run before mid-review, I noticed Lloyd standing 

alone near the entrance to the Fishbowl47 beside his instrument: a 3-D image of a sunken 

garden on campus, mounted in layers of Plexiglas. He had had few visitors. I asked him to 

tell me about his project, and I confess I felt somewhat bewildered by it. I thanked him 

politely and moved on. I began to take more notice of Lloyd because of his thoughtful 

contributions to group discussions, such as the one described earlier in this chapter 

explaining the reason for mode-switching: “It’s instructive; we might make something that’s 

invisible in the instrument visible.” At one of the all-school studio culture panel meetings, 

Lloyd commented: “Having multiple crits is good. It helps to have an extra pair of eyes that 

haven’t seen your project. It’s crucial to the process. We overlook things. // The final review 

is not necessarily final, but can continue later on.” The chair of the department responded, 

“That’s a wonderful point. Architecture is a life-long learning process. You might understand 

something a critic said in your first year twenty years later.” Like the phenomena the first-

                                                 
47 The glass-walled exhibit space on the first floor of the architecture building. 
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year students were studying, Lloyd’s latent potential became visible to me slowly, after much 

observation, analysis, and reflection. He emerged as an important figure in the studio most 

clearly at the final review, illustrating the delicate balance of visual and verbal 

communication that is necessary for survival in the first-year studio. 

Lloyd’s site, the sunken garden, has a memorial plaque in one ivy-covered corner that 

is routinely ignored by passers-by. Lloyd focused on the relative stillness of this place, a 

“sanctuary” in the middle of Stonerock State’s bustling urban campus. His first move was to 

photograph the corner from his vantage point, sitting on the ground, and to construct his 

Plexiglas 3-D version of the view and install it on site to invite people to see what he saw. 

Lloyd explained his research process to his critics at the final review: 

However, when I did this and actually put it in the site I noticed that people 
didn’t notice it at all. That as people moved through the space they were 
generally looking at their feet. And this kind of idea of ignore and be ignored 
came into effect. And that’s where this study came from is I actually sat down 
for about an hour and a half and wrote down what exactly everybody was 
doing as they walked through the space. And only fifteen of like 130 people, 
140 people, noticed the instrument with the corner itself and kind of made that 
connection. 
 

Lloyd’s design solution to this problem was to “create a subtle change in the ground plane 

because that’s where people are looking. [. . .] And more observant people would notice this 

and the downhill grade pulls into the corner.” It was, his critics agreed, a “subtle” solution. 

Sofia, a visiting critic, looked skeptical when Lloyd finished his oral presentation. 

She asked him a question that seemed designed to expose a weakness in the foundation of his 

project, suggested by a lack of information in his visual texts: “In terms of your presentation, 

a lot of what you’ve said has been ‘I did this. And then I did this. And then I did this’—but if 

you were forced—one sentence—what’s the main idea?” Without missing a beat, Lloyd 
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responded, “Sanctuary that exists in displaced space.” The panel of critics chuckled at the 

immediacy of his reply and its forcefulness; I recognized it as a revision of his response to a 

writing exercise assigned early in the studio: “crystallize in no more than four words what 

your project is about.” Sofia told Lloyd, “I mean, it’s a difficult problem you’ve set for 

yourself: to accentuate the unnoticeable.” Critic Megan added, “Without drawing attention to 

it.” They were impressed—but also perplexed. 

Visually, Lloyd’s project was missing something. Sofia couldn’t read the ivy in his 

model until Megan pointed out, “The white is the ivy.” Sofia compared Lloyd’s composite 

photograph to his hand-drawn plan (See Figures 28, 29 and 30), cocking her head and 

looking from one to the other: 

Sofia: In looking at this [the photograph], I think that there is...If I look at the 
site plan you have up there, it looks to me like that center circle is 
actually concrete or some kind of pavers... 

Lloyd: It’s brick. 
Sofia: Yeah, ok. So some sort of paving. And then actually it’s around the 

circle that the ivy... 
Lloyd: It’s only actually in two of the corners. 
Sofia: And that’s where I think, actually, that would become very helpful if 

you started actually indicating that. Because as I’m looking at this 
[model]...She [Megan] said there was ivy, and I’m thinking, “There’s 
not actually ivy over this whole thing, right?” So I think that that 
would actually help in getting the idea across. 
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Figure 28: Lloyd presents his model at final review 
 

 

Figure 29: Lloyd’s composite photograph 
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Figure 30: Lloyd’s plan drawing 
 

As they interrogated his design decisions, Lloyd fielded questions deftly, offering site-

specific reasons for his choices without apology. The exchange between Lloyd and his critics 

was collegial: 

Megan: I think you could make an argument for all of these surfaces to be 
some other material so that it’s really clear—not only there’s a slope, 
but a shift in material—that something happened here [. . .] so that it’s 
not quite as difficult to get into. It just doesn’t...it doesn’t seem like it’s 
nearly as playful and thoughtful as some of the earlier investigations.  
[. . .] I’m just...I’m looking for another layer. Of something. 

Lloyd: Alright. I can see that. That’s actually something that I’ve been...a lot 
of people have actually brought up is the change of material. And I’ve 
kind of stuck with this idea that ivy, within the experience that’s there 
now, the ivy is a kind of blanket that kind of plays into sanctuary as 
well. So I really wanted the ivy to be there, especially within the seat 
corner at least, but I can understand why the actual slope could be in a 
different material. 
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Conceptually, the critics respected what Lloyd had tried to achieve. Price praised his project 

as “enormously subtle and quite unexpected.” In turn, Lloyd accepted their criticism with 

grace and poise, conceding that he had been “leery” of changing the site too much. 

The discussion shifted to architectural practice and pedagogy, as Sofia challenged 

Lloyd to push his design past its limits: 

What you almost need to establish here is what is that line? Right? Because I 
think we’re all going, “Well, what are the criteria? How do you know...?”  It’s 
almost like, in terms of your studies, it’s almost like you needed to go too far. 
So that you would know what that line is of subtlety, and then pull back from 
it. 
 

Sofia related an anecdote about a painter who, when asked how he knew a work was 

finished, responded, “I only know my painting is done once I’ve ruined it.” She continued, 

“But we’re lucky as architects because we can actually go too far and then come back 

because we do all these iterations. It’s not about the one piece.” Megan put this in practical 

terms: 

It’s incredibly difficult to know if you’re making the right decision for your 
project if you’re always being safe. And you’re not going to be blowing a 
client’s million dollars on this [in school]. It’s a couple more nights, or a lot 
more coffee that same night, to sort of get back to where you came from, but 
knowing a lot more than you did. 
 

Sofia’s inclusive we names Lloyd as an architect; Megan’s chiding “more nights” and “more 

coffee” both acknowledges and challenges his studio ethos. Both Lloyd and Rocky struggled 

with drawing, especially in comparison to students like Natalie and Tony. But like Natalie 

and Tony, Lloyd’s status as an emerging architect was never in doubt. 

To account for Lloyd’s success and Rocky’s failure, two factors come into play: the 

meletic spirit and the relationship of verbal and visual literacies in the rhetorical context of 
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the studio. At the end of Lloyd’s review, critic Price commented on the verbal component of 

his presentation: 

At the very least, I’m glad you’re here to verbalize it because I think that of all 
the presentations so far I would have a really hard time trying to understand 
what you’re trying to do if I look at the models, drawings, collages, 
watercolors. [. . .] We would be left in the cold trying to figure this out, 
contemplating it without you walking us through it. 
 

Lloyd’s process of thinking and making was evident in the way that he spoke about his 

project. Sofia told him, “It sounds to me like you’ve spent a lot of time thinking about the 

textures of the site and everything [. . .] as you speak of it, you’ve been very responsive.” In 

contrast to Rocky, Lloyd was not defensive or apologetic in his speech. He used words the 

critic Ryan had advised that they should be used at the mid-review: “to talk [the critics] 

through the process.” 

Lloyd’s speech was persuasive because his investment in the project was clear, even 

though his visual skills were sorely lacking, at least when it came to drawing. Critic Megan 

minced no words when she expressed this: 

Your drawings need some lovin’. [Sofia laughs.] Seriously. The watercolor’s 
really beautiful. And it’s clear that you’ve invested a lot of time in it. And it 
does read like ivy, even if you didn’t know what it was. // But the 
drawings...They’re pretty much illegible from here, but they also don’t really 
indicate your project at all. So. 
 

Lloyd, though by no means a star, had signed on for the “long, hard slog” of studio work. He 

had invested himself in cultivating studio ethos, sustained by his belief in the meletic spirit, 

the transformative power of practice. As Will put it when I asked him to reflect on Lloyd’s 

review, Lloyd understood the value of the “cycle of inquiry” that is crucial to the practice of 

architecture. He used all the available means of developing his project, including Will’s 

writing exercises, and, according to Will, he achieved something quite rare for a first-year 



160 
student: he “produced knowledge.” Though he initially arranged his presentation in a 

process-based, chronological way that is typical of both novice writers and novice 

designers,48 by speaking about his work, he was able to satisfy his critics’ requests for 

evidence of his multimodal argument, albeit through visually naïve texts. Guided by his 

verbal explanations, his critics were able to read his intentions through his flawed visual 

texts. Sofia’s closing remarks in Lloyd’s review demonstrates this most clearly: 

I’m just thinking about even the textures of the existing conditions and what 
you intend to be there. It’s kind of missing, so they’re very diagrammatic. 
[. . .] And I think that the more you draw and model your thoughts, the less 
you’ll have to speak. 
 

With this final comment, Sofia identified the next phase of multimodal literacy development 

for emerging architects: the displacement of the verbal as the visual can begin to assume a 

greater portion of what multimodal theorists Carey Jewitt and Gunther Kress (2003) call the 

“functional load,” defined as the occasion-specific distribution of meaning across modes (pp. 

15-16). 

For multimodal communication to be rhetorically effective in the context of 

architecture, according to Yee (2007), “Ideally, drawings should speak for themselves; the 

presence of text should be minimized as much as possible” (p. 496). The same holds true for 

speech. In fact, architecture competitions, like the all-school charrette, exclude oral 

presentation entirely, and there is a tradition of “silent juries,” during which the designer is 

the only person present who may not speak. As architecture students learn to speak more 

                                                 
48 Lloyd’s oral presentation strategy is reminiscent of what Linda Flower (1979) 

called writer-based, as opposed to reader-based, prose. Flower’s early work in cognitive 
writing process theory identified writer-based prose as a necessary and appropriate stage of 
development. As writers (and designers) become more skilled, they are able to revise their 
texts to prioritize the needs of the audience. 
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eloquently and efficiently through drawings, “the secret language of the profession” 

(Lockard, 1968, p. 9), they are expected to speak more sparingly through words. As their 

visual literacy increases, students are held accountable for making more deliberate rhetorical 

choices in selecting the modes used for communication. By the third year of studio, as we 

shall see in Chapter 4, understanding modal affordances becomes a kairotic element of 

architectural rhetoric. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
KAIROS: DEVELOPING RHETORICAL AWARENESS IN THE THIRD YEAR 

 
 

By the time the students reach their third year of studio, they have survived not only 

the initial socialization of the first year of studio but the grueling pace of second year. 

Second-year students face additional pressure because applications for admission to the 

professional track are due after the fall semester. By the middle of the spring semester, 

students know whether they have been accepted to the B.Arch. program and will continue 

with studio work. Although my study did not include field observations of second-year 

studio, the students in my study spoke frequently about their second-year experiences. Tony, 

a first-year student when I began my study, told me a few weeks into the first semester of his 

second year that he had “produced more in one week” than he ever had in his life. He kept 

repeating, “It’s really hard; it’s really hard.” One fifth-year student commented, “I don’t 

remember ever sleeping in second year.” There is a legendary, perennial studio project in the 

second year curriculum that requires students to design a hotel, taking into account such 

“real-world” factors as HVAC systems and accessibility for disabled persons. Third-year 

student Stephanie recalled this project as particularly difficult because every couple of weeks 

a new aspect of the problem was introduced, forcing them to stop what they had been 

working on and consider a different set of constraints. Mary and Allen, also third-years, 

described the project as “vast” and characterized their experience in that studio as “horrible.” 

As a result of their intense first- and second-year studio experiences, most third-year students 

have developed the coping strategies and ways of working that begin to define their identity 

as architects: their designing-selves. 
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The third-year students represent the chronological mid-point of the arc of the 

professional program. As such, they might be expected to embody the half-formed architect, 

a tadpole-like hybrid of novice and professional. Neither learning nor identity development is 

ever so simple and linear, however. Stephanie is acutely aware of the growth she and her 

cohort have experienced—and of how much more they need to develop before they are 

independent enough to handle thesis studio. Certain things, such as composing a presentation 

board, she says have become “second nature” for her because of the “mentor/mentee 

relationship” she had with her first-year studio professor: “In first year, Ann would lay out 

my drawings with me. Now I lay out my own drawings.” Stephanie does not see this growth 

as a linear progression; she can “track” her own learning process through a recursive cycle: 

I feel like there’s dips and valleys in my work. I almost regress at some points 
and then come back and say, “Oh, I remember how to do that! I did that here. 
Let me go look at that. Oh yeah, that’s how you do it.” 
 

The single most important factor that Stephanie identifies as essential for learning and for 

becoming a designer is “a relationship between student and professor that is conducive to 

being engaged.” Stephanie’s insights evoke Hawhee’s (2005) description of phusiopoiesis as 

a complex process involving bodily, spatial, and relational factors: 

[P]husiopoietic kairos cannot be articulated as “steps” for improvement, but 
rather emerges among a variety of dynamic forces. This emergence happens in 
a way that troubles a notion of an individual making conscious choices—in 
other words, it is not simply the student’s agency, whereby he “seeks out” 
training, nor is it only the teacher/trainer’s agency, whereby he seduces the 
student to yearn for transformation. The dynamic is more responsive, more 
mutual, and at times less conscious than such a description would suggest. (p. 
99) 
 

Hawhee associates kairos with identity formation in the context of social interactions situated 

in the specific spatial conditions of the ancient gymnasium. By doing so, she avoids what 
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Cynthia Miecznikowski Sheard (1993) calls a “truncated definition” of kairos as merely an 

“occasion” for discourse (p. 292). Sheard posits a Burkean-inflected version of kairos as “the 

sum total of ‘contexts,’ both spatial (e.g. formal) and temporal (e.g. epistemic)”: 

Kairos encompasses the occasion itself, the historical circumstances that 
brought it about, the generic form (oral or written) required by that occasion, 
the manner of delivery the audience expects at that time and place, their 
attitudes toward the speaker (or writer) and the occasion, even their 
assumptions about the world around them [. . .] [K]airos is akin to exigence 
and provides a method for deciding courses of action and for deriving 
probable truths in a relativistic world [. . .]” (pp. 291-292) 
 

Conspicuously absent in Sheard’s discussion of kairos, however, are the visual and 

kinesthetic factors that are central to the both the phusiopoietic ancient gymnasium and the 

phusiopoietic architecture studio. 

The third-year students in my study were profoundly influenced by the physical and 

spatial environment of their studios during the year before my study: the spring of their 

second year and the fall of their third year. Mary told me they felt “disconnected” during 

those critical semesters because they were “stuck” on the third floor of the building, isolated 

from the rest of the department. They missed the frequent informal interactions with students 

from other years who worked on the top two floors of the nine-story building. Their third-

floor studio space was more open than typical studios, however, with “long corridors of 

desks.” Along with their separation from the older and younger students, the physical 

arrangement of their third-floor studios facilitated greater awareness of each other’s work. 

Stephanie reflected on the way the studio space mediated her learning and the distinctive 

culture of the third-year cohort: 

There were probably twenty-five people I could see from my desk. And we all 
worked on the same sites. We went in different directions, but there was a lot 
of sharing that happened. It was almost like we could always talk about our 
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projects down there. I think that was interesting. We didn’t like it because we 
were separated from the rest of the program, but I think we had a really good 
atmosphere in that space. 
 

In contrast, at the time of my study, when the third-year cohort was in the second semester of 

their third year, they were split into three studios, which were working on projects that 

involved very different site contexts. Stephanie observed that, because of the diversity of 

projects, there was not as much informal collaboration: 

Now, we really don’t talk to each other about our projects in that way. And 
part of it is because we don’t want so much architecture in our lives all the 
time, but part of is because I can only help you so much without you having to 
explain your entire project to me, and we don’t have time for that. 
 

According to Stephanie, their cohort had started with sixty-eight students in their first year, 

but by the time of my study there were only about thirty-five, some of whom were transfer or 

exchange students who had not been with them from the beginning. The way third-year 

studios functioned as learning communities was shaped by the critical factors of interpersonal 

relationships and group dynamics. The third-year cohort knew each other very well by the 

time I entered their second-semester third-year studios as a participant-observer. “We are all 

up in each other’s business all the time,” Nora laughed. They had formed strong alliances and 

rivalries. Their preferences and habits were clearly established, though not always in line 

with the expectations of their studio professors. 

“A Curriculum Built Around Collaboration”: Urban Studio 

At Stonerock State, the third year studio curriculum focuses on “urban studio,” but 

specific topics and approaches for third-year studio projects vary according to the interests 

and expertise of the studio professors teaching in a given semester. I followed two of the 

three sections offered at the time of my study, taught by studio professors Lynn and Tracy. 
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Tracy and Lynn each had her own syllabus and particular site-based project; there was no 

provision for structured or overt collaboration across studio sections. Within each third-year 

studio, however, collaborative group work was essential. The curricular project for all third-

year studios required that students work in teams as well as individually. (See Table 2) 

 

Table 2: The Third-Year Participants, Divided Into Studios and Design Teams/Groups 
 

Lynn’s Studio: Desert Site 
 

Tracy’s Studio: City Site 

Design Team 1: Vic, Steve, Suoh 
 

Main Street Group: Lisa, Ned, Hal, Patrick 

Design Team 2: Nora, Sheila 
 

E Avenue Group: George, Chuck, Alison, 
Trish  

Design Team 3: Rose, Gail, Anita 
 

Railroad Group: Lee, Carl, Chung-Hee 

Design Team 4: Mary, Stephanie, Jeff, Allen 
 

 

 

Both studios foregrounded “sustainable architecture,” a concept central to the Carnegie 

Foundation report’s recommendations for architecture studio pedagogy reform: 

Sustainable architecture also suggests a curriculum built around collaboration 
and teamwork, not only with other architects but with other disciplines. . . . 
[S]ustainable architecture requires an educational program aimed at fostering 
social engagement and more effective communication with clients and the 
public. (Boyer & Mitgang, 1996, p. 45) 
 

At the time of my study, Tracy was not teaching architecture full-time, though she had held 

full-time teaching positions in the past. She has her own architectural practice in the city, 

which clearly influenced her approach to her studio class. The section of Tracy’s syllabus 

describing the grading criteria emphasizes professionalism: “Practicing architects work in 

teams. Individuals must communicate with each other, with clients, and with consultants to 
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make projects ‘happen.’” In Tracy’s studio, a few individuals raised concerns about her 

policy for grading group work, as described in her syllabus: 

For group work, the entire group will be given the same grade unless it is 
obvious that a student is not pulling his weight or if they are far exceeding the 
output of the other team members. (In this studio I do not anticipate great 
disparities as you are all in the professional program and have a good deal of 
experience.) 
 

This policy was not unusual for the department, but her parenthetical comment highlights the 

professionalism she expected them to exhibit as third-year students. Appealing again to their 

status as professional-track students, Tracy detailed the criteria for process and product 

grades based on “rigor,” concluding with the following statement: “You are all quite 

accustomed to this sort of evaluation already!” The third-year students in my study were, 

indeed, accustomed to alternating between small group and individual work; it had been a 

key element of their first-year studio experience.49 In fact, the third-year students in both 

Lynn’s and Tracy’s studios complained that they had done “so many group projects with the 

same people” in studio after studio, that their close relationships could be a liability as well 

as an asset. 

The department’s third-year curriculum for urban studio required that the students 

work in two scales: urban scale and architectural scale. Urban scale involves systemic 

interventions that will affect whole neighborhoods, communities, or cities; architectural scale 

involves individual interventions in the form of a building or landscape feature. In both 

Tracy’s and Lynn’s studios, the student groups or design teams worked collaboratively at 

urban scale. Once they had developed a master plan or scheme, they shifted their focus to 

                                                 
49 In contrast, the first-year cohort in my study was team-taught, but the students’ 

projects were completely individual. 
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architectural scale. Each individual student developed a particular intervention, such as a 

school, housing units, or public space. In Lynn’s studio, all of the individual students’ 

architectural interventions within the same collaborative scheme needed to complement each 

other, and no two students in the same design team worked in exactly the same location in 

the site. This meant that, in Lynn’s studio, collaborative design had to continue throughout 

the semester as each member of a design team was obligated to consider the impact of his or 

her choices on the rest of the team’s projects. In Tracy’s studio, once the students shifted to 

architectural scale, there was less attention paid to how one person’s intervention would 

affect another’s design. Lynn allowed her students to form their own design teams (hence, 

the students are not evenly divided into groups). Also, each design team in Lynn’s studio was 

responsible for the entire site, although they could choose to focus on particular areas for 

development. In contrast, Tracy’s studio was randomly divided into three neighborhood-

based groups. The areas they were assigned functioned as entirely separate sites, even when 

they shared a physical boundary. Despite their differences in structuring their studios, both 

studio professors shared a concern for developing their students’ communication skills as 

well as their design skills. 

As I observed each studio, I began to think of Lynn and Tracy as coaches of rhetoric, 

though neither of them has had formal training in rhetoric as a discipline. When Lynn used 

the term rhetoric, she usually meant word choice, as in “Be careful of your rhetoric,” when 

she felt a student was being imprecise. Sometimes, Lynn equated rhetoric with verbal 

argument, telling one group, “I need something to grade you guys on other than your group 

projects [or your] rhetoric—on who can argue the loudest.” The activities that each studio 

professor orchestrated as part of the studio environment placed their students in high-stakes 
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rhetorical situations that required them to work through complex issues of audience and 

purpose. In Tracy’s case, her studio explicitly asked the students to address different 

constituencies: the community members in the neighborhoods, the university community, the 

professionals interested in urban development, and the critics who would evaluate their work. 

In Lynn’s case, there were also multiple layers built into the project as user groups and 

design principles, but the rhetorical context of the studio itself became a primary arena for 

developing rhetorical awareness. As I analyzed the data, the theme of kairos emerged as a 

common rhetorical element operating in very different studio contexts. Though they would 

not have used these terms to describe it, both Lynn and Tracy were teaching their students 

how to design rhetorically. By this I mean that they expected their students to take multiple 

users into account as stakeholders in the project, to weigh multiple points of view, to find 

design arguments based in cultural norms and values, to select the most persuasive 

presentation strategies for different audiences from among multiple modes, and above all to 

develop what Janet Atwill (1998) calls the essence of kairos: “knowing how” and “knowing 

when” (p. 59). The student architects were developing rhetorical awareness as a kairotic 

sense of “knowing how” and “knowing when” to draw, to build, to speak, and to listen as 

they made arguments through design. Tracy’s studio accomplished this by focusing on the 

rhetorical situation that occurs when design professionals interact with other groups: clients 

and professionals in other disciplines or specialties. Lynn’s studio accomplished this by 

setting up a site context that was both culturally and physically remote and by focusing on 

the rhetorical situations embedded in the studio practices of pin-ups, reviews, and 

collaborative design. 



170 
Several students in Lynn’s studio voiced their frustration with her intense focus on 

group work, though they expected to do it and understood the reasons behind it. Conflicts 

among group members were openly acknowledged by both Lynn and her students and were a 

frequent topic of discussion in the studio. All four groups in Lynn’s studio experienced 

difficulty with managing group dynamics to varying degrees. Suoh, an exchange student, 

preferred to work alone, causing his partners Vic and Steve concern when they were not sure 

whether he would be prepared for a studio pin-up. Nora commented that she and her partner 

Sheila didn’t speak to each other for a week in mid-semester. Rose, Gail, and Anita were also 

not communicating with each other at all at one point in the semester. During one pin-up 

when Anita was absent (a rare occurrence in studio), Rose admitted, “I don’t know what 

Anita has.” They struggled to coordinate their individual projects throughout the semester, 

and the tension among them was palpable during their final review. (See Figure 31) 

 

 

Figure 31: Rose, Gail, and Anita appear disengaged from each other during final review 
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The largest group—Stephanie, Mary, Jeff, and Allen, “hung together as a group for most of 

the semester,” only to fall apart the week before final review. One of Mary’s models was still 

unfinished and Jeff had no model at the same scale as the rest of the group. Stephanie was 

frustrated because Jeff had not communicated with her about how he had situated his 

building on the group’s common site, which could potentially impact the other group 

members’ plans. Her body tense and her voice strained, Stephanie told Allen, “I hate group 

work!” Stephanie’s fear was that if her studio teammates did not finish their individual pieces 

of the project in time to help with the remaining tasks that the group needed to accomplish 

together, she and Allen would “end up doing everything [them]selves” so that their group 

would “get a good crit.” Meeting with Stephanie, Allen, and Jeff that day (a Friday), studio 

professor Lynn firmly stated, “I’m not gonna tell you what to do. // You’ve gotta set 

deadlines for yourself.” Lynn deliberately took a hands-off approach because she expected 

her students to work out their differences among themselves as part of process of learning to 

work collaboratively as a design team. She rarely intervened directly, but she was there to 

supervise and to act as a consultant when her students were at an impasse. In this instance, 

Stephanie took a leadership role and confronted Jeff directly as Lynn looked on: 

Stephanie: I don’t know what you’re building for the site model, so I’m just 
gonna build mine. 

Jeff: That’s my next step this weekend. 
Stephanie: It was supposed to be done today. 
Jeff: I didn’t have any money [for supplies]. 
Stephanie: I’m just telling you the schedule. 
Lynn [to the whole group]: She’s picking up on my tactics. She’s good. 

[laughter] 
 

In the ensuing discussion, Jeff and Stephanie coordinated how their individual sites would 

overlap, and Stephanie assured Jeff that she had seen Mary’s project and it would not 
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obstruct his views. Jeff promised again that he would have a site model finished by Monday. 

Earlier in the semester, it was Mary who was driving the group in the face of a crucial 

deadline, telling Jeff and Allen in no uncertain terms, “You realize that you two are spending 

your Valentine’s Day with us [herself and Stephanie]. I don't care if you have girlfriends.” 

At the end of the semester, Lynn called her studio together during the last scheduled 

studio class to debrief on the entire semester, Rose commented, “Working in a group all 

semester also was probably one of the most interesting experiences of my life. And I'm a 

people person, but—wow—that was…that was interesting. [. . .] Not just my group. 

Watching everybody else, too.” As a studio, they were able to laugh at themselves and talk 

freely about the problems they had all experienced with group dynamics. Jeff observed that 

each group had “had a moment” at different points of the semester when they had really 

excelled as a group. The students in Tracy’s studio did not function as groups in the same 

way. Pressure to coordinate their efforts occurred primarily when they needed to compose 

group presentation boards for community pin-ups and formal reviews. Otherwise, they 

worked independently and gravitated toward informal partnerships that had no connection to 

their group design work. Lee and Alison often worked together, for example, but they were 

working on entirely different projects on separate sites. The third-year students clearly had a 

history of positive and negative experiences that affected both their selection of partners 

(when they were given a choice) and the division of labor within groups. 

“We’ll Do It Again on Friday”: Habitus in the Third-Year Studio 

Because they had worked together intensely in studio settings for years, individual 

students had well-established reputations within the community of the architecture 



173 
department that were tied to the qualities of studio ethos that I have identified through my 

observations of studio practices: time management, modes of working, critical evaluation, 

and knowledge-sharing. Vic, for example, preferred digital modeling and was meticulous to 

the point of obsession in laying out his presentation boards. Stephanie had hand-drawn every 

element of her second-year hotel presentation and hated being “forced” to design digitally. 

Lee was an expert organizer who did work for other classes whenever she had a free moment 

during studio. Waiting for the critics to arrive so that their final review could begin, George 

and Chuck lay down on the floor with their eyes closed and chatted about their work habits: 

George: I can’t believe you work at home. 
Chuck: I can’t work in studio—there’s too many distractions. 
George: It’s the opposite for me. My roommates are a distraction. 
Chuck: I don’t live with roommates anymore. 
George: Even the Internet. 
Chuck: Even freshman year I worked in my dorm room. 
[George hears Hal drag a stool across the floor and decides to get up to help 

set up chairs for the critics.] 
George: A bunch of people were talking about not being able to pull all-

nighters, and I was, like, “WHAT?” 
Chuck: This is the first time I’ve stayed up all night. I’ll stay up till, like, 

6:00—but I need at least two hours. 
 
Even when their work preferences were quite different, the students generally respected each 

other’s strengths and were willing to help each other succeed, as long as they felt an 

individual was pulling his/her own weight. Those who did not interact with the group or 

failed to contribute were left to their own devices, but students rallied in support of a 

struggling student who had earned the respect of his or her peers in the studio community. 

Although they worked in different group project teams, Chuck and Ned sat facing 

each other at adjoining workstations and regularly critiqued each other’s work informally. At 

a time when both of them were faced with difficult design decisions in response to formal 
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criticism, they formed their own critical partnership. During one extended session of parallel 

sketching, thinking, talking, and brainstorming, which I characterized at the time as an 

involved verbal argument supported by sketching, Chuck challenged Ned’s design decision 

regarding his use of glass. Examining Ned’s drawings, Chuck asked how Ned’s glass panels 

would connect to the beams in his building. After several exchanges, Chuck stated, “That’s 

not how they do it, though.” Both began searching online for an example—Ned on his laptop, 

Chuck on his iPhone. When Ned considered adding a cantilevered entrance overhang in 

response to Tracy’s comment that he needed “variation where the door is—an element that 

symbolizes entry,” Chuck countered, “Shadows would defeat the purpose of glass.” 

Throughout the informal peer critique, Ned and Chuck drew on trace, in empty corners of 

their drawings, and on the drawings themselves, adding lines to revise the original. 

This interaction marks one of the clearest differences in how third-year and first-year 

students use verbal and visual communication. First-year students talk about drawing before 

and after they actually draw; third-year students talk while they draw. A similar kind of 

mixed-mode communication occurs at all levels between speech and gesture, especially 

during formal presentations, when pointing to a pinned visual text completes a half-formed 

sentence or hand movements substitute for descriptive words. By the third year, though, 

sketching becomes an integral part of casual conversation in the studio. As such, it 

complicated the process of data collection because, as an ethnographer, I was simultaneously 

watching the sketching process, listening to the fragmented sentences, and trying to write 

both descriptions of the visual and transcriptions of the verbal. 

Noticing how hard I was working to follow their half-spoken, half-drawn 

conversation, Ned told me, “What you should know is that this [the informal exchange 
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between himself and Chuck] is a lot more helpful than that [nodding over his shoulder 

toward a scheduled desk crit in progress.]” When I lamented that I did not have my digital 

audio recorder running, Ned laughed and said, “We’ll do it again on Friday.” “Ok, so how 

am I gonna do this [his project]?” Chuck asked. As they transitioned to discussing Chuck’s 

project, I switched on my recorder, but the character of their conversation was not quite the 

same, and neither audio recordings nor my fieldnotes could adequately capture the 

multimodal exchange between them as they had collaboratively critiqued Ned’s work.50 Part 

of the difference between the formal desk crit and the informal peer critique had to do with 

the kairotic element of an opportune moment. At this stage of their development as 

architects, the students appreciated and, to some degree, felt entitled to freedom to discern 

their own needs for feedback, to solicit feedback from particular people with whom they had 

had positive experiences (not necessarily positive comments, but a positive process), to 

choose their own modes of inquiry according to their strengths—in essence, to manage 

themselves in accordance with their own dispositions. In Bourdieu’s terms, the students had 

developed a “system of dispositions”—a “habitus” (2000, p. 130)—which was “inscribed in 

their bodies by past experiences” (p. 138). They welcomed explicit direction when they were 

stuck or wanted to try something new, but they resisted it when they felt that it was being 

imposed upon them or that their developing identities as designers were being challenged. 

                                                 
50 Video recording might have been helpful in capturing the multimodal qualities of 

this event; however, because such exchanges occurred spontaneously, it would have been 
difficult logistically to use this method of data collection, as I discuss in Chapter 6. The 
constraints of obtaining Institutional Review Board approval for video data also precluded 
my using video recording equipment for this study. 
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Just as the group dynamics for peer learning reflected the individuals’ personal 

dispositions, on a larger scale, the two third-year studios in my study were shaped by Lynn’s 

and Tracy’s distinctive ways of working. Although both studio professors required the 

students to design an individual project in the context of their peers’ work and for a specific 

site and culture, their interpretations of “urban studio” and their pedagogical approaches were 

quite different. Both emphasized the importance of site-specific research and the necessity of 

representing the analysis of this research graphically, but they used different language and 

different methods to achieve their goals. In each studio, the groups were required to articulate 

an overarching set of guiding principles of design that would unify their individual responses 

to the design problem. To refer to these unifying principles, Lynn used the term scheme; 

Tracy used the term master plan. According to Lynn, the two terms are not synonymous. She 

associates scheme with “an initial first draft,” whereas a master plan is “fixed.” Lynn’s 

students Vic and Steve raised the question of the different design philosophies underlying 

third-year studios after a frustrating pin-up, discussed in more detail later in this chapter, 

when they felt their work was not understood by their studio peers. Debriefing with Lynn, 

Steve observed, “We need to be taught stuff. A lot of this stuff is about urban planning [. . .] 

and we don’t have any classes on that.” Vic added that his understanding of urban design was 

that it involved working at a larger scale than their previous projects, but he was confused 

about the term master plan. Lynn clarified the concepts this way: 

Urban design is a form of architectural design. [. . . .] A master plan is 
something you develop and then you start to pull apart. The process will start 
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to make more sense now because when you work between three scales,51 
you’re understanding something…You’re asking different questions, but 
about the same thing. [. . . .] The whole point about urban design is that it 
includes the site, very site-specific kinds of things. A master plan is more of a 
kind of footprint that you then assume you’re going to build into, and the 
landscape is sort of given. And this [Lynn’s urban design studio project] is not 
that [a master plan]. It’s very, very different. 
 

From Tracy’s perspective, although she was far more directive than Lynn in giving the 

students lists of requirements for presentation and specific instructions for developing their 

projects, she understood the “fixed” guidelines of the master plan to be a starting point for 

individual inquiry. 

Whereas the students sometimes interpreted the lists of required diagrams in Tracy’s 

syllabus as restrictive, rule-based, and even arbitrary, Tracy saw them as necessary 

preparation for the methodical, disciplined inquiry. Viewed from a rhetorical perspective, 

Tracy’s intention was that her requirements would enable them to discern what I would call 

kairotic moments of opportunity. As Crowley and Hawhee (2009) define it, “A rhetoric that 

privileges kairos as a principle of invention cannot present a list of rules for finding 

arguments, but it can rather encourage a kind of ready stance . . .” (p. 48). At the same time, 

however, kairos “can generate heuristics, which are usually lists of questions that help rhetors 

to investigate the issues systematically” (Crowley & Hawhee, 2009, p. 51). The difference 

between lists of rules and lists of questions is often a matter of disposition and delivery. 

Tracy expected students to “make adjustments” to the stated requirements and to revise the 

master plan in response to their site-specific research. Before a pin-up, Tracy took time to 

                                                 
51 Lynn is using scale here to mean dimension. She had required the students to 

construct models or drawings of their individual interventions at three scales, such as 100th, 
50th, and 32nd scale, which corresponds to the number of feet per inch. 
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speak to her entire studio because she had been receiving emails from individual students 

asking for clarification about whether they really needed to include everything on her list of 

requirements before the next community meeting and formal review. Although her students 

felt that they needed specific permission to deviate from the written requirements or they 

would risk getting a lower grade, Tracy seemed to view the requirements as negotiable and 

expected her students to use their own discretion: 

Think about it. Make it so that it’s meaningful for your exploration—not to 
check off a box because “Tracy told me to do this.” // Design is about making 
things. // Explore through the making and then ask questions. Sometimes you 
think; sometimes you do. 
 

Tracy’s distinction between thinking and doing seems to work against the common trope of 

“thinking and making” that characterizes design studio pedagogy. In her version, making is 

associated with exploration; thinking is associated with analytical questioning after 

production. As I interpret the situation, Tracy viewed the requirements she set for students as 

a means to more focused invention, guided by the students’ sense of exigency. 

“We’re Here to Generate Ideas”: Designing Rhetorically in the City Studio 

Like most of the projects the students had worked on in their previous studios, 

Tracy’s studio project was situated in the context of the city surrounding Stonerock State. 

What made her studio unique, however, was that she had chosen a community that borders 

the university, one that has a complex relationship with the institution and is struggling with 

economic and social issues. Tracy’s syllabus describes the neighborhood as “elegant once 

upon a time,” but states that a variety of socioeconomic factors have caused it to become a 

prime example of “tattered urban fabric.” Tracy’s project, entitled “Community 

Building/Building Community,” continued a relationship with local community development 
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organizations that she had begun in a previous studio the year before. Her approach to the 

third-year urban studio was to immerse the students in the real-world problems of their local 

context, asking them to design an “urban intervention” that could “potentially rejuvenate” the 

“interface of the ‘town’ with the ‘gown.’” Tracy’s studio created a rhetorical context for the 

students’ design work that required them to address multiple audiences: 1) professional 

critics who routinely evaluate student projects in formal reviews, 2) city and university 

planners who were invited to public presentations of the work, and 3) representatives of the 

community whose input was solicited in the research and planning stages of the project and 

who were asked to respond as potential users to the students’ work in progress and to their 

final design plans. The city studio, as I will refer to it here, emphasized architecture as a form 

of civic engagement. In doing so, Tracy’s studio embodied many of the recommendations 

outlined in the Carnegie Foundation report: “Educating architects not only for competence 

but for civic engagement is surely one of the highest priorities for architecture schools in the 

coming years” (Boyer & Mitgang, 1996, p. xx). 

In her syllabus, Tracy laid out goals for the project that are clearly rhetorical in 

nature. By requiring students to interact directly with community residents and non-profit 

neighborhood organization leaders, she anticipated that the students would “develop an 

awareness of politics and competing, sometimes conflicting agendas.” In addition to the 

customary mid-term and final reviews, this studio also participated in several community 

meetings held off-campus in the community development organization’s headquarters. As 

Crowley and Hawhee (2009) point out, “Paradoxically, rhetors can step into a kairotic 

moment when it appears only if they are well prepared to do so. Rhetorical preparedness 

includes an awareness of the communities who are interested in an issue, as well as 
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awareness of their positions on it” (p. 50). Thus, Tracy’s pedagogy supported a kairotic 

approach to design. Her students were expected to gather information from the residents and 

to present their design ideas to a layperson audience, taking the residents’ feedback into 

account as they revised their designs for presentation to an architectural/professional 

audience. As designers, Tracy expected the students to “sort through and resolve those 

conflicting concerns in a design solution(s)” that would “have a real life effect on the 

community.” Embedded in both audiences were multiple constituencies and stakeholders. 

The community audience included business leaders and organizers who were hoping to use 

the ideas generated by the studio to lure investors and to argue for city resources for urban 

development, as well as residents who wanted to preserve their familiar surroundings while 

improving their living conditions. The architectural audience included both academic and 

professional interests: the students were being graded on process and product as an academic 

exercise, but their work was also being evaluated for its potential to “serve as a guideline for 

future development” on a professional level. On the academic side, clear evidence of iterative 

process was important; on the professional side, feasibility reigned. These values were 

sometimes in conflict with one another. For example, Lee’s decision to propose a passenger 

line to connect various cultural centers in the city by capitalizing on the existing but little-

used railroad tracks on her group’s site drew kudos from some critics and scorn from others, 

depending on whether they valued her innovation or questioned her practicality. The degree 

to which the studio was “real” became one of the ongoing issues that complicated the 

designing process for the students as they attempted to negotiate the complex rhetorical 

exigencies of the project. 
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At a time in the program when they were being held to a higher standard of visual 

communication and prodded to reduce their dependence on verbal explanations, Tracy’s 

students were simultaneously faced with the rhetorical problem of communicating with a less 

visually literate audience that needed more verbal support to understand the visual texts. As a 

participant-observer in this studio, I found myself in a unique middle-ground position with 

respect to the audiences the students were attempting to address. My visual literacy was not 

at the same level as the architects’ (as my description of reading figure-ground diagrams 

illustrates),52 yet I was more familiar with the design process and better able to read the 

students’ graphic information than the residents were. From this vantage point, I could often 

see where the communication broke down between architects and lay people, especially with 

respect to visual texts. Relying primarily on graphic communication, though essential to their 

development as architects, was sometimes counterproductive when the students were trying 

to work with the residents. Those students who recognized and adapted to the changing 

rhetorical constraints were rewarded with more productive community interactions: they got 

more and better information during their interviews during the research phase and at 

community pin-ups during the design phase. However, the students’ ability to synthesize 

whatever information they had gleaned from the community with the constraints imposed by 

other constituencies, especially the urban developers, carried more weight in their academic 

evaluations than the quality of the information they gathered from the residents. 

At the first community meeting, the eleven students in Tracy’s studio were divided 

into five teams, each of which was responsible for interviewing community members about 

                                                 
52 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of Tracy’figure-ground diagrams produced in 

Tracy’s studio. 
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“problems and opportunities” in one of the following areas: “1) housing, 2) transportation, 3) 

preservation, 4) public space, and 5) commercial.” Each team had a site map mounted on 

foamcore, rolls of trace paper, a legal pad, and markers. Only five community members 

attended the initial meeting, so each sat alone at separate tables while the students cycled 

through to interview them. I attached myself to the public space team—Lisa and Carl—so 

that I could get a sense of how each of the residents responded to the students’ questions. 

Lisa and Carl made a concerted effort to explain their terms and to ask specific questions, but 

the residents were not sure what was expected of them and had difficulty orienting 

themselves to the graphic representation of their neighborhood: 

Carl: Our area is public space. 
Lisa: The streetscape—that means the atmosphere, the environment walking 

down the street or on the sidewalk. What it feels like to walk down the 
street. Benches and lighting. 

Carl: The areas where people congregate. 
Resident: You want me to show you? What’s this right here? [She points to a 

curve on the map.] That’s the railroad? Ok. 
 

As the students identified areas that they hoped to develop as public green space, the 

residents consistently raised the issue of safety and security: 

Lisa: This intersection here. This little triangle is grass. Is it accessible? [. . . .] 
Do you think it could be landscaped? 

Resident: There was a time it would be a good idea, but right now... If you 
beautify, I’m afraid it may be taken as a place to sit and congregate. 
Since it’s a widely traveled area. If you’re intoxicated, you’d find a 
bench. 

Lisa: That’s good to know. That’s why we need your inside perspective. 
 

Here again, the values that Tracy emphasized in her studio by defining design principles such 

as “enhancing the area potentially with public green space” closely followed the Carnegie 

Foundation report’s recommendations: “Design problems should routinely include such 

matters as safer streets, promoting mass transit instead of cars, and creating inviting 
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gathering places that foster community instead of social isolation” (Boyer & Mitgang, 1996, 

p. 42). Whereas Carl and Lisa viewed “congregating” as a positive social experience they 

were obligated to encourage through architectural intervention, the residents warned against 

creating opportunities for crime and other undesirable behaviors. Better lighting and more 

unified façades and signage emerged as the top concerns in the public space interviews, 

while plans to add park benches, playgrounds, and trees were met with resistance. 

During the interview process, the students often felt that they were not getting the 

answers they expected or that the residents were going off on tangents and not answering the 

question at all. Debriefing with some of the students afterwards, I learned that the five 

categories of questions elicited essentially the same stories—the things the residents 

themselves felt were most important. As they reflected on the interviews with me, several of 

the students mentioned that they spent a significant amount of their time with each resident 

explaining the basic site map. This map did not look like a conventional street map, and the 

residents had difficulty understanding it as a visual text. After the interviews, the students 

created a graphic summary of what they had learned by layering the information onto the 

basic site map and color-coding significant findings. (See Figure 32) 
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Figure 32: Graphic summary of community input posted to the studio project blog 
 

Without the colored sections and label, the graphic summary map shown in Figure 32 

represents what the community members were shown during their interviews: the site map 

that became a source of confusion for them. Lee told me that she and Alison had not used the 

map at all in their interviews; they just listened and took notes on everything the residents 

said. At the next studio meeting, when each interview team was required to summarize 

verbally what they had learned, according to Lee, the others were amazed by how much 

information she and her partner had gathered. She attributed their success to focusing on 

verbal, not visual, communication for the interviews, commenting that she felt it was 

inappropriate to be using architectural terms and maps or to be sketching during the 

interviews if the goal was to find out what the community members’ needs were and to get 

inside information about the site from the people who live there. 
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How to use that insider knowledge became a point of contention during the design 

phase of the project. To work at an urban scale,53 the students were regrouped to address the 

specific conditions of the three sites that Tracy had selected within the boundaries of the 

neighborhood: Main Street, E Avenue, and the virtually deserted “Railroad” area, where 

little-used tracks cut through the remnants of an industrial zone. Each group of three or four 

students was responsible for developing a master plan through collaborative research and 

analysis, taking the community interviews into account. The students tended to give the 

residents veto power, in effect, steering away from any idea that had caused the residents 

concern. Tracy, on the other hand, wanted the students to push back and make arguments 

through design to convince the residents to accept interventions that she saw as essential to a 

larger purpose of urban development, such as introducing “multimodal transportation” into 

the existing transportation hub of subway and vehicular traffic. From the start, Tracy actively 

encouraged the students to incorporate a bike transfer facility, modeled after an existing 

program in another city, into their master plan. The students took seriously the admonition in 

Tracy’s program statement, included in the syllabus, to “put the community (non-[Stonerock] 

campus) first in your analysis and design considerations.” Since, according to George, the 

community members were “all adamantly against” the idea,” none of the master plans 

presented at mid-review included a bike station. Tracy directed the Main Street and E 

Avenue groups to “look for opportunities” in their next iteration to include a “bike exchange 

facility,” a building where “you can rent a bike, you can ride your bike there, and then you 

                                                 
53 Urban scale refers to levels of intervention that affect a large area, such as a 

neighborhood or city. It corresponds to the concept of a master plan or scheme, a systemic 
rather than an individual change. 
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can shower and you can change into your business clothes, and then you can go back and 

catch the train someplace else.” When George, from the E Avenue group, protested, citing 

the community’s concerns about security, Tracy appealed to the concerns of the university: 

Tracy: Now, look. See, this is where… Ok, this is really where you have to 
sort out what is said by the community because it’s really important to 
build in multimodal transportation here. 

George: Yeah. 
Tracy: Ok? Now. Because perhaps the people in this community at this 

moment are not using bikes that’s not a reason not to address this issue 
for this location. Maybe they’ll never use bikes. Maybe those 
particular people will never use bikes, but we’ve got an entire 
university here and some thousands and thousands of people come and 
go through the university every day. What we’re proposing here is that 
we are building on the transportation hub at Main and E, and therefore 
there will be new development, and so as part of that new 
development we need to anticipate these other transportation needs. 

 
When the students moved to the next phase of the project, working at architectural scale to 

develop individual interventions,54 Patrick, a member of the Main Street group, designed a 

bike transfer station. The plan continued to draw criticism from the community members, but 

Tracy defended it by telling them that the city council was actually considering a proposal to 

build a bike share facility somewhere in the city. 

Although she regularly characterized the work the students were doing as 

“homework” when she was speaking to the community, Tracy’s appeal for the bike station 

was grounded in the community members’ value of “real” change. During community 

meetings, when the residents asked questions about feasibility, Tracy assured them that the 

technology and architectural programs the students proposed were based on real cases. She 

reminded them, though, that the students were in “an academic studio.” On the one hand, she 

                                                 
54 Architectural scale is used in Tracy’s brief in opposition to urban scale to 

distinguish between a single building or landscape feature and a neighborhood plan. 
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told the students that the community would be “impressed by the amount of work” displayed, 

and she emphasized the time and effort they had devoted to addressing the community’s 

problems when she introduced their work at community meetings. On the other hand, when 

residents asked pointed questions about cost and timelines— “How real is this?”—Tracy 

responded, “These are architects. We’re here to generate ideas. Other people would have to 

figure out the expense. Any plan takes twenty to twenty-five years to develop.” 

Unlike the first-year students, whose ability to compose design arguments was often 

hampered by their limited visual literacy, the third-year students were relatively sophisticated 

in the production of visual arguments through graphic representation of their research and 

analysis. What became an obstacle for the third-years in the city studio was the limited visual 

literacy of their community audience, combined with the conflicting need to present 

themselves as design professionals to practicing architects and planners. Complicating both 

exigencies was the overarching need to satisfy the requirements of an academic studio as 

students earning a grade. As I observed their attempts to speak to these diverse audiences 

both visually and verbally, I noticed that the character of the questions each audience posed 

created complicated rhetorical problems for the students. At the second community pin-up, 

the residents asked two kinds of questions: those related to the purpose of the presentation 

and those related to the literal meaning of the visual texts. In the first category, questions 

about “how real” the project was dominated the discussion: “Who do you think would live 

there?”; “What is the reality of the time frame of this happening?”; “This energy 

technology—is that being used?”; “Some of us were thinking with the shape of our houses, 

could we get solar panels? You’re saying it could be done.”; “I want to see reality. I know 

you’re a student. But you said a study was done last year? [. . . .] How long have you been 
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doing these studies?”; “Who are you presenting it to? The city?” The second category of 

community members’ questions pointed to their difficulty reading the students’ visual texts. 

During the oral presentation, I noted several sidebar conversations among residents who were 

trying to identify locations of specific landmarks on the students’ maps. It appeared that the 

residents were not following the oral arguments for design proposals because they were 

struggling to orient themselves in the visual texts: “Is that where the restaurant is?”; “What 

was this again?” 

At times, the verbal exchanges between residents and students revealed a misreading 

of the visual text that caused further confusion and interfered with the residents’ 

understanding of the proposal. For example, one of the community members asked George, 

“What’s the title of this station?” She had apparently misconstrued the proposed development 

of the area near the railroad tracks as an existing passenger station, and when George replied, 

“There is no station,” she fell silent. Another resident was confused by Lee’s and Carl’s 

proposals: “When I looked at your map—Where do you fit…? [She goes up to the board for 

a closer look.] Are you proposing two different things in the same place?” Lee pointed to her 

own project and to Carl’s, explaining, “No, no. These are two different areas.” In fact, 

though, Lee’s proposed cultural center and Chuck’s proposed school actually were sited in 

the same location, since the Railroad and E Avenue sites shared a border that gave both 

students access to the same vacant lot. Again, the community member did not pursue her line 

of questioning, even though she was onto something that was causing confusion among the 

audience. These misfires obscured the design arguments by diverting attention to decoding 

the visual texts. Tracy’s solution to the problem of making the texts clearer was to advise the 

students to add or enlarge verbal labels, something she acknowledged they had been taught 
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not to include on presentation boards in the past when addressing an architectural audience. 

After the first community pin-up, Tracy commented, “You would all benefit from more 

graphic information for the points made with words. You need key labels. // You need to 

brainstorm. This is not fine-tune work, but big Magic Marker work, big ideas.” Her 

debriefing comments addressed several conflicting rhetorical issues: the architects needed 

information to be presented visually, not verbally; the community needed labels to orient 

them in the visual texts; the developers needed to know how the students’ proposals could 

coordinate with the city’s big idea goals. 

Communicating those big ideas to the public, the potential users of the spaces being 

developed, requires a different kind of drawing than the presentation drawings typically 

required in professional reviews. According to Yee (2007), “Diagrammatic study drawings 

are some of the most important types of drawings for the designer; paradoxically, they are 

rarely (if ever) seen by the client” (p. 432). Perspective drawings and detailed renderings are 

generally recommended “to enhance client understanding of the proposed design” (Yee, 

2007, p. 369): “Especially for the beginning student and the layman client, the perspective is 

as close to the reality of a building as a drawing can get” (Lockhard, 1968, p. 10). While 

perspectives and renderings, like descriptive written texts, are included as part of the 

presentations for architectural audiences, they do not constitute the primary mode of 

communication of the design concept or process. For the layperson who cannot make sense 

of visual texts that are targeted for professional audiences, the graphic information in 

diagrams and conventional architectural drawings can be overwhelming, which inhibits the 

very dialogue that the community meetings were designed to facilitate. (See Figure 33) 
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Figure 33: Patrick stands before a bewildering array of schemes and analysis diagrams 
 

The architecture students in Tracy’s studio faced the problem of managing the needs and 

expectations of lay versus professional audiences, meeting the requirements of producing and 

presenting architectural drawings and diagrams as part of the academic project, and 

negotiating the added complexities of combining verbal and visual communication in the 

right proportions. From a rhetorical perspective, these problems can all be described as issues 

of kairos: 

Conceptually, kairos insists upon the situational aspect of speech, the right 
time to present a point of view. Recognizing ‘present necessities,’ the rhetor 
turns the argument just in the nick of time. [. . .] An appeal to kairos (as the 
right, fitting, or critical time as opposed to time in general) enables the rhetor 
to put off a discussion, a detail, or a story and, thus functions as a strategy. 
(Sutton, 2006). 
 

The students’ success as rhetors facing a difficult situation often depended on the extent to 

which they deployed kairotic strategies, such as Lee and Alison’s decision to forgo using 

maps and sketches during the community interviews. 
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Tracy required her students to post each group’s master plan and a representative 

sample of each individual project to the studio blog, which was accessible by the community 

residents and evaluated as part of their studio grade. While I have no data to confirm whether 

the community members actually visited the blog site, the texts posted there suggest different 

strategies being used by the students to accommodate audience. Patrick posted a program 

statement describing his bicycle transfer station with Photoshopped images and print text, 

rather than diagrams or drawings. His decision suggests that he was targeting the lay 

audience of residents. There is no graphic or print representation of Patrick’s actual design 

work in his blog post beyond the general concept of a bike transfer station. (See Figure 34) 

 

 

Figure 34: Excerpt of Patrick’s studio blog post 
 

Patrick’s text emphasizes the benefits of bike riding and acknowledges the security concerns 

of the residents by promoting the station as “theft proof.” In contrast, the visual portion of 

George’s post is the most technical, geared to the evaluating audience. (See Figure 35) 
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Figure 35: Excerpt of George’s studio blog 
 

However, George’s phrasing in the verbal portion of his blog post blends the security 

concerns of the community with the social and spatial concerns of the architects. George 

describes the site as “currently a congested area lacking dedicated public space” and 

“suffer[ing] in regards to safety and plan layout.” Patrick’s and George’s blog posts represent 

the extremes of rhetorical choices that reveal radically different strategies. Both were risky, 

yet either could be read as successful, depending on which audience was preeminent—and 

that crucial factor was unknown. As Janet Atwill (1998) defines it, rhetors’ success “depends 

on their ability to seize their advantage in a particular moment of discourse—to discern a 

point of indeterminacy, overreach a boundary, and intervene in the [dominant] systems of 

classification and standards of value” (p .45). In the kairotic discursive moment of the blog, 

Patrick’s visual text transgressed the boundary of conventional architectural language, 

privileging the lay audience. Patrick’s blog post offers no information that could be used to 
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evaluate his project from a design standpoint. He focuses solely on the social concerns that 

might unite his two user-groups: the community residents and the university. George’s visual 

text transgressed the public context of the blog by offering a visual text that privileged the 

private language of architects. Unlike George and Patrick, the majority of Tracy’s students 

addressed the indeterminacy of the blog audience in a more conventional way by posting 

perspective renderings accompanied by print program text. Their strategy can be read as a 

rhetorical compromise as they attempted to bridge the gap between the architectural audience 

and the community audience by including elements valued by both. Both the language of the 

descriptive text and the perspective renderings were relatively accessible to a lay audience. 

However, the visual and verbal texts were marked by conventional architectural features such 

as silhouetted figures and discipline-specific terminology. (See Figures 36 and 37) 

 

 

Figure 36: Lisa’s studio blog post 
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My  proposal  institutes  a  small  agricultural  school  located  on  E  Avenue.  The  school  is  to  support  an 
enrollment of 500 students, grades 9‐12. The students would maintain a vertical garden as part of  their 
daily  curriculum.  The  goods  produced  by  the  students  are  to  be  redistributed  throughout  the  student 
population  as  well  as  the  immediate  community.  Instituting  a  program  of  trash  for  produce  would 
encourage a mass cleanup of the neighborhood in which one bag of trash would be exchanged for one bag 
of produce. The idea of the school and tower are to provide an icon and symbol for change. 

Figure 37: Chuck’s studio blog post 
 

As a studio, the students were inconsistent in their approach to the kinds of texts that they 

included in their blog posts, which indicates a lack of collaboration within the studio. Also, 

several of the students from two separate groups did not post anything related to their 

individual projects, which suggests a lack of coordination among group members. The blog 

did not function as a unifying mode of communication in Tracy’s studio, perhaps because the 

students were unconvinced that it would speak to the community in a meaningful way. No 

comments were posted to the blog in response to the students’ visual/verbal texts by the 

community residents or by anyone else who may have seen them online. 

In her discussion of sophistic rhetoric, Susan Jarratt (1991) introduces another key 

element of rhetorical awareness: “Not only was it essential to judge the circumstances 



195 
obtaining at the moment of an oration, its kairos, but even more essential was the 

orator/alien’s understanding of the local nomoi: community-specific customs and laws” (p. 

11). Students who could discern the cultural differences underlying the articulated 

expressions of support and resistance to their proposals were in a better position rhetorically 

to respond in the kairotic moment. One such exchange occurred at the point in the post-

presentation discussion at the second community pin-up meeting when a community member 

voiced both of the typical responses—‘Is it real?’ and ‘What am I looking at?’—in the same 

utterance: “It sounds good, but I don’t know if it will happen. Where’s my church?” After a 

brief exchange to determine which of the several churches in the neighborhood was her 

church, George stepped up to the map and wrote “Your Church” on the square representing 

the building, saying, “It’s still there.” (See Figure 38) 

 

 

Figure 38: “Your Church” 
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Several people in the room nodded and chuckled appreciatively. This was, in rhetorical 

terms, perhaps the most consequential exchange of the evening. George’s response addressed 

the unspoken anxiety that existed in the gap between the resident’s two spoken sentences: If 

it does happen, if it is real, what will happen to my church? Instinctively, George recognized 

the problem: the next block was earmarked for significant change, as indicated by the 

number and color-coded buildings depicting infill housing, as shown in Figure 38. Without 

being able to read the visual text accurately and with confidence, the concerned resident was 

unsure whether the proposed changes might impact, or even eliminate, the specific building 

that constituted the heart of the community in her lived experience. In this situation, George 

embodied Atwill’s (1998) definition of “the true rhetor”: “Deploying an art at the ‘right 

moment’ in a particular situation is the sign of the true rhetor, yet it is something that cannot 

be taught by explicit precepts or rules” (p. 58). More or larger labels in the generic sense that 

Tracy had recommended could not address this resident’s concern; only George’s audience-

specific annotation, “Your church” [emphasis added], and his verbal reassurance, “It’s still 

there” [emphasis added], were sufficient to allay the fears that lurked just below the surface 

of the resident’s verbal response to the proposal. His kairotic intervention opened up a space 

for further negotiation. In the informal time after the presentation, when the community 

members were invited to take a closer look at the presentation boards, this same resident 

approached George and Chuck to continue the conversation, sharing with them how one of 

the university-owned buildings near her church has affected the community. The students 

listened sympathetically, and George responded, “We’re trying to make people think,” 

echoing Tracy’s stated goal for the meeting. 
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George and Tracy may have had different people and different things to think about 

in mind: Tracy wanted the pin-up to help the community to think about possibilities for 

development; George wanted the community to know that, as an architect, he was trying to 

think about their concerns. George had tried to be an advocate for the community when he 

opposed the bike transfer facility that Tracy clearly supported; yet he seemed to acknowledge 

that the academic/professional audience had the upper hand when he treated his blog post as 

an academic text to be evaluated rather than as an opportunity for dialog with the community. 

In every academic studio, the constraints of real-life feasibility conflict with the constraints 

of the classroom. There is an element of the ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ involved 

whenever students attempt in the space of a few weeks to design something that a team of 

experienced professionals might take months or years to achieve. In Tracy’s studio, however, 

the introduction of real people with exigent circumstances blurred the lines between 

academic exercises and professional practice. From the students’ perspective, the pressure 

they felt from the community to respect the real conditions of their neighborhoods and the 

pressure they felt from professionals to produce viable solutions in terms of cost and 

feasibility left them feeling frustrated and confused about their role as designers. One student 

commented, “I feel like a rubber ball bouncing between two walls.” From Tracy’s point of 

view, the real work being done by community leaders and city planners provided the ideal 

context for students to learn. It was, in rhetorical terms, the kairotic moment of opportunity to 

invent arguments for social change through urban architectural intervention. 
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“An Architect Doesn’t Worry About What’s Cool”: Designing Rhetorically  

in the Desert Studio 

If immediacy and direct contact with potential users in the local community 

complicated the rhetorical situation in Tracy’s studio, distance and remoteness—both 

physical and cultural—challenged the students in Lynn’s studio. The site Lynn had selected 

for her urban studio project was a “close to deserted” settlement along historic Route 66 in 

the Mojave Desert. Lynn’s rationale for selecting a rural “semi-ghost town” as a site for an 

urban design studio was explicitly stated in her syllabus: “With limited population and an 

abandoned settlement, the site offers the opportunity to think about the ideal settlement for 

the 21st century.” The conditions of the site required students to go beyond what Lynn’s 

syllabus calls the typical “rhetoric of design”: 

Often, the rhetoric of design poses local vs. global considerations as issues 
that are at opposite ends of the spectrum. In practice, the situation is usually 
much more complex and factors from these poles are often considered side by 
side in the design process. Best urban practice cannot at present consider 
factors as opposites. Rather, there is a need to address factors as a complex 
matrix of issues, all of which are important. Here, the design of urban 
infrastructure takes into consideration issues at a number of scales 
simultaneously. 
 

In her syllabus statement, Lynn identifies the “rhetoric of design” with simplistic binaries: 

the “local vs. global considerations.” In her description, the term rhetoric is silently aligned 

with theory as she sets the “rhetoric of design” in opposition to the practice of negotiating the 

complexities of real situations in a particular site. Lynn’s project required her student 

designers to move away from “human-centered architecture” in order to address “the place of 

settlement in relation to the whole environment.” In every phase of the project, working at 

both the urban scale and the architectural scale, the students were charged with balancing 



199 
three “primary urban design factors”: “preservation of the modern buildings on the site; local 

climate and ecology of the desert; energy use, water storage and use, and other sustainable 

practice issues for the remote site.” Typically, students view the initial research phase of the 

studio as a necessary evil, while faculty view it as an integral part of the design process. In 

Lynn’s studio, for the first two weeks, the students worked in three groups to research the 

primary design factors: preservation, climate, and sustainability. The results of this research 

were presented in studio and became studio community property, a storehouse of site-

specific knowledge and relevant precedents that circulated through the studio for the entire 

semester. 

Lynn’s project brief also identified four user-groups that the students needed to 

accommodate: 1) the handful of permanent residents, 2) vacationers who are just passing 

through, 3) “eco-tourists” interested in the geological and environmental features at or near 

the site, and 4) “Route 66 tourists” interested in the “authentic relics of the Route 66 

experience.” It was this constellation of users that initially posed the most significant 

challenge for the students. They had great difficulty imagining themselves into these groups, 

with the possible exception of the vacationers who just needed a brief rest stop. In one early 

version of their scheme, Nora and Sheila considered bypassing the town altogether by 

moving the road underground, “erasing” it from the landscape. During a desk crit with Lynn, 

I questioned Sheila on her use of the word “erase,” which seemed inconsistent with the goal 

of preservation. Nora laughed and said that Sheila had used the term “God’s eraser” while 

designing the underground road. Like most of the students in the studio, they were struggling 

to understand the cultures that the road and the town represented. Rose quipped, “What can’t 

we bulldoze, besides [the diner]?” As she traveled from group to group for desk crits, Lynn 
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insisted, “Grapple with why this thing is important.” She suggested that they review the 

historical information provided in her brief, watch YouTube videos posted by eco-tourists, 

consider the “usefulness of blogs” (such as those of the Route 66 enthusiasts) as representing 

the “voices of the users,” view movies filmed in the Mojave Desert landscape, and visit 

various websites devoted to ongoing efforts to revive the town, national parks in the area, and 

Route 66. To identify the cultural context of Route 66, Rose suggested watching Cars; I 

suggested listening to “Get Your Kicks on Route 66.” While these 1950s versions of Route 

66 seemed as remote to Lynn’s students as the Dust Bowl version set in the Great Depression 

of the 1930s or the infrastructure paradigm shift version of the 1970s (when the interstate 

highway supplanted Route 66), the prospect of choosing to live in the town as a permanent 

resident in the 21st century seemed simply ludicrous to them. Lynn integrated writing into 

this initial phase of the project by requiring the students to “write narratives of the users to 

create program.” Her assignment had the effect of requiring her students to position the 

various user-groups as stakeholders in the design process. Time and again, Lynn referred her 

students to the resources she had included in her syllabus: 

Lynn: Read my brief because there are three things you have to understand. 
Anita:  I don’t understand the culture.   
Lynn: Read a little bit. These questions are good. What don’t you understand? 
Anita: Why it’s cool. 
Lynn: You’re an architect. An architect doesn’t worry about what’s cool or 

not. You have to worry about what the needs are. // As an architect, 
you don’t have to agree all the time with what you’re doing, but you 
have to understand it. It’s iconic. 

 
For the students, the way into the culture was not through the project brief or the preliminary 

research into case studies, cultural texts, and historical artifacts, but rather through their 

hands-on engagement with the design process. It was not until they began to understand the 
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scale of the landscape that they were able to appreciate the values that shaped the various 

users’ cultures that seemed so foreign to them. 

“We Need to Sink Our Fingers into Something”: Privileging Visual/Kinesthetic Modes 

Once the initial collaborative research was completed, Lynn allowed the students to 

form their own design teams that would continue to work together for the remainder of the 

semester. On the first day of this phase of the project, Lynn arrived precisely on time at 2:40 

p.m. and called the studio together seven minutes later to make an announcement: 

I want to meet with groups. I was hoping they had been formed, so do that 
before 3:30. Don’t worry about people who aren’t here. // I hope it doesn’t 
take all semester to get these bad habits from last semester out of you. 
Because I like to start on time and I want to use studio time productively. 
 

Time management was a recurring theme of the desert studio, not just in terms of being on 

time but in terms of investing time efficiently. Lynn considers studio time “sacred” and was 

disturbed by her third-year students’ disrespect of that time, a “bad habit” they had developed 

during their previous two semesters on the third floor. Yet she does not forbid what she 

considers misuse of studio time, such as working on a project for another class or leaving 

studio for a personal appointment, and she does not explicitly penalize students for their 

absences. Studio comes first. If students violate this primary rule of studio ethos, there are 

natural consequences. For example, students might miss an opportunity for feedback or an 

announcement or a demonstration of resources because they were not present to participate in 

the structured activities planned for studio time. Not putting studio first might also mean that 

their design work is not as favorably received by outside professional critics because the 

students did not put in enough time developing their work during unstructured studio time. 

As a rule, such consequences are considered part of the natural order of things and are 
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allowed to play out without much intervention from the studio professors. This component of 

studio ethos was deeply articulated with two others: knowledge-sharing and working 

iteratively across multiple modes. Lynn encouraged her students to value collaboration as a 

way to avoid duplication of time-intensive work. Choices about how to work were often 

driven by time constraints as well as modal affordances and preferences, especially because 

the scale of the site was so large. When Anita announced that her team wanted to investigate 

geological features through “a model or a drawing,” Lynn responded, “A model or a 

drawing?  It’s huge.” Anita protested, “It was going to be a small-scale sectional [model].” 

Although Lynn did not dictate which mode the group should use to conduct their inquiry, she 

tried to persuade them to consider drawing instead of modeling, saying, “I’m just thinking of 

time.” 

Throughout the design development process, Lynn provided drawings, photographs, 

and other information that she had developed through her previous work on the site, and she 

regularly referred her third-year students to the fifth-year thesis students who had done 

projects for the same site in an advanced studio with her the year before. Lynn invited one of 

the thesis students to participate as a critic in the third-years’ mid-review, and she 

encouraged the third-years to use their older peers as a resource. When Anita, Rose, and Gail 

were struggling to understand the culture, Lynn sent them to fifth-year student Anna’s oral 

history work, which Anna had conducted on-site the year before.55 When Vic, Steve, and 

Suoh were considering plans for economic sustainability, Lynn told them, “You have 

gypsum on the site” and referred them to another fifth-year student’s study of a nearby mine. 

                                                 
55 The year before my study, Lynn had taken a group of students, including Anna, to 

this site to do research as part of a National Parks Service preservation project. 
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By encouraging cross-year networking and giving students open access to knowledge 

produced by others who had worked with the site before them, including herself, Lynn set up 

a culture of knowledge-sharing in the studio. While she considered the factors of working at 

multiple scales, tailoring program to identified user-groups, and following the fundamental 

urban design principles of designing for sustainability, climate, and cultural preservation 

non-negotiable, Lynn’s pedagogical approach gave her students a great deal of freedom to 

determine how to work. She asked them to choose whether to begin the design phase by 

writing a “manifesto” or by drawing a scheme, though at some point both written and graphic 

texts would need to be presented. The students generally favored visual/kinesthetic modes 

over verbal modes in generating design ideas, but, as my analysis of their pin-up interactions 

will show, they relied too heavily on words rather than detailed graphics in their 

presentations. 

In their first group desk crit, Mary commented that her experience with allocating 

responsibilities and making design decisions in group work during the previous semester’s 

studio had been difficult. They had “talked for hours” about the project and “never got 

anything done.” Mary was anxious to leave traditional print-based research behind: “We 

need to sink our fingers into something.” Mary chose clay and sand (mixed with glue) as her 

primary media for model-making, literally designing kinesthetically with her fingers. (See 

Figures 39 and 40) 
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Figure 39: Mary “sinking her fingers” into her clay model 
 

 

Figure 40: Mary’s “sandbox” model 
 

In addition to understanding the culture, the vastness of the desert itself was daunting. Only 

Jeff had ever been in the Mojave Desert area, and he had some sense of how small one-story 

buildings appeared in the landscape. His small-scale cardboard site model was intended to be 

viewed at eye-level, in order to demonstrate how invisible the town was from a distance until 

the tall sign for the iconic Route 66 diner at the edge of town appeared suddenly above the 
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horizon line. Lynn’s students relied heavily on Google Earth and Google Maps to investigate 

geographical features of the site, but they found it impossible to gauge distance until they 

began constructing scaled models and drawings. When Lynn told them that it was a twenty-

minute walk from one end of the airstrip to the other, there was a universal gasp of horror 

and a flurry of comparisons of twenty-minute walks in the Stonerock State campus area as 

they tried to come to grips with this information. 

Each of the students in Lynn’s studio had developed preferred ways of thinking 

through making. Lynn required them to present work at three dimensional scales (such as 

100th, 50th, and 32nd) so that they would consider both context and detail, she did not dictate 

whether those presentations needed to be in the form of drawings, models, or digitally 

produced renderings. With the exception of the first pin-up, she did, however, insist that the 

students print out digitally produced work as plots so that it could be pinned for studio 

critiques. One of the distinguishing characteristics of Lynn’s studio was the extent to which 

multiple modes of inquiry were being deployed at any given time: physical modeling with 

clay, sand, acrylic, wood, cardboard, and paper; digital modeling, drawing, and rendering in 

AutoCAD, Rhino, and Form-Z; and hand drawing on trace, vellum, napkins, and brown 

paper with pencil, pen, marker, and colored pencils. (See Figures 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, and 

47) 
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Figure 41: Allen’s acrylic model of the train platform 
 

 

Figure 42: Sheila’s balsa wood model of a library 
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Figure 43: Suoh’s paper and cardboard model of a hydroponics plant 
 

 

Figure 44: Vic and Steve’s wood model of their settlement inset into an 
enlarged digital aerial photograph 
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Figure 45: Nora’s digital plan and perspective renderings of a museum  
 

 

Figure 46: Stephanie’s hand-drawn diagrams of a bookstore and residential area 
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Figure 47: Rose, Gail, and Anita’s site drawings and maps on brown paper 
 

Lynn’s studio was saturated with the materiality of multimodal production, some of 

which defied traditional presentation standards. Rose, Gail, and Anita’s use of colored pencil, 

marker, and brown paper (shown in Figure 47), for example, caused a stir among their peers, 

as Stephanie explained: 

There were questions about that. A lot of students were like, “Why do they 
have brown paper up there? What are they doing? You can’t present that 
way!” [. . .] Vic would never pin up brown paper bag. He doesn’t consider 
that a material that is a final [product]. 
 

Stephanie reported that as she was about to make the transition to larger scale drawings, she 

asked her peers for advice about whether she should draw them on trace. When they asked if 

she would be pinning them up, she said, “I don’t know. I don’t want to draw them again if I 

don’t have to.” Although she values the learning process that is embedded in every iteration, 

she also considered the possibility that she would “get it right” on trace. Stephanie recalled 

putting vellum over her trace drawings in first year to copy the drawings onto a material that 
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was “presentation-worthy,” a practice which she now questions. Stephanie told me that 

copying that first-year drawing from trace to vellum was not an iterative process; she did not 

learn from it or make significant changes as she transcribed the drawing from one medium to 

another. She only did it to comply with the norm of not presenting work on trace because it is 

seen as an unacceptable material for “finished” work. She and I discussed the ways that 

materiality signals the difference between process and product, especially as that distinction 

relates to studio culture reform in the shift from product-centered juries to process-centered 

reviews: 

Stephanie: If I draw it on vellum, it’s a final drawing; if I draw it on trace, it’s 
a process drawing. And we were taught that. When you do something 
on vellum, you can pin vellum up, but you can’t pin up trace. Trace is 
ugly. Trace is toilet paper. You don’t use it. [. . . .] I drew on one of 
these [site drawings] with colored pencil. I would never, ever, show—I 
think this is because of what I was taught, but I would never have 
colored pencil lines on a final drawing. I would never do that. I would 
use pen, I would do line weight differences, but never colored pencil. 
That’s like putting marker on your final drawing. [. . . .] [But] I know 
some people that have pinned up trace in final juries, and they weren’t 
tortured for it. [. . . .] 

Betsy: Changing the name [from jury to review] does something, but changing 
the materiality of what’s allowed at a review versus at a jury would be 
another marker of that shift. [. . .] If it becomes acceptable to pin trace 
and brown paper and napkins to the wall, instead of having to have 
vellum or a plot or PowerPoint. 

 
In the end, Stephanie decided to pin up the previously taboo materials of trace and colored 

pencil as part of her final review presentation, as seen in the red and blue lines connecting the 

structures in the center of her drawing shown in Figure 46. 

The students recognized the importance of modal affordances (though that was not a 

term they would have used to describe what they were doing) to their ability to negotiate the 

various constraints they faced in designing rhetorically in the desert. They also identified 
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themselves as designers in terms of the modes of working that they had come to prefer. 

Stephanie explains, “I draw with a pencil—that’s how I think.” She acknowledges that this is 

a learned skill, however: 

You have to readjust your view of time [. . . .] It’s a process you have to 
understand. You have to go through it; you have to be slapped in the face 
because you didn’t do something. I remember professors saying, “A study 
model should only take you twenty minutes.” And I’m like, “It takes me two 
hours to make a study model! What, are you kidding me?” You’ll get better at 
it. You get faster at it. You learn how to think and draw at the same time 
instead of thinking, drawing, assessing; thinking, drawing... You learn how to 
do that. That’s why I can look at this [drawing in progress] and I see much 
more in this because I see it in my head. And as I’m doing it, I’m making 
decisions about it. [. . . .] I’ll move my triangle [used as a straightedge] around 
and be, like, “This angle, this angle.”  In my mind, I’m like, “Wind. Sun. 
Aperture of light. Entrance.” [. . . ] I’m answering all those questions every 
time I turn that triangle. 
 

Shortly before the final review, Stephanie told Lynn, “One thing I’ve been designing in my 

head but never representing is sustainability. // I don’t know if there’s enough in plan and 

section or if I need to add a diagram layer.” Lynn replied, “It’s important to state it. It needs 

to be written down or diagrammed. A diagram is best cuz we can clearly see it.”  When she 

presented her drawing at final review, Stephanie pinned it next to a series of diagrams 

(shown on the left in Figure 46) that externalized the internal decisions she was making as 

she drew, following Lynn’s advice to represent her analysis graphically rather than as speech 

or written text. 

Stephanie views modeling with a malleable material like clay as analogous to 

drawing because the medium allows the designer to “learn-in-a-process,” as opposed to 

modeling with a material like wood, which she describes as linear: “build-learn.” In her view, 

the distinction is between learning as she makes a drawing or clay model and learning by 

reflecting on the product after she makes a wooden model. When she is building a physical 
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model with material like wood, she says that a single piece “doesn’t mean anything until you 

put another six pieces up there,” whereas in her drawing, a single line has multiple layers of 

meaning. Stephanie also discussed her aversion to digital modeling, saying that she could not 

function in that environment because she could not design just one piece of the puzzle 

without understanding the entire context: 

I have a really hard time with 3D modeling and renderings because I just do 
not think that way. I struggle to think in the computer. As you can see 
[laughing and indicating her drawing board], I try to avoid it by working with 
my hand. Even to conceive of how I would compose a perspective drawing in 
the computer...I realize that I’m modeling things out and that I’m going to 
take a picture of this three-dimensional thing and then it’s going to be my 
perspective drawing. But even in my mind, when I think about 3D, I think 
about this [two-dimensional drawing]. I can picture this [3D model] on paper 
because I know how to draw that. I mean, you learn in art class how to draw 
perspective, even if it’s just a box. [. . . .] No one ever taught me how to see in 
the computer this [3D model] compared to this [two-dimensional drawing]. 
And they say, “You don’t need to model this [gesturing an arm’s length away] 
cuz you can only see this [gesturing right in front of her], so you don’t need to 
model what’s out here.” But I’m like, “But I can’t understand this [what’s 
right in front of her] without this [what’s in the distance]!” 
 

Stephanie operates on the assumption that some things, like design, just cannot be taught: 

either you can see it or you can’t. She avoids working digitally in part because it would take 

her hours just to re-acclimate herself to the basic functions of a particular software program 

but also because she privileges the modal affordances of hand drawing as a mode of 

inquiry—in terms of her own cognitive processes. Although she can read her peers’ digital 

visual texts, she is not comfortable producing such texts as part of her own design process. 

She is not alone in this. According to Lynn, the faculty are puzzled by the number of students 

in the program who prefer not to work digitally. Yet even Nora, who self-identifies as a 

digital model lover, admits that working in Form-Z is frustrating: 
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It’s extra work on top—you spend endless hours fighting with the program. // 
Just today, I discovered how to make this [irregular shape] by hitting the 
wrong button. // You do it the way you know until somebody comes along and 
says, “Why are you doing it that way?” 
 

The technology is changing so rapidly that the curriculum cannot keep up, so the students 

who have learned to “think digitally” have an advantage in that they are more comfortable 

navigating the digital landscape of a new design software program. As Sheard (1993) 

suggests, however, from a Burkean perspective, “Reorientation comes at a price”: 

We can compare this situation [the process of reorientation] to the kind of 
experience non-native and some African-American speakers of English are 
faced with in writing courses and throughout their experience of an American 
education, or to graduate students indoctrinated into the world of professional 
publication, or to anyone who has become proficient in another language to 
the point of being able to “think” in that language. In such circumstances, an 
individual gains access to one community by loosening ties to another. (pp. 
300-301) 
 

Applied to architectural education, there are two ties being loosened simultaneously: the ties 

to verbal communication and the ties to analog communication. There is an increasing divide 

within the architectural community between those who identify themselves as visual/digital 

and visual/hand designers. 

Some of the professional architects who served as critics and some studio professors, 

including Lynn and Tracy, maintain that students who work exclusively in digital 

environments put themselves at risk. Digital diagrams, models, and renderings can be 

deceptive, they warn. In fact, Tracy’s student Chuck complained that she was “all about hand 

drawing,” which he saw as inefficient because working digitally was so much faster for him. 

Tracy was also particular about the drawing tools her students used. At one point, she told 

George to “get rid of that pencil,” which he had used to draw in his sketchbook, because she 

wanted him to work with a finer, harder lead to make more precise lines. In contrast, when 
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Jeff invited Lynn to use his pen to draw when she was trying to explain something in a desk 

crit, she told him she preferred a pencil, but she did not question his practice of using pen to 

sketch in his sketchbook. In terms of multimodality, hand drawing with various tools and 

physical modeling in various media add a kinesthetic and material dimension to designing 

that the computer screen does not duplicate. Many architects worry that if students do not 

keep up their hand skills and their ability to manipulate physical materials, they will rely too 

much on computer software and will not appreciate its limitations. Lynn said, for example, 

that one of her thesis students, Blake, was using digital diagrams produced in AutoCAD, a 

two-dimensional diagramming software program, to cut sections (views through the 

structure) that are “really bad as drawings.” In her view, drawing allows the designer to layer 

information and develop “a hand” in ways that the digitally-produced rendering cannot. 

Students often moved among different software programs during the design phase because 

each program allows for or constrains different things. Unlike AutoCAD, Rhino and Form-Z 

allow for three-dimensional digital modeling. Rhino, however, is not available as a Mac 

application. The two programs also work in very different ways. Rhino resembles sculpting, 

starting with a cube and taking away surfaces, while Form-Z builds an object from planes. 

Each has quirks that can, as Vic explained, “leave the geometries unresolved.” While images 

produced with digital software look slick and tidy, the uniformity and polish of the 

renderings may mask design flaws that the process of hand drawing or physical modeling 

would not allow the designer to ignore or overlook. Those who are sufficiently multiliterate 

to translate across multiple modes and use a variety of analog and digital tools have ready 

access to a wider array of rhetorical resources—what the New London Group calls “available 

designs” and Aristotle calls “available means of persuasion.” 
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“Write It With Images Instead of With Words”: The Kairos of Critique 

The culture of knowledge-sharing and multimodal inquiry that was well-established 

in Lynn’s studio, and which articulated with discipline-specific and studio-specific attitudes 

toward time, scaffolded Lynn’s students’ development of the fourth component of studio 

ethos: critical evaluation. Even more than their issues with time, it was this aspect of studio 

culture that the third-year students needed to cultivate. As Stephanie put it, “We need to learn 

how to talk to each other and understand each other’s projects, and critique, not attack.” The 

venue for this work was the pin-up. In Lynn’s studio, the first pin-up of group design work 

occurred only twelve days after the design teams had been formed. The pin-up was divided 

over two studio classes, with two groups presenting each day, allowing approximately an 

hour and fifteen minutes for presentation and discussion of each group’s scheme. Whereas 

the first round of presentations on the research phase of the project simply summarized the 

information each team had found, these pin-up presentations were arguments for design 

choices based on analysis of the site-specific conditions and relevant precedents identified 

during research. As such, they were clearly higher-stakes presentations; tensions among 

individual students and issues of studio ethos came to the surface during the five hours of 

intense critique. At the time of these pin-ups, this studio had been together for less than a 

month, and the students were still negotiating how to adapt to Lynn’s expectations. 

Sheila and Nora were the first group to present, and it was clear from the start that 

they were not on the same page conceptually about how to address the need for public space 

in their scheme. Their conceptual disagreements were compounded by technical difficulties. 

In this first pin-up, the students did not print out their work; they projected graphic files from 
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a computer. When their 32nd scale files failed to open, Nora and Sheila were forced to present 

using an earlier draft in 50th scale,56 which contained far less detail. Sheila acknowledged, 

“This is not reading very clear,” as she tried to explain their plans to develop “green space” 

in the “center of town.” Despite her caveat, Sheila’s work was criticized because her graphics 

lacked detail and because what she presented, both graphically and verbally, was not 

integrated with Nora’s work. Although there was a veneer of politeness to the exchanges 

among students, there was an underlying tension that was apparent in body language, in the 

frequency and intensity of sidebar conversations, in tone of voice, and sometimes in overt 

comments. As an ethnographer, I struggled to follow the critique, not only because I had 

difficulty reading Sheila and Nora’s visual texts, but because I often could not identify a 

logical connection between Sheila and Nora’s verbal responses and the comments and 

questions they were receiving from their peers. It was a disconcerting experience—an 

exercise in non sequitur—and I found myself observing Lynn to gauge whether I was simply 

out of my depth or whether my instincts were right and there was something “off” about the 

pin-up. 

Lynn occasionally wrote down notes as Nora and Sheila presented, but she said very 

little. Vic was one of the most vocal, insistent critics: 

Vic: So the center of town is just a median? 
Sheila: When I bump it up you’ll be able to tell. 
// 
Vic: By green space, were you exactly talking about that spot? 
Sheila: Actual grass and trees. 

                                                 
56 One inch equals thirty-two feet in 32nd scale; one inch equals fifty feet in 50th scale. 

Scale affords different levels of detail and different kinds of information, similar to a wide-
angle view (100th scale) versus a close-up view (16th scale). 
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Nora: Community space. // It’s more a marker to change the character of the 

road at that place. 
[Sheila is clicking through the diagrams.] 
Vic: Does it fade out from there? 
Sheila: Can I show you mine?  
Vic: Sure. 
Sheila: I don’t mean to cut you off. 
Vic: I’m good. 
 

A few minutes later, Steve returned to the issue raised by his teammate Vic: 

Steve: So your green space—you’re bringing in a foreign landscape? 
[Nora jumps in and cuts him off.] 
Steve: I feel like we’re married. 
Vic: Can you give me a one-sentence thesis? 
Nora: It’s in constant flux. We’re not intending people stay. It’s “catch and 

release.” 
 

Steve’s comment in response to being overrun by Nora drew attention to the uncomfortable 

dynamics of the pin-up. Vic’s question mimicked the tone and phrasing that professional 

critics adopt at reviews when they are challenging a student’s central concept.57 It was a 

dangerous question—one that, in the context of a formal review, typically signals that the 

novice presenter is about to be skewered by the experienced professional. Along with the 

constant interruptions, the stance conveyed by Vic’s question was one of the characteristics 

of the pin-up that gave it a peculiarly contentious air. 

In contrast, the only internal pin-up that I observed in Tracy’s studio was polite, but 

the students seemed much less engaged in the process. Tracy had to prompt them to ask 

questions of one another, and the questions that they asked were rather obvious. Although 

they were clearly trying to be helpful, when Chung-Hee presented his plans for a skateboard 

park in the Railroad Group’s site, the reaction from his peers was muted. Chuck coached, 

                                                 
57 First-year student Lloyd, for example, was asked this same question by a visiting 

critic at his final review, as discussed in Chapter 3. 
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“Point to your site.” Ned asked, “Do you know where the nearest public space for 

skateboarding is in relation to your site?” Chung-Hee did not, so Chuck answered for him. 

George offered that the existing skate park Chuck had identified was in a “pretty bad area.” 

Ned and Tracy mentioned two other popular skateboarding spots on the Stonerock State 

campus. George recommended that Chung-Hee watch a certain movie that featured 

skateboarding and told him about a park that the city was proposing to develop in another 

neighborhood. Lee asked what had been on Chung-Hee’s part of the site before it had been 

abandoned. Tracy suggested that he might need to change his architectural scale intervention 

entirely because of the needs of the other constituents: 

What you are proposing is immediately adjacent to the residences. It’s in their 
backyard. This is problematic. It might be better to develop housing. I know 
you’re resistant to housing. // You can continue with this, but think about what 
happens with the neighbors. 
 

Trish asked what seemed to me to be the most provocative question in terms of getting to the 

design choices Chung-Hee had made: “Are you making it open space but activating it with 

skateboarders?” Trish’s question was ignored, and when I made eye contact with her, she 

rolled her eyes and shrugged. Not only did Tracy’s students seem less invested in peer 

critique through structured pin-ups than they were in their informal critiques, as illustrated by 

Chuck and Ned’s conversations discussed earlier in this chapter, but their questions during 

the pin-up were primarily context-based, rather than design-based. 

In Lynn’s studio, what emerged as a central kairotic issue was that her students were 

getting caught up in verbal arguments about social issues in their peer critique, rather than 

focusing on design-based questions and letting the visual work speak. After several 

exchanges during which Nora and Sheila’s scheme was subjected to challenge after challenge 
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on practical grounds—whether there was sufficient potential activity to attract people and 

sufficient water, industry, and other resources to sustain them—Anita returned again to the 

concept of a “center”: 

Anita: “Catch and release”—I understand that. You were changing the road, 
and now you’re not, but aren’t you making two separate towns? 

Nora: It’s a historic road, so we want to make people slow down. 
Anita: I have a concern with the landmark in the center. It’s cut off from 

pedestrians. If you can drive by it, it’s not going to pull people in. 
Nora: Yes, I agree. But our original trace diagram was broader. 
// 
Anita: Which center are you talking about, then? 
Nora: The center isn’t one specific part. 
 

When Gail and others again raised the issue of what, in Nora and Sheila’s scheme, would 

compel travelers to engage with the town, Nora launched into a lengthy description of the 

snobbery of eco-tourists, based, she said, on observations of her own parents who “consider 

it a luxury not to have modern conveniences” while on vacation. At this point, Lynn 

intervened: 

I’m gonna interrupt. You guys are really good at arguing back and forth 
points, but you are not using your work to argue for you. Eco-tourism is not a 
design answer. That’s a social answer. There are a few key things you need to 
do: 1. Arrival—this is fairly straightforward. It doesn’t need a lot of words to 
back it up. // We need to understand the spatial ramifications. 2. When you 
start to render this—what is this as a surface? This goes back to Vic’s 
question. Talk is good, but you need to frame visions and ways of seeing.  
[. . . .] Try and understand the landscape. Distinction [she walks up to the 
board and points at two areas of the projected image of the site] is the next 
level. This is an empty drawing at this scale. [. . .] Consider the amount of 
information you can get at each scale. There are a hundred more questions 
with every increment up. Rather than arguing about social things and having 
an answer for everything—you’ve gotta move beyond this “I can argue better 
than you”—be specific about your drawing. // You can argue your way out of 
a paper bag, but you’re not saying the same thing—and you have to. Green 
space and community—I don’t know which it is or how you define it. Be more 
specific with your words. The center—what is a center in this space?—to pick 
up on Anita’s question. 
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In her response, Lynn validated Anita’s and Vic and Steve’s concerns, but she also cautioned 

the studio to rely less on their verbal argumentation skills and more on their visual 

communication. The next time Nora attempted to answer a question about “how architecture 

would take place” with an explanation of social groups, Lynn intervened again: “Let’s turn 

this into something productive. The answer is a diagram you need to do.” In this early pin-up, 

the students’ rhetorical choices were missing both the “knowing how” and the “knowing 

when” of Atwill’s (1998) essence of kairos (p. 59). As presenters, they chose the wrong 

mode to make design arguments; as critics (with a few notable exceptions explicitly validated 

by Lynn), they asked the wrong questions at the wrong time. 

When Vic and Steve presented their scheme for a utopian settlement based on 

modular units, the other students protested vigorously, again on social grounds. Stephanie 

and Mary, in particular, challenged Vic and Steve on their treatment of the five existing 

residents of the town and the existing historic structures. When Stephanie asked whether Vic 

and Steve would be “creating relationships” between their new modules and the existing 

structures, Lynn commented under her breath that this was a “good question.” Stephanie’s 

critique turned into social protest, however, when she objected to Vic’s statement that the 

existing residents would be “eaten”—despite Vic’s verbal defense that they would become 

“like an orange marble in a bag of clear ones.” Mary joined Stephanie to express her outrage 

at what she considered inhumane design: 

Mary: You are introducing a system, but you’re not telling us how you’re 
dealing with history. Please help us understand.  The images are great, 
and I respect the way that you’re working. But we can’t grasp how 
you’re dealing with the humans. [. . .] Consider what modules will do 
to the psyche. People need different interfaces so it’s not so— 
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Lynn [cutting her off]: —We don’t know enough about this yet. Don’t read 

into it too much. Rather than imagine into each other’s projects, think 
about what you don’t know. 

 
Several times, Lynn told Vic and Steve directly, “You’re not explaining the project as well as 

you should be.” Lynn acted as a rhetorical coach by pointing out why their presentation had 

not been effective: their drawings were not sufficiently detailed. Lynn was unrelenting in her 

insistence that the visual texts become “less diagrammatic” and “get at character.” She urged 

the students to use the thesis students’ drawings as models, reassuring them, “Don’t hesitate 

to use them—you’re not copying. It’s not plagiarism. Your hand is going to be completely 

different.” In Bakhtinian terms, Lynn was encouraging her students to assimilate the visual 

voice of the thesis students who had worked on this site before them, to “rework” and “re-

accentuate” (Bakhtin, 2004, p. 89) the thesis students’ drawings. She viewed this as a 

necessary way to develop an individual visual voice with a distinctive hand. In contrast to 

this, in the city studio, when one of the community members asked a question about the 

senior housing design that one of Tracy’s students had presented the year before, Tracy 

responded, “They [her current students] don’t know anything about that.” Lynn’s 

collaborative, open-access approach to available resources scaffolded the project for her 

students in ways that Tracy’s more individualistic approach did not. 

During the pin-up in Lynn’s studio, the problem of how to read and respond to a 

peer’s visual text appropriately confounded Lynn’s students. They continued to wrestle with 

the foundational concepts of Vic and Steve’s design scheme.58 Vic continued to try to convey 

                                                 
58 Suoh was part of this group, but he remained apart from Vic and Steve and was 

silent during the presentation until the very end, when he used PowerPoint to display case 
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his argument verbally until Lynn told him, “You need to draw it. // Present it as if you don’t 

need to talk about it. Let the drawings talk about it.” When one of the students questioned the 

placement of a line dividing the areas of the site into districts on Vic and Steve’s diagram, 

Lynn countered, “Ask ‘Why is the line drawn?’ not ‘Can it go up?’ You need to argue on 

both sides in order to understand this. It’s not developed enough yet.” Those arguments, 

however, had to be made visually—not verbally—and the verbal critique needed to be 

expressed in the form of open-ended questions that did not suggest a fixed solution, but 

rather exposed an area of inquiry that had not been adequately addressed in the graphic texts. 

In this way, the rhetorical strategies that Lynn valued for peer critique foregrounded the 

“kairos-based rhetoric” that Crowley and Hawhee (2009) advocate—one that “cannot seek or 

offer certainty prior to composing,” but “requires that rhetors view writing and speaking as 

opportunities for exploring issues and making knowledge” (p. 48). In the case of design 

work, Lynn expected her students to “write it with images instead of with words.” 

Two days later, the studio reconvened for the second half of the pin-up. Sparring 

resumed, this time with Vic and Nora challenging Stephanie and Mary on their decision to 

reconfigure the unpaved roads on the site to be more “organic,” as opposed to creating 

“edges.” Having endured Stephanie’s strident objections to his design in the first half of the 

pin-up, Vic was intent on getting Stephanie to admit that she was operating on the same 

premise that supported his argument for not designing roads at all: the destination points 

created the pathways. As the exchange became more and more heated, with Stephanie 

reduced to repeating herself in half-formed sentences, Stephanie’s long-time friend Mary 

                                                                                                                                                       
study and precedent images. Vic was clearly the leader, yet during the break he commented 
that he did not know whether Suoh’s piece of the presentation was ready. 
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chimed in to defend Stephanie by talking over Vic. Bad habits and old feuds from their 

previous studios seemed to be surfacing. Characteristically, Lynn let this go on for several 

minutes to see how it would develop before she entered the discussion. She intervened to 

support a specific comment that Nora made—one which was grounded in design inquiry. 

Nora suggested that Stephanie’s group use an overlay to depict the existing roads. “See if 

anything comes out of that, you know?” Nora advised. “I think you actually might be able to 

learn, like get something out of that.” Lynn was very direct in her summary response to the 

peer critique: “Take away the [new] roads. Make them dotted lines. These are good 

suggestions.” 

Lynn’s comments at the conclusion of this group presentation singled out Jeff’s 

approach as a good model for the studio to follow. Jeff had displayed digitalized images of 

his hand-drawn sketches, simply identifying each one without verbalizing in detail the 

arguments he was making visually: 

These sketches here kind of talk about my initial ideas. The sketch on the left 
is how can I deal with Route 66 and what is it like to actually be there [. . .] 
And the second sketch is how we integrate the actual structures and maybe 
some sort of shading device or something that could help the user exist in the 
space. The two images on the bottom are elevations on the approach—the 
very bottom one being very far away, and the very top one being closer. And I 
feel like I want the buildings to sort of frame [the town] and the [diner] sign as 
you approach the town. So that as you approach, the structures or the 
architectural interventions are framing what you want them to see. 
 

Jeff’s comments identified his governing concept—framing—and the group’s goal of 

introducing shade. By converting his hand-drawn trace paper sketches to digital images, Jeff 

was able to import the original sketches into other digital environments and deploy them in a 

variety of visual texts. This process also eliminated the problem of suspect materiality: the 

original trace and marker sketches were re-presented as traditionally plotted graphics. Jeff 
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used the scanned sketches as a visual layer in his digital model, composed in Rhino, from 

which he plotted design plans. He also included these same digitalized sketches in his final 

presentation, arranged in a different order and placed next to photographic images and a site 

diagram in his plot depicting views of the site. (See Figures 48 and 49) 

 

 

Figure 48: Jeff presenting his plot at final review 
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Figure 49: Close-up of Jeff’s sketches from the final review plot 
 

At the initial pin-up, Lynn praised Jeff for his choices, telling the studio, “This is a good 

introduction for what to do for pin-up.  [. . .] I like these drawings. Everybody would benefit 

from working this way. // Sketches are such an important part of working at this scale.” Jeff’s 

sketches had served two rhetorical purposes well: invention and delivery. I noticed, also, that 

Jeff’s group, which included Mary, Stephanie, and Allen, stood out in their presentation 

techniques. The transitions from one person to the next were seamless. They took turns 

running the projector for each other and explicitly related each of the individual projects to 

the group’s overarching scheme. As a group, they had made some key decisions about 

program, had divided the site into zones, and had established clear individual project goals, 

which every member of the team was able to articulate. With the exception of what Lynn 
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later described as the “verbal battle” that Stephanie and Mary were drawn into with Vic and 

Nora, from my outsider’s perspective, this group presentation was the most coherent by far. 

During the final group presentation, Gail presented her plans for a drive-in movie 

theater, based on “a precedent from back home,” citing two reasons for her decision: “I did 

want something that would generate some sort of income. The site needed something to keep 

people there that would be entertaining.” Sheila pointed out that drive-ins might not be 

economically feasible, that the one near her grandparents’ town had closed down because “no 

one went.” Lynn entered the conversation to bring the pin-up to a conclusion: 

It’ll need investigation. Especially if it’s something you choose to develop. 
One of the reasons so many of them closed down is that they just were not 
good enough as income generators for bringing in current movies. [. . .] As a 
community center or a place of activity, it probably makes an awful lot of 
sense. But I’m not sure it makes sense as an income generator. Especially 
because you’re not looking at people who are going to come here from…well, 
it’s just the lack of traffic. I think [Sheila’s] point is probably something to 
consider. 
 

Although Lynn explicitly endorsed the idea of a drive-in as a social space, Gail responded to 

her comment by apologetically stating, “We can take it out.” What followed was a watershed 

moment in the studio when Lynn became more animated than I had ever seen her: 

Well no, that didn’t say “take it out.” That didn’t say “take it out.” [. . . .] You 
guys have to learn to listen. I’m gonna drum this into your heads. There are 
two threads here. One is the nature of it as a thing. Ok? It’s a really good 
thing because it’s a community center and a community generator. Nothing I 
said… If I said “take it out,” I would say “take it out.” I don’t…I’m pretty 
clear about my words, Gail. The other is, as a money-maker, it’s probably not 
something that you should consider. Just be careful how you listen, please. I 
think you’ve gotta be very careful about what you hear. We don’t…You 
shouldn’t take criticism as something that we tell you to do. I know some 
critics do that, but even—[. . . .] but even critics who do that, you should say 
immediately, “Why is this being suggested?” And then you say, “If I’m not 
explaining myself, how do get my point across?” [. . . .] Usually when 
questions are asked, it’s because the logic is not complete. So that’s all. That’s 
my listening thing for the day. 
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After reviewing the syllabus project brief to remind the students to balance the key principles 

of urban design, Lynn returned to the issue of how to respond appropriately to criticism: 

[Y]ou also don’t want to get in an argument with people. Even if somebody 
tells you to do something, you say “yes,” and then you walk away, and you 
figure out what you need to do and how to explain what it is you mean. 
Because if you come back and draw it in a way that refutes the argument or 
that explains what you’re doing more, the conversation will change. [. . . .] 
[T]hird year is still a sort of transition period, but from now on, if you mean 
something, you mean it. And you mean it for a reason. 
 

In order to become comfortable with this level of agency as architects, the third-year students 

needed to revise their understanding of argument. This was a difficult process. It involved a 

shift from verbal to visual modes that was, at times, confusing for them. When Lynn told 

Gail’s group to “refine their language,” Anita responded, “Are you talking like architectural 

language or language language?” Rose asked, “Do you want it in English or do you want it 

in drawing?” While Lynn saw the two as inextricably related, Anita and Rose were conscious 

of a new dimension to their decision-making: the rhetorical choice between verbal and visual 

language to construct an argument that would enhance their credibility as architects. As 

critics, their conception of argument also needed revision. 

Although they had developed habits of intense, if not always productive, peer 

interaction and a lax attitude toward use of scheduled studio time in their isolated third-floor 

studios over the previous year, the students in Lynn’s studio recognized that those habits 

were subject to revision under Lynn’s watch. Their efforts to “improve the conversation” 

signaled how seriously the students in Lynn’s studio took her admonitions and their 

willingness to adapt to the attributes of studio ethos that she expected them to cultivate. 

Initially, Stephanie saw verbal participation in peer critique as a sign of being a good student: 

“At least we’re not quiet all the time.” Yet only certain kinds of comments or questions were 
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valued in Lynn’s studio: “questions that develop the project.” Outspoken students like Rose 

and Vic and Stephanie and Nora struggled to suppress their natural inclination to defend their 

own designs verbally, while at the same time they made an effort to learn how to change their 

commenting practices. In rhetorical terms, they needed to learn how to “comment 

kairotically” (Harker, 2007, p. 88)59 as they critiqued their peers’ work. They needed to 

unlearn bad habits of, as Vic put it, trying to “defend themselves in somebody else’s project” 

by “shoot[ing]” the question they found most difficult back at the person who asked it of 

them—reminiscent of see-how-you-like-it sibling squabbles. As she debriefed with each 

group after the pin-up, Lynn emphasized the importance of visual refutation. For Lynn, this 

rhetorical strategy applies equally to peer review and professional review: it’s part of studio 

ethos to ask good questions and to respond to verbal criticism graphically, rather than 

engaging in a verbal argument. “Try to move off this argument-counterargument, argument-

counterargument tennis game,” she insisted, “to find out what question needs still to be 

asked.” 

Vic and Steve came to their post-pin-up desk crit armed with stacks of books, ready 

to prove that they had researched approaches to integrating modern design with historical 

preservation. Vic, in particular, was “stressed out” by the accusation that they “hadn’t 

considered” how to “deal with historic.” During the desk crit, Lynn repeatedly told them, 

“Don’t defend your work.” Instead, she encouraged them to “think about what’s not coming 

                                                 
59 Harker analyzes three Braddock Award-winning essays to identify kairotic and 

“unkairotic” practices in composition, including Sommers (1983) study of teachers’ 
comments on students’ drafts. He suggests that the comments themselves constitute an 
ethical argument aimed at persuading students to revise, which is subject to kairotic 
contextual considerations of appropriateness, decorum, and opportune timing. 
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clear, and why.” As a participant in this desk crit, I suggested, “You need to present the work 

differently, not fall back and defend the argument. [. . . .] I don’t think it’s a backup problem; 

I think it’s a conveying problem.” Lynn agreed, saying, “You have considered it. If I say 

something like that, you don’t need to do this [gesturing toward the books] to answer the 

question.” Vic and Steve continued to appeal to the physical evidence of their print-based 

research process: their binder full of notes, piles of books, and Steve’s record of the 

comments made during the pin-up. They planned to include explicit answers to each of their 

peers’ questions in the next review. I pointed out that, in most of the presentations, 

information was being conveyed in a chronological, process-based way, which often meant 

that the presenters were interrupted by questions that focused on issues that had already been 

resolved but had not yet been presented. Lynn cautioned them not to revisit work that they 

had already presented as a way of answering their critics: 

I think in your case, there is a chronology you have to show of how you got to 
this plan and where it is. But you don’t need to talk about it. You just need to 
put it on the side to kind of reference if somebody asks you. 
 

Previous iterations, then, function like footnotes or appendices. In the spatial arrangement of 

presentation boards, the work under discussion occupies the center, while the margins 

contain a graphic record of the research and design processes. In Jeff’s presentation board, 

shown earlier in Figure 48, the diagram he is gesturing toward is the focal point for the 

critique. His photographic images and sketches are supporting materials, to be called upon 

only if needed. Even further marginalized, literally off the plot itself and barely visible to the 

left of the sketches, is Jeff’s written text: the initial narrative of the Route 66 traveler that 

informed both his individual project and his group’s manifesto and scheme. 
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“I Can Tell You’ve Been Around Architecture for a While”: Asking the Right Questions 

One of the most memorable moments for me as a participant-observer researcher was 

the day I happened on Jeff sitting by himself in the studio looking miserable and staring at a 

CAD image on his laptop. I was looking for Lynn, hoping to join her for a round of desk crits 

with her thesis students. Instead, a kairotic moment of opportunity presented itself: a chance 

to explore my emerging visual literacy and to test my interpretations of recent studio events. 

The image on Jeff’s screen showed his bus station, school, and retail section outlined in black 

and the existing buildings on the site in red. He had added blue lines, which he told me were 

sight lines to a distant crater, the most prominent geological feature of the surrounding 

landscape. The problem he was stuck on was figuring out how to frame views of the crater 

from the bus station in much the same way that his bus station frames the diner sign on the 

approach to town. As we talked, I asked questions based on what I remembered from past 

presentations and on what I was seeing on the screen. I knew from Jeff’s early study model, 

for example, that the buildings of the town are so flat that the town isn’t visible from road 

level at a distance, so the first thing one sees is the sign. Jeff commented that I “pay 

attention” and explained that once you arrive at that part of town, his architecture was 

supposed to encourage you to stay and explore. The bus station is situated in a way that 

points travelers who have a layover toward the retail site, as he said, “like little notes that say 

‘Now go to the next thing.’” Jeff’s problem was that he also wanted to draw people to the 

crater, if not to actually go there, at least to notice it in the vastness of the desert. 

To test my own visual literacy skills, I practiced reading his images out loud by 

asking questions about what I thought I was seeing. Trying to understand the diagram, I 
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asked about the black rectangular shapes above the bus station. He said, “That’s my sketch. I 

messed up.” He had mentioned the red outline of the school building to the north of the 

station, but I had completely missed the fact that the red outline and the heavy black line 

were essentially the same shape, but not quite in the same position relative to the station. I 

could see, then, that the image was composed of his hand-drawn sketch superimposed on his 

new digitally drawn design plan. Until then, I had not understood that some of the existing 

buildings were present in the sketch, and some were not. It was clear enough to me that the 

little red squares were the existing cabins and that he had not drawn them in, but the slight 

misplacement of the school building was a detail that I could not read until he told me what I 

was looking at. As a novice visual reader, I was unable to compensate for minor mistakes. 

Thinking about the blue lines, I commented that the crater must be “way over here” 

and indicated a space to our left off the screen. He confirmed that, and scrolled out to show 

the diagram from a distance. That got me thinking about the relationship between seeing the 

sign from a distance and seeing the crater from a distance. Jeff scrolled through pictures he 

had, looking for a shot of the crater. The photograph shows the existing post office with the 

crater in the background, just to the right of the building. As Jeff was talking about how 

discouraged he was, I kept looking at the diagram and thinking about the concept of 

buildings framing the view of something in the distance. I asked, for the sake of 

confirmation, whether a medium-sized red rectangle on the diagram was the existing post 

office, and he said it was. I looked at the blue sight lines, and asked whether from the bus 

station, you would have to look past the post office to see the crater. Jeff commented that I 

“ask good questions.” He confirmed my reading, and said, “I can tell you’ve been around 

architecture for a while.” When I asked why, he said, “Cuz when you look at this, you don’t 
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say ‘That’s pretty’” (in a sing-song voice). Jeff sat back and seemed to be thinking about 

what I had pointed out. He had wanted to penetrate the bus station building in some way to 

control the views of the crater, but he was afraid that he might have to give up on the idea. 

I then ventured a bold move and asked him to pull up the post office image again. 

When he did, I commented that from that distance and angle, the top of the crater appeared to 

be at almost exactly the same height as the roofline, and that it seemed to tuck in under the 

eaves. I said that the roof was competing with the crater, not framing it. It seemed to me, I 

offered, that you would need to get away from the squat buildings like the post office in order 

to appreciate the height of the crater from the distance, the way you would notice the diner’s 

sign on approach because it stands out as higher than anything in between. I suggested that 

he might need to build something to the south of the retail stores to frame the crater, rather 

than trying to make the bus station do that job in addition to framing the sign and pointing to 

the stores. We talked about how his idea of leaving notes, what I called a “treasure hunt,” 

might allow him to lead people in steps, rather than making the bus station do all the work. A 

simple, unexpected compliment from Jeff confirmed that my emerging visual literacy had 

reached a critical tipping point: “You should be doing desk crits.” 

Though I had not told him anything he did not already know, Jeff commented that he 

“just hadn’t organized those thoughts in this way before.” Physical modeling, he knew, was 

the mode he needed to use to understand the problem. Previously, Lynn had told him to make 

a model, but he had been resisting it because of the time it would take and because he was 

still trying to figure out what he wanted to do. As we continued to talk about the model he 

needed to build, he wondered out loud what scale it would be. I admitted I could not advise 

him about scale at all, but that “you would have to be able to read the difference between the 
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height of the crater and the height of the post office.” At that point, he sat back and said it 

would have to be “huge”—“16th scale, at least. You know what that is, right?” Actually, no. 

He pointed at the tiny cabin squares and said, “They’d be about an inch because 16th scale is 

1 inch = 16 feet and the cabins are 18 feet x 18 feet.” Intellectually I know this, but it does 

not translate for me into a sense of how big that model would have to be—I cannot visualize 

it. And this is something that architects do. In a way that I cannot yet grasp, they know how 

big the real thing would be by looking at the model, as long as the scale is specified and falls 

within the standards that govern interpretation of the model as a text. 

Jeff often asked me about my work, and he wanted to know what I had “found out” 

about his studio. I told him that I had been thinking about what Lynn had said to them at the 

pin-up: that they respond to questions with a social answer rather than a design answer. I had 

been trying to figure out if this is “a literacy problem or a rhetoric problem or both”—

glossing the terms as the skills for working in different modes and the ways to use those 

skills to make arguments. Jeff responded, “I think it’s both. It’s our literacy that’s being 

questioned”—that is, when the visual text is not speaking clearly, they feel that their visual 

literacy is being threatened, so they resort to making a social argument. If Jeff is correct, the 

social answer is a fallback to a safer zone. It speaks to a core value of the program—what I 

call designing rhetorically by considering the users as stakeholders—but it avoids the 

uncomfortable issue of why the design itself is not working as a mode of communication. My 

impromptu solo desk crit with Jeff clarified some key concepts for me that relate not only to 

design pedagogy but to writing and to research. In each case, figuring out the right question 

to ask and the right method of answering the question are crucial to the project. In each case, 

a breakthrough comes when you can say, “I’m going to need to understand this thing, which 
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means I’m going to have to do that.” In each case, it is difficult to achieve critical distance 

without enlisting a fresh pair of eyes—someone who can articulate what is missing or expose 

a pattern you have not been able to see or remind you of what you have lost track of or 

suggest a new approach. In each case, as Lynn acknowledges, the prospect of discovering a 

major flaw in your work through the critique process is daunting: 

The way you get over it is you anticipate what people are going to ask. You 
get ready for it. Self-critique becomes really, really important because you 
need to know where the flaws are, so that you don’t defend them, so that you 
can discuss them. 
 

As a phusiopoietic space, the studio scaffolds the development of rhetorical awareness and 

multiple literacies, inscribes a habitus, cultivates an ethos, fosters relationships that promote 

kairotic invention and evaluation. As Lynn describes it, architecture is “a self-propelled 

discipline. [. . . Reviews] are not to tell you what to do. Nothing is to tell you what to do, but 

to figure out how to ask the right questions about what you’re doing.” 

Nora’s Trace—“Nothing Beats It”: The Kairos of Modal Affordances in Research Design 

Two weeks before her final review, Nora was stuck. “I tried digital models, I tried 

AutoCAD, I tried drafting, and I tried building a model, and it just wasn’t really going 

anywhere,” she explained. On Wednesday, when Lynn was giving desk crits, Nora said she 

was not ready to talk. Later, she told Lynn how much she appreciated the fact that Lynn had 

not pressured her to present: 

It’s not that I didn’t want to do work, but for two days, I just couldn’t do 
work. And for me to be like, “Ok. As long as I show her in the end that I 
wasn’t just running around hanging with my boyfriend—cuz I wasn’t, because 
he was doing studio work [laughter]—[. . .] But last year and two years before 
this, it was like, “Well, you don’t have work today. You’re failing right now.” 
That puts a stress on us. 
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On Friday, two days after Nora had declined a desk crit, she presented a detailed digital 

model and very specific plans for what she needed to do before final review, including 

retrieving her sleeping bag from home so that she could work straight through the weekend. 

Nora had solved her problem by employing mode-switching in a methodical, 

disciplined, and surprising way. She knew that her very first physical model was gesturing in 

the direction she wanted to pursue, but that it lacked a coherent logic: “I had specific ideas 

about what I wanted to do, but I didn’t have reasoning for them. [. . .] I knew what I wanted 

that model to say.” By mid-semester, she had built two more physical models, based on 

different design types: a courtyard system and a sloped building system. Although Lynn and 

Nora recognized these study models as an important part of the process, Lynn reflected that 

Nora was “crushed” when they turned out to be “just buildings to make buildings.” At a pin-

up after mid-semester, Lynn told her, “Come back down in scale and map it. [. . . .] You set 

parameters through what you drew and what you say, and there comes a point when you 

jump scale when it doesn’t work.” Looking back at that point in the semester, Lynn 

acknowledged Nora’s frustration: “All that work, and the project wasn’t moving forward.” 

Nora had invested an untold number of hours in site analysis, producing stunning physical 

diagrammatic models based on the topography and other conditions of the site that she hoped 

would inform her design. (See Figure 50) 
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Figure 50: Nora’s diagrammatic model (foreground) and study models 

 

When it came time to put that analysis to work by designing a museum that reflected what 

she knew about the site, Nora literally hit a wall. The program she was using for digital 

design, Form-Z, required that she build one wall at a time—and that she know the exact 

height of the wall. Nora explained the problems she was having with digital modeling: 

Let’s say I give myself a 50 x 50 area to work with. Then all of a sudden, 
you’re building walls, and you’re building cubes and cubicles that are 50 x 50 
because the program lends itself to that. And the same thing with AutoCAD;60 
you’re still drawing walls. And I was just frustrating myself to no end. 

 

                                                 
60 I do not know whether Rhino would have posed the same problems, but because 

Nora was a Mac user, she did not have Rhino readily available to her as an alternative. 
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Nora described herself as being “bound” by the tools of the program, faced with too much 

information and needing to process it quickly. After cycling through her usual repertoire of 

modes, she had made no real progress: 

It’s frustrating when you know what you want to do, you know what you want 
it to look like, and none of the mediums that you’re using are doing it for you. 
My sketches were out of scale, so that didn’t even look right. So I was like, 
this looks really cool, but that’s like 70 feet, so... 
 

As Lynn pointed out, though, the key factor in Nora’s process was her self-awareness: “It’s 

also important to know enough that they’re not doing it, and you can get out of it.” Nora 

found her way out through a mode that is rarely deployed voluntarily in the studio: writing. 

As I listened to Nora’s rapid-fire description of her design plans during the desk crit, I 

couldn’t take my eyes off a curious artifact she had pinned to her workstation wall: a long list 

written in marker on several feet of trace paper. Nora had described sketching on trace as she 

related the story of how she had gotten herself unstuck, but she had not shown us the list or 

mentioned it at all. When Lynn asked if I had any questions for Nora before we moved on, I 

said, “Tell me about your list.” She took it down and said, “That’s everything we talked 

about.” As we discussed her process, Nora explained, “The physical presentation of it 

happened first [in diagramming and modeling], and then I went back and said, ‘Ok, what 

does that mean?’” When nothing else had worked, out of desperation, she turned to writing to 

make meaning: “I had these three [physical models] in front of me, and I just literally wrote 

down what I had gotten out of every single one.” The result was a nineteen-point list that 

included features of the terrain (such as the lowest point on the site and slope of the land), 

sun exposure, levees, points of interest, interaction with the road, pathways, collection and 

use of water, prevailing winds, shading devices, program of inside and outside spaces, 
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materials and ground surface conditions, boundary walls created by natural elements, 

shadows and patterns of light, a maximum area to work with, and more. (See Figure 51) 

 

 

Figure 51: Nora’s trace, pinned to her wall 
 

The process of translating the information embodied in her physical diagrams and models 

into a written text allowed her to synthesize discrete bits of information to produce 

knowledge about her site and her design decisions in a new way. Nora’s next step was to 

move from writing on trace to freehand sketching on “sixty layers of trace”: 

Just every three minutes I had a new [piece] of trace, and if I didn’t like the 
way this was oriented, I’d orient it another way [. . .] and then I’d go through 
the six variations I had and picked the three that I liked... It took a while, 
because every single one had a reasoning as to why and where. 
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Nora admitted, “I was worried about not having this done [. . .], but at the same time, I knew 

that when I had these finished, I’d literally be able to say, ‘These are the rules that I’ve set 

up.’” 

As she tested her conclusions through sketching, Nora disciplined herself to sketch to 

scale, with the exception of the thickness of walls, to keep herself “honest.” She was 

practicing self-critique, noting “change markers” where she suspected that there might be a 

problem because her sketch did not include precise information about the location of existing 

houses on the site: 

[T]hese views at this distance to the road might actually be obstructed by the 
houses that are here, so I have to make sure that that works by putting it back 
into the AutoCAD plan, but I can actually do that now since I have this 
figured out. 
 

Getting to this place of having things figured out, Nora admitted, had meant letting go of a 

certain “stubbornness” about ways of working that had already taken hold by the third year: 

The stubbornness of architects is like what you prefer to do. // [People say], 
“My thing is I build digital models [or] I don’t build physical models.” // 
That’s [. . .] when you have to be like, “I really want to build a model, but a 
model’s not working right now. // Am I gonna sit here and waste six hours of 
my time and build a model that I don’t get anything out of, or do I have to sit 
down, suck it up, and draw a plan?” // Then certain days you say, “NO, I’m 
building a model.” You build the model, and then you say, “Ok, that was $60 
worth of materials gone.” // It’s our arrogance that [we think] we’re super 
amazing designers and we don’t really need to go to school. [Laughter] // But, 
no. No. It sounded like a good idea at the time, but it really just didn’t pan out 
at all. 
 

The ability to make informed choices about ways of working and allocation of resources, 

including time and materials, and to make these choices based not on individual preference 

but on the ability to foresee the potential benefits and risks of those choices—these are 

rhetorical skills hard-won through experience and made available by multiple literacies. They 
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depend, like Burke’s kairotic theory of form, upon what Sheard (1993) calls “a certain degree 

of ‘cultural literacy’ or cultural ‘competence’—an ability to recognize the appropriateness of 

rhetorical choices made within a given set of circumstances or to make those choices for 

oneself when necessary: a capacity for recognizing and exploiting kairos” (p. 295). It was 

this capacity that I saw being coached by both Tracy and Lynn in the third-year studios. 

Tracy exposed her students to rhetorical situations that required them to respond to radically 

different audiences and circumstances, challenging them to make design decisions based on 

complex circumstances. Lynn also embedded cultural differences into her project, asking 

students to move beyond their own prejudices about remote settlements and Route 66 culture 

in order to respect the values of a diverse set of users. In addition, Lynn had overt 

pedagogical goals in her studio, each of which required rhetorical awareness: intra-group 

communication in support of collaborative design, decision-making about material choices 

for inquiry and presentation, and developing speaking and listening strategies for effective 

peer critique. 

Perhaps most significantly, Lynn supported her student’s capacity for exploiting 

kairos by allowing them to make choices—sometimes even unwise ones—and then reflecting 

with them about the consequences, whether they were failures or successes. Lynn encouraged 

Nora to “translate” her written list into a series of diagrams to be included in her presentation 

boards. Turning to me, Lynn commented, “I can see why you are so interested. Because the 

process—it has to be written down to get to that.” As Nora thought out loud about how she 

would arrange the text and diagrams on her board, Lynn cautioned her to contain the verbal 

and let the visual work speak for itself, “I don’t think you need to explain this whole thing 

when you pin up, but I think having it there is gonna really help explain your project.” Nora’s 
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trace never made it to the final review, but the knowledge she produced on trace, both 

visually and verbally, certainly did. Her final boards did present diagrams and text, standing 

alongside her digitally-produced plans and perspective renderings. (See Figure 52) 

 

 

Figure 52: Nora’s final review board 
 

Lynn called Nora’s verbal/visual marathon on trace a “very good—long—but very 

important” process: “Trace is just still…nothing beats it. To just have these things where you 

pile it on, pile it on, pile it on.” The process Nora had discovered for herself was, according 

to Lynn, “the shape of things to come”: “This is really about design research. What does it 

do, and how does it begin to inform what you’re doing?” Although Lynn’s comments were 

aimed at the changing nature of the field of architecture, her description of things to come 

was equally applicable to the thesis year, when working iteratively between writing and 
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visual design is central to the curriculum. And, on this day at least, Nora sounded more like a 

thesis student than a third-year as she reflected on her experience: 

[L]ast night I was still here, and my friends were like, “Why did you just 
spend all day in studio and all night in studio?” And I was like, “Well 
because, honestly, I knew what I was doing and I wanted to get it done.” It 
just flows, and then it goes, and then you know it. And then it’s seven o'clock 
in the morning, and you’re like, “Ok, I’m gonna go home and sleep for three 
hours, just cuz I need to sleep, not because I have to, but because I know that I 
have to function the rest of the day.” But today was a day to work. And two 
days before that it worked, and Wednesday was horrible. So, I guess we get 
the privilege of being able to choose our own time schedules as we grow up. 
 

All things considered, Nora declared that she was “pretty content” with her project. With just 

two more semesters of seasoning ahead before the thesis year —one spent abroad for Nora 

and many of her cohort—the third-year students were feeling confident, ready for a new 

challenge. In the final studio meeting, Lynn told her students that peer critique would be even 

more important from this point forward: “Half of what you learn comes from who you’re 

with. [. . . .] You’re gonna be your critics for life.” 

Design, like rhetoric, is an art that is learned through experience. As Atwill (1998) 

argues, rhetoric, like architecture, is a technē: 

[I]t is something that cannot be taught by explicit precepts or rules. Isocrates 
is especially sensitive to the notion that acquiring a “sense” of the right way 
and right moment requires careful inculcation and the imitation of masters, 
which he describes as “habituation.” . . . [This term] could also be rendered 
“becoming accustomed to.” The student does not simply imitate a discrete 
subjectivity but rather submits to the influence of a context that includes 
“men,” texts, and actions. (p. 58) 
 

Tracy’s and Lynn’s third-year studios created rich contexts for their students to inhabit, 

modeled complex practices for them, and coached them in developing the kind of rhetorical 

awareness they would need as designers. As third-years, Tracy’s and Lynn’s students were 

well on their way to becoming accustomed to what I have called designing rhetorically. 
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Without question, they possessed the meletic spirit of unwavering faith in the transformative 

power of practice, the foundation laid in first-year studio pedagogy. They had developed a 

kairotic sense of knowing how and knowing when to deploy multimodal strategies of inquiry 

and presentation. Some, like George in his community presentations and Nora in her design 

development practices, had reached another level of sensing how and when to seize a kairotic 

moment of opportunity. In her discussion of technē, Atwill identifies two key concepts: 

kairos, which has been the focus of this chapter, and mētis, which is the focus of the next. 

She claims, “If mētis is the intelligence identified with technē, then kairos is the time 

‘associated with technē’” (p. 57). Both operate to give technē “its power to discover 

(heuriskein) and invent new paths (poroi)” (p. 48). It is in this sense of mētic discovery and 

invention that Nora found a new path when she wrote her way out of a design problem filled 

with technical and conceptual obstacles. Like Lloyd, the first-year student whose meletic 

spirit prevailed despite his limited visual literacy because he understood the importance of 

the multimodal cycle of inquiry in a way that was beyond his years, Nora’s moment of mētis 

leads the way to the next stage of developing an identity as a designer through the studio 

process: the thesis year, where we will meet Tracy and Lynn again in their roles as thesis 

advisors. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
MĒTIS: MULTIMODALITY IN THE FIFTH YEAR 

 
 

They can be found in corners: tucked away behind screens of their own design, 

behind actual doors, behind oddly placed partition walls. They fashion their own spaces, their 

own schedules, their own networks. They live off the grid of studio time. The Stonerock 

State architecture thesis students form a web of subcultures that exists in counterpoint to the 

structured chaos of the first four years of studio. At the time of my study, there were forty 

fifth-year thesis students, divided into eight groups of five for the purposes of advising. Each 

group had two advisors: studio professors whose interests and expertise were most suited to 

the types of projects that their group of thesis students wanted to pursue. Although they 

shared the same advisors, students in a thesis group did not necessarily share the same studio 

space; the fifth-year cohort was scattered throughout the building. The thesis studio 

resembles an independent study in that the advisors worked out their own schedules for 

meeting times with the students in their groups, which varied not only from group to group 

but from advisor to advisor and student to student within a single group. 

Unlike the collaboratively taught first-year studios with their “clubhouse” pin-up 

times and porous studio spaces, there were no structured (or even unstructured) times when 

all the thesis students were present at the same time and place. Some thesis students worked 

at home; some at night; some on “regular” studio days (Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays) 

but not during regular studio hours (2:40 – 6:00 p.m.); some on “off” days; some on 

weekends; some even during the regular studio times—but most in an unpredictable 

combination of all of these options. The thesis coordinator, Vlad, established checkpoints for 
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the students in the form of quarterly reviews of their projects and deadlines for submitting 

revised drafts of their thesis papers. All eight groups presented simultaneously at reviews, 

dividing all the available space in the Fishbowl and the Gallery on the lobby level into eight 

presentation areas.61 Vlad acted as a roving consultant during reviews, moving from one 

thesis advising group to another taking photographs and offering comments. He also poked 

his head into the various thesis studio spaces occasionally and was available for individual 

desk crits. As an ethnographic research field, the thesis studio was a constantly moving 

target; even at its fixed points—the quarterly reviews—it was impossible, as a single 

researcher, to get a comprehensive view of what was happening with the entire thesis cohort. 

My data collection strategy, therefore, was to follow as closely as possible the group of five 

thesis students who were working with Lynn and Tracy, the professors whose third-year 

studios I was observing. 

Each of Lynn and Tracy’s five thesis students developed a project that involved 

designing public space, but it was their site-based approach to design that defined them as an 

advising group (as opposed to program-based, form-based, socio-politically-based, or 

material-based approaches, for example). Four of Lynn and Tracy’s students—Kelly, Anna, 

Clint, and Samantha—worked in the same physical studio space, along with eight other 

thesis students from various groups. As described in Chapter 2, their studio was in a corner of 

the ninth floor next to the faculty offices. The fifth student in Lynn and Tracy’s group, Blake, 

had studio space with two other thesis students on the far side of the ninth floor, just beyond 

                                                 
61 The collaboratively-taught first year studios followed this model of organizing 

multiple reviews held simultaneously with students grouped according to site location rather 
than studio section, as described in Chapter 3. 
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Aman’s first-year studio. I made it my practice to check both areas every time I entered the 

field to see whether any of “my” thesis students were working. Whenever my own schedule 

would allow, I participated in thesis desk crits. Lynn made herself available weekly, but she 

left it up to the students to “come find [her]” if they wanted to talk. (See Figure 53) 

 

 

Figure 53: Lynn reviews Blake’s sketches during a desk crit 
 

Tracy met with the students less frequently and less regularly.62 Vlad scheduled the quarterly 

thesis reviews on Thursdays in order to minimize conflicts with other studios’ reviews. 

Unfortunately, this meant that I was not able to attend some of the thesis presentations 

                                                 
62 I was never able to follow Tracy during desk crits with the thesis group. On one 

day when Lynn and Tracy had planned to do joint desk crits, Tracy arrived late, so Lynn 
decided that we should proceed without her. On another occasion, I observed in the studio 
space where four of the students worked during the time Tracy had scheduled desk crits, but 
Tracy was not there. 
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because of my teaching responsibilities. Despite these logistical constraints, I gathered a 

significant body of data from the thesis students. When I could catch them at work, they were 

always generous with their time, explaining what they were doing and answering my 

questions. They shared drafts of their thesis papers with me and solicited my feedback on 

their visual texts. They filled me in on what I had missed when I could not see everyone’s 

presentations or desk crits and kept me in the loop. Perhaps most importantly, they offered a 

different perspective on what I was seeing in the first- and third-year studios, helping me to 

triangulate my data and to test my interpretations of what I was observing elsewhere. 

Because my data collection cycle began at the start of the spring semester, I joined the 

thesis students at the half-way point of their projects. They had spent the first semester in a 

traditional class that focused on the writing component of their thesis project. The forty 

students were divided into two sections for the thesis preparation class. Lynn taught one of 

the sections; Neela, who participated in my study in her role as a critic for first-year reviews, 

taught the other. The goal of the thesis-writing class was to produce a document that would 

establish the context of the students’ independent projects. Lynn defined two distinct 

purposes for the design thesis: “to define the area you are working in and to develop 

program.” The first part of this process includes traditional print-based research into relevant 

theories, precedents, and case studies. The second includes extensive site analysis, 

development of the program statement (how the spaces will be used), and narratives profiling 

the users of the architectural interventions. In short, the students were doing what they 

considered to be the preliminary background work for the “real” work of design, which 

would take place in their spring semester thesis studio through drawing and modeling. In 

previous years, the written thesis was considered finished at the end of the fall semester, 
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dividing the thesis project into two clearly distinct phases: writing in the fall; designing in the 

spring. At the time of my study, however, the faculty had decided to require the thesis 

students to revise their written work during the spring semester. The thesis papers the 

students had produced in the fall were graded and commented on by Lynn and Neela and 

returned to them at the beginning of the spring semester. During the spring, the students 

received written, and sometimes verbal, feedback on revised versions of their thesis papers 

from their advisors. According to Lynn, the faculty wanted the finished written thesis, 

submitted with the students’ final portfolio of work before graduation, to reflect the actual 

design of their thesis projects more accurately. The faculty had added the revision 

requirement so that students could “update” their written work periodically in response to the 

design decisions they were making in studio—to “close the gap” between writing and design. 

For the students, this meant that the writing component of the thesis project was competing 

for time and attention with their thesis studio work. 

The thesis students were, for the most part, quite adept at producing texts in various 

visually-based modes: diagramming, mapping, drawing, rendering, and modeling. Integrating 

these visual/kinesthetic modes with the verbal modes of writing and speaking was more of a 

challenge for them, particularly when it came to using the writing of the thesis paper as an 

iterative mode of design inquiry, rather than as a mere pre-requisite for design work. They 

were still sometimes caught off guard when their reviews took an unexpected turn based on 

some incongruous phrase or perceived conflict between their speech and their visual texts, 

though Lynn noted that these missteps happen with far less frequency by the end of the fifth 

year. What was more noticeable, though, was the increased role of their written expression of 

project goals and design principles as a measure for the development of their visual work. 
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This was particularly evident in their advisors’ critique of the work during formal reviews. In 

addition to its more prominent role in review presentations, writing the thesis paper itself 

involved integrating visual and print text in a new way, similar but not identical to the kinds 

of writing tasks they had encountered in their architecture history and theory classes. From 

the point of view of the professors, the design thesis was emphatically not a “research paper.” 

The thesis students were not always aware of that distinction. Whether they realized it or not, 

they were navigating uncharted waters as they added writing as a new high-stakes layer to 

their multimodal ways of working in studio. That they were able to do so with minimal 

intervention from their professors is testament to the qualities of mētis that they had 

developed by this stage of their architectural education. 

In Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, a text that is still universally 

cited as the authoritative treatment of mētis, Detienne and Vernant (1978) define the term 

this way: 

There is no doubt that mētis is a type of intelligence and of thought, a way of 
knowing; it implies a complex but very coherent body of mental attitudes and 
intellectual behaviour which combine flair, wisdom, forethought, subtlety of 
mind, deception, resourcefulness, vigilance, opportunism, various skills, and 
experience acquired over the years. (p. 3) 
 

Following Detienne and Vernant’s title, most scholars employ “cunning intelligence” as the 

summative translation of the term; however, this shorthand has foregrounded the deceptive 

characteristic of mētis almost to the exclusion of other, equally important, aspects of mētis as 

a distinctive rhetorical epistemology. Because of its association with deception, Kopelson 

(2003) goes so far as to claim that mētis as a concept has traditionally been erased from 

composition scholarship: “[T]he obliteration of mētis is thus fundamentally related to, if not 

one and the same with, the denunciation of rhetoric” (p.133). Recent rhetorical scholarship 
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invoking mētis associates the term with queer studies (Kopelson 2003) and disabilities 

studies (Dolmage 2006). Other than their ubiquitously quoted definition above and their 

description of the goddess Métis herself as a polymorphic figure who “can, in succession, 

become a lion, a bull, a fly, a fish, a bird, a flame or flowing water” (p. 20), Detienne and 

Vernant’s chapter on Hephaestus provides the most popular figure of the mētic rhetor, the 

blacksmith who forged tools as an extension of his own body and who walked crab-like on 

inwardly curved, deformed feet (cf. Atwill, 1998; Ballif, 1998, Dolmage, 2006; Hawhee 

2001; Kopelson 2003). Like Hawhee, I follow Atwill’s reading of mētis as “a distinctive 

form of intelligence,” which, together with kairos, is “part of a lexicon that defines technē as 

a model of knowledge” (Atwill, 1998, p. 48).63 However, I draw on a compelling but rarely-

cited aspect of Detienne and Vernant’s treatise on mētis: their discussion of “Athena’s 

protégé and the hero who, for the Greeks, is the perfect embodiment of mētis”—Odysseus (p. 

236). 

There are several aspects of Athena’s and Odysseus’s mētis that resonate with the 

rhetorical and multimodal practices of architects. Detienne and Vernant (1978) emphasize 

Athena’s “manual dexterity” (p. 179) and Odysseus’s skill in “steer[ing] his ship with a mētis 

equal to that deployed in the building of his craft” (p. 236), both of which are essential 

components of the “practical intelligence” (p. 179) that defines mētis. Just as in architecture, 

where there is no separation between acts of thinking and making, accordingly, “in the 

representation of Athena [as a mētic figure] no separation is made between the building and 

                                                 
63 In contrast, Kopelson claims mētis as a technē, setting herself apart from both 

Atwill, who subordinates mētis to technē, and Ballif, who, according to Kopelson, opposes 
mētis to technē by associating mētis with chance (Kopelson, 2006, p. 143, n. 2). 
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steering, between cutting the keel of a ship along the line and steering the course of the ship 

over the sea” (Detienne & Vernant, p. 237). Just as in studio pedagogy, where the goal is “to 

make good designers with good eyes . . . who can think well, think openly, are somewhat 

facile with their hands to make stuff,” 64 accordingly, “[i]n all the various domains in which 

mētis operates a good eye is as important as an agile mind” (Detienne & Vernant, p. 310). As 

the embodiment of the mētic navigator facing seemingly impossible conditions, Odysseus is 

always able to devise a poros, which Detienne and Vernant define as “the stratagem or 

expedient invented by mētis so as to open up a path” (p. 288): 

Even in the Iliad it is already a truism to say that mētis alone enables the 
helmsman to steer the vessel straight ahead despite the wind. . . . To find a 
poros (path, way out, expedient), to plot against the wind, to be forever on the 
alert, to foresee the most favourable opportunity for action are all activities 
and maneuvers . . . which demand a many-sided intelligence. (p. 225) 
 

Mētis is at work, I argue, as rhetors navigate a path through multiple literacies, selecting from 

among multiple modes according to their affordances and combining modes to suit their 

rhetorical purposes. In the case of architects, those purposes may be generative (to facilitate 

design inquiry) or persuasive (to construct design arguments). As Detienne and Vernant 

argue, “Mētis is polymorphic and diverse; it can be applied in the many forms of knowledge 

which are the particular privilege of the various gods” (p.279). Mētis is, therefore, 

multimodal in its materiality, in its flexibility, and in what Detienne and Vernant call its 

“many-coloured, shimmering nature” (p. 21). As multimodal rhetors, architects approach the 

                                                 
64 Although this particular quotation is from Ryan—the faculty member who 

supervises the woodshop, teaches drawing, served as a critic for the first-year students’ 
reviews, and advised a group of thesis students with Perry (one of the first-year studio 
professors)—this same sentiment was frequently expressed by other members of the faculty, 
particularly Will, the first-year studio coordinator and a thesis advisor himself. 
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rhetorical problems of design, whether consciously or not, with a measure of mētis in the 

sense that Dolmage (2006) uses it: as “a rhetorical framework, a way to move, rhetorically” 

(p. 135). Their task is always to make a way, to forge a poros, to design a response to 

complex conditions, taking multiple stakeholders into account. As they develop as designers, 

their mētis increases and becomes an important part of their studio ethos. 

“Design is a Lifestyle”: Developing a Mētic Way of Working 

It has become a commonplace that the goal of ethnography is to make the strange 

familiar and the familiar strange. My ethnographic participant-observer status in studio and 

my ongoing in-the-field consultations with the participants in my study had the effect of 

presenting the studio to itself from the perspective of an informed outsider. As I shared my 

drafts with students and faculty and talked with them about how I was interpreting the world 

of studio through the lenses of rhetoric and composition and literacy studies, they were 

sometimes surprised by the “credit” I was giving to students for their investment in the work 

of studio. After reviewing an early draft of Chapter 2, Kelly, a thesis student, wrote, 

“Although we did do a lot of work, I think your paper gives us a little more credit than we 

deserve! I got tired just reading it [. . .]!” Faculty, too, expressed a dimmer view of the 

students’ level of commitment to the studio as a way of life than I expected, given the 

evidence in my data and my perception of student engagement elsewhere in the university. 

Ryan, a thesis advisor, told me that—compared to the architecture schools he had attended, 

especially for his graduate degree—he saw “way too much indifference and apathy” in 

Stonerock State’s architecture students: 

Even in thesis, I saw a lot of students with bad habits—or actually, I take that 
back—no habits at all. [. . . .] Just no manner of working. After five years of 
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architecture school, if you haven’t developed a way of drawing or working or 
modeling or whatever—whether it’s computer, hand drawing, sketching, 
building weird objects, building weird models—that you’re comfortable with 
and you can sit down and say, “This is the way I’m gonna work”—that’s a 
problem. 
 

Developing a distinctive way of working, yet remaining flexible enough to adjust to changing 

circumstances and diverse conditions, is all part of the process of becoming an architect, a 

designer who enjoys the challenge of finding a way through a complex problem. 

Ryan attributes what he sees as the students’ lack of engagement, in part, to the 

institutionally sponsored reform efforts in studio culture: “To me, they’re just diluting and 

dumbing down the whole thing. They’re taking a model that has been successful for decades 

and pulling it apart.” Ryan characterized his master-apprentice model school as “an arena of 

intellectual debate” where faculty who disagreed about theory and methods would “have it 

out at the juries” as they critiqued each other’s students’ work. He was particularly concerned 

about a “lack of energy” that he saw in Stonerock State students, as compared to the highly 

charged atmosphere of his alma mater: 

When you walked in the building, you just knew it was review time. There 
was this electricity. There were lots of people. Part of it was the possibility of 
the spectacle of a good debate or the spectacle of a student getting torn apart. 
You were there to see, hopefully, some bloodbath: “That person’s going at 
four o’clock; I have to be here.” That doesn’t happen here. You have students 
sleeping on the floor, walking in and out. As if everything else, when it’s not 
their turn, all that other stuff doesn’t apply to them somehow. 
 

Ryan expects the students to have an “uncontrollable urge” to seek out what other architects, 

both students and professionals, are doing: how they write about their ideas, how they draw. 

Yet, he was almost apologetic about the way he used to take advantage of learning from his 

peers’ presentations in graduate school: 



254 
It’s not cheating. It’s maybe a little bit disingenuous, but I would listen to 
what jurors were saying and try to get a feel for what they were relating to and 
touching on. And try to adjust my presentation to suit them. [. . .] Maybe it’s 
not wrong, but it’s not exactly right. I would fine tune what I was thinking to 
what I was hearing. 
 

To my ears, Ryan was describing himself as a mētic rhetor: alert and attentive to the nuances 

of audience, resourceful, opportunistic, cunning in his ability to detect and avoid a potential 

trap. If I had complemented him on his rhetorical skill, however, Ryan would have been 

nonplussed because, to him, rhetoric is associated with shady politics. 

When I asked him to tell me what he sees as the relationship between speaking, 

writing, drawing, and building in architecture, Ryan responded by describing his own design 

process, using the metaphor of navigation: 

I kind of like to steer ideas and words through a typology or a program. I like 
iconic things or archetypal things within architectures, and distill those 
typologies through words and objects. [. . . .] There’s these narratives that you 
can attach to [the object] and a folklore around the people who operate these 
things. [. . . .] Sketches and object-making have all these things embedded in 
them, and it’s not like I can point to any specific moment in a sketch or an 
object and say “that’s the obsolescence part” [. . .] After I make that object, I 
can start extracting another language out of that. I’m having trouble describing 
it. All those things went into an object or a model, and then that model almost 
starts to speak its own kind of behavior and activity. It starts to speak its own 
kind of interaction with people at a certain scale, how someone might hold it 
or stand inside of it. Does that make sense? 
 

When I assured him that I understood what he was saying—that, translated into my language, 

it would be called material rhetoric—Ryan reacted with concern, asking “Is that bad?” To 

Ryan, and to many of the architects I encountered, rhetoric still has a bad name. Both 

students and faculty were somewhat apprehensive that a rhetorical analysis of their practices 

would inevitably expose them in a negative light, even when I recognized those practices as 

rhetorically successful. This was especially true when the object of my analysis was the 
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distinctive qualities of mētis that are evident in the ways that architects shift from one mode 

to another, allowing their craft to speak for them when their verbal abilities falter. Ryan 

spoke at length about the effectiveness of well-crafted work, particularly when the architect 

is skilled in making, but “can’t talk about it at all”: 

The quality of work goes a really long way in a person’s ability and the 
work’s ability to be convincing of a certain theme. When I say theme, I mean 
the themes of your design or what you’re exploring. [. . .] If you put beautiful 
stuff on the wall, well crafted, nice drawings that are interesting, people will 
start to buy what you’re saying. And I don’t think that’s a bad thing. [. . .] And 
it doesn’t mean it’s shallow or that there’s nothing behind the work. 
 

Nevertheless, Ryan says that “getting a pass” on being able to communicate verbally happens 

less frequently “in the academic world—because you not allowed to get away with it; you’re 

obligated to tell everybody how you arrived at certain things.” 

For the thesis students, this verbal communication had to occur in two modes: writing 

and speaking. In earlier studios, writing, like sketching on trace, was part of the exploration 

process and was delivered as oral presentation, marginalized as program statements and 

captions on presentation boards, and translated to visual modes. Writing continued to 

function in this way in the thesis studio, but the addition of a formal thesis paper, which was 

read in multiple versions by the advisors and would become part of the formal portfolio, put 

more pressure on the students’ ability to express themselves in written form. Frustrated by 

his own thesis students’ “vague” language and product-centered graphics, Ryan made an 

explicit connection between the quality of verbal communication and the quality of visual 

communication: 

It seems like this idea of precision in writing and description and precision in 
the realizing of tangible things goes a long way. You’re not trying to trick 
somebody by making nice things to somehow camouflage a weak idea or a 
weak project, but it really goes a long way. 
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Again, his language reflects the qualities of traditional animal figures of mētis: the trickster 

fox and the camouflaging octopus (Detienne & Vernant, 1978, pp 37-39). Ryan was clearly 

concerned that the credibility of well-crafted material work could be read as a smokescreen 

for substandard conceptual work. What typically prevents that from happening is the 

student’s ability to articulate his or her process both graphically and verbally, but the student 

who can convincingly find a way to circumvent the verbal with exceptionally well-crafted 

visual work is admired, as is the student who can sell indecipherable drawings by speaking 

well. Ryan put one of his own thesis students in this latter category—a student who won the 

departmental prize for the best thesis: 

He just made really beautiful diagrammatic, map-like drawings. No one could 
really decipher them but him, but they fit into a process with really beautiful 
models and collages. And he spoke about the project actually pretty well. 
Even though the contents of the different things were a little murky to people, 
he was able to describe his process very linearly: these drawings made these 
collages, these collages made these study models, these study models went 
back to this drawing…people bought it. I take that back. Not everybody 
bought it. When we had to vote for these projects, there were faculty members 
who were like, “What is it? This isn’t architecture.” 
 

Ryan considered his colleagues’ objections “narrow-minded,” even unprofessional, because 

they privileged a product-centered approach to architecture and because those critics were 

more concerned with their own preconceived notions of what the project should have been, 

rather than taking the student’s work on its own terms. 

As we discussed the students’ need to develop an individualized process of working, 

Ryan emphasized the importance of self-critique, most notably the ability to recognize one’s 

own skills and limitations and to use that knowledge to find a creative way to incorporate 

multiple modalities, even writing. Unsolicited, Ryan had identified several of the defining 

characteristics of studio ethos that studio professor Ann had included in her original 
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definition the term: attention to craft, iterative development, and self-critique. Ryan’s 

comments also pointed to two of the qualities of studio ethos that I had identified in my data 

on advanced students: active participation in the critique process and working iteratively 

across multiple modes. Curious, I asked him what, if anything, the term studio ethos meant to 

him. He responded without hesitation: 

It means a bunch of things. One of them is time management. One is your 
ability to absorb what other people are doing [. . . .] You have to accept or 
want the studio to be the—I don’t like the word inspiration or inspire, but if 
any environment is going to inspire you to work, it should be your studio. 
 

His response confirmed another element of studio ethos evident in my data: time 

management. Although Ryan did not specifically mention the more collaborative aspects of 

studio ethos that Ann characterized as contributing to the work of the team and that I named 

knowledge-sharing, his emphasis on peer relationships supports the importance of the studio 

as a social space for learning. Ryan views total immersion in the life of the studio as the key 

architectural education. Quoting his own undergraduate professor, Ryan explained his 

understanding of what it means to be an architect: 

“Design is like a lifestyle.” It’s an attitude. Once you are a designer or an 
architect, you just see the world in a much different way. Everything is 
through that lens. The lens is actually different for different architects, but you 
just see and talk about things in a different way. It’s a lifestyle. I just look at 
students and say, “Do you have that? Do you want that?” 
 

To Ryan, the most important element of studio is the “camaraderie” of peer relationships. He 

compared the tactics of studio education to those of the military or athletic teams, qualifying 

his statement to clarify that he does not consider architecture comparable to the military in its 

importance, but noting the similarities of creating a challenging climate with “rites of 

passage” that provoke students to depend on each other: 
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Architecture school is really hard, [. . .] but you can share that with other 
people. [. . . .] That’s what kept me sane. That’s what kept me in it was going 
to studio every day with the same people whose company I enjoyed. 
 

The way that Ryan described it, his relationships with his architecture peers while he was in 

school were completely focused on architecture. That is, he reported having conversations 

about architecture and highlighted the value of “being able to position your work among 

other people’s work in terms of quality, clarity, precision, craft—the density of an idea,” but 

he never mentioned any other dimensions of his peer relationships. 

While the studio culture reform efforts at Stonerock State react against precisely this 

model of the competitive, driven student who focuses on architecture studio to the exclusion 

of other classes, interests, and activities, Ryan holds his own studio experience up as the 

ideal: “A lot of students—whether it’s Stonerock, whether it’s this generation, I don’t 

know—they just don’t see the benefits of having a full, active, lively, energetic studio.” Ryan 

views the fifth-year cohort in my study as “the cusp end of an old mindset that was taught,” 

by which he means lack of rigor. Ryan believes that rigorous inquiry should be enforced by 

the relentless accountability of desk crits every forty-eight hours. He associates the “old 

mindset” with the students’ over-emphasis on product—“a FINAL MODEL” or “a building 

communicated through plots”— rather than process, particularly in the thesis studio. 

Ironically, Stonerock State’s studio culture reform policy document links the studio 

environment Ryan valorizes to the product-oriented mindset he eschews: 

[T]he excessively long working hours sometimes demanded of students by 
both faculty and themselves, competitiveness, lack of time management skills, 
and an overvaluing of a single end product may result in over exhaustion, 
isolation from non-architecture students, constricted range of studies, an 
overwhelming sense that studying architecture demands sacrifice and 
dedication and a reduction in the capacity of students to learn. 
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Although Ryan, and others, might question their students’ studio ethos when compared with 

their own school experiences, the Stonerock State students embody a complex set of 

practices and beliefs around studio culture and design work, a studio ethos which has both a 

serious and a playful side. 

The “Sweatshop” and the “Firm”: Mētic Collaboration in the Thesis Studio 

Like Ryan, fifth-year student Kelly had little use for the studio culture reform efforts 

that her junior peers in the first and third years are so intensely invested in realizing. When I 

asked her about the pedagogical changes that were occurring in the department, she was 

unenthusiastic: 

I know they have these studio culture meetings, but I don’t understand the 
sense of writing down and reading about how we’re supposed to do and talk 
about things so we don’t hurt people’s feelings. Jury vs. final review. Just do 
your work. 
 

In part, Kelly’s reaction to the studio culture reform meetings reveals her skepticism about 

the efficacy of traditional print-based literacy and verbal rhetoric to effect change, as well as 

her no-nonsense attitude toward studio. However, Kelly also felt it was important to 

acknowledge a social side to studio that does not always involve dedication and hard work: 

[W]e may visit studio on a Saturday night just because we know people will 
be around or just because, out of habit, it seems like the right thing to do. 
Architecture is surely not always on our minds, even in that building. [. . . .] 
There are constantly soccer matches and high-jumping contests and various 
fruits and architectural models being thrown out the window at targets. 
 

Despite her self-deprecating comments, Kelly was one of the hardest-working, most invested 

thesis students I encountered. Always resourceful, Kelly embodied mētis. Lynn never 

worried about her; in fact, she said of Kelly, “Just give her a problem and leave her alone, 

and she’ll figure it out.” Kelly was not a loner, the architectural equivalent of the romantic 
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writer in the garret, however. What Lynn meant was that Kelly was self-motivated; she 

needed very little prompting and no cajoling from the advisors to keep herself on track.  

Kelly had what Ryan felt many Stonerock State thesis students were lacking: a clear sense of 

process, of how they like to work. Kelly’s project was to design a new rest area on her home 

state’s major highway, the Pennsylvania Turnpike, using the theory of critical regionalism as 

her controlling idea. In a process that Lynn referred to as “mapping as a mode of inquiry,” 

Kelly created digitally produced diagrams depicting several aspects of regional culture (See 

Figures 54 and 55). She made three-dimensional diagrammatic models of the site using white 

and black beads to represent population and ethnicity and mounted tiny pictures of the towns 

and cities on the map, scaled according to their population. In these diagrammatic models, 

she used embroidery thread in different colors to represent the different roads: the abandoned 

turnpike, the existing turnpike, state and local roads. (See Figures 56 and 57). Kelly also 

produced a series of what Lynn called “pictorial narrative”—hand-drawn perspective 

“vignettes” illustrating what the user would experience while navigating through her site (See 

Figures 58 and 59). A key feature of her design was a funicular, or gondola, reached by a 

ramp that circulates through the building. It takes riders to an abandoned section of the old 

turnpike, now used as a bike path. 
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Figure 54: Kelly’s digital diagrams of Pennsylvania culture 
 

 

Figure 55: Kelly’s Pennsylvania Tourism diagram as presented in her paper draft  
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Figure 56: Kelly’s three-dimensional site context diagram 
 

 

Figure 57: Side view of Kelly’s diagrammatic map showing population and highways 
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Figure 58: Kelly’s vignette showing the building and funicular from the dog walk 
 

 

Figure 59: Kelly’s vignette of the bike path through the abandoned turnpike tunnel 
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Not only had Kelly done extensive print-based research for her thesis paper (in ways 

that were not necessarily valued for studio-based writing, as my analysis of her papers will 

demonstrate), but she had also translated what she had learned from one mode to another and 

synthesized information from print and online sources with her own site analysis. She 

presented her research in graphic texts that produced new knowledge, which she then applied 

to her specific site. In her thesis paper, drawing on her research into the term, Kelly defined 

critical regionalism this way: 

Critical regionalism is not a top-down approach like modernism but rather a 
bottom-up approach, is not a synonym for regionalism or vernacular, is 
determined by nature, depends on materials, discourages restoration, serves as 
a memory machine, does not require an interpreter, celebrates a conflict 
between the global and the local, and influences a group’s identity. 
 

Lynn commented often throughout the semester that Kelly’s use of critical regionalism went 

beyond just appropriating the term. Instead, she saw Kelly as redefining critical regionalism 

in the context of architectural landscape. She called Kelly’s work “a further development of 

critical regionalism highlighting—drawing out—what’s there.” When talking with her other 

students, Lynn often encouraged them to think in terms of redefinition, like Kelly, rather than 

simply taking a concept and applying it to their project. Thus, Lynn enlisted Kelly as a 

resource for her peers, sponsoring collaboration in the sense that she actively promoted 

Kelly’s approach as a model of effective design research methodology. Lynn not only 

allowed her students to borrow ideas and approaches and techniques from one another, she 

expected it. 

While I observed many examples of studio professors encouraging students to learn 

from their peers in the same studio cohort or more from experienced students (recall first-

year student Kent learning how to work with concrete from thesis student Harvey and third-
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year students in Lynn’s desert studio using thesis student Anna’s oral history research, for 

example), these were not the only resources that the thesis students used to their advantage. 

One day toward the end of the semester, I was walking through the ninth floor with first-year 

studio professors Aman and Will. As we passed the thesis studio where most of Lynn and 

Tracy’s students worked, Aman commented offhandedly that he had looked in a few days 

before to see a student’s “whole family in there working,” building a model in assembly-line 

fashion. “It was like a sweatshop,” he joked.65 Will chuckled and said, “Harvey has his own 

firm going with junior students building models for him.” One of those students was Tony, 

Aman’s first-year student, who had helped Harvey take site measurements early in the 

semester and who, on the night I worked in the thesis studio myself, was busy building a 

façade for Harvey’s model. Tony told me that Clint, one of Lynn and Tracy’s thesis students, 

had also built a façade for Harvey, so Tony wanted to outdo Clint by making his own façade 

even better. Some of the thesis students found Tony’s competitive intensity annoying and 

complained that he had nearly knocked over one of their models while rushing back and forth 

to the woodshop for Harvey. For the more experienced students, this kind of collaboration 

was a more casual, matter-of-fact part of studio life. Even something as simple as having a 

helper who will wait for plots and deliver them when they finally finish printing can be a 

huge time-saver for the harried student getting ready for review. In the week before final 

review, Rose, one of Lynn’s third-year students, offered her “slave labor” to Kevin, a thesis 

student who had been a teaching assistant for her cohort while she was a first-year student. 

                                                 
65 A few days before the final review, Kelly’s mother and sister were in studio 

helping to build her site model, so it is quite possible that it was Kelly’s family that Aman 
had seen. 
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Allen, a third-year student, credited Kevin with teaching them the practical skills they 

needed: how to draw, how to glue, how to mix concrete. When Kevin was a third-year 

student, he was, Allen said, “the bridge” between the novice students and the thesis students 

and professors who seemed so far above them when they were in their first year. Rose’s 

gesture was seen as a way to pay back that debt. As a group, the third-year students in my 

study were puzzled by what they perceived as the first-year students’ failure to cultivate 

similar reciprocal relationships with them as intermediate mentors. 

There are limits to the perks of mentorship, however. Jeff, another of Lynn’s third-

year students, told me in a follow-up conversation that since he had become a fourth-year 

student he had started charging thesis students for “grunt work”—as much as $100 for 

building a site model. “I can’t work for free forever,” he said, but he added that he couldn’t, 

of course, charge the thesis student he was dating for his model-making services. Although 

this practice of having others build your work for you might seem to cross a line to outsiders, 

Lynn, who was present when Jeff told me about his moonlighting as a model-maker, 

explained that this was “just craft work,” distinct from the thinking and making of design. 

There is a well-understood but unspoken line that separates ethical and unethical forms of 

collaboration in studio culture. Jeff illustrated that line by telling me about a returning adult 

student in one of his previous studios who had approached their studio professor to ask 

whether he could have one of his studio peers construct his digital model for him, since he 

was unfamiliar with the latest versions of the software. This, it was universally agreed, was 

not acceptable because the designing happens through the process of construction. Yet it is 

common practice for one student to “take over” for another to demonstrate a construction 

technique that would make designing in a digital environment easier or faster in order to 
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meet a deadline. On the night I spent in the thesis studio painting and assembling models for 

Kelly, Amy, and Anna, Clint was struggling with how to execute the design of his physical 

model. Another student first tried to explain how she would solve the problem, and then just 

offered to work on his model for a while if he would work on hers. In the economy of the 

studio, reciprocity can take many forms. Peers might trade tasks to alleviate boredom or to 

share knowledge. A younger student, like Tony, might gain experience or, like Rose, 

demonstrate gratitude. A friend or family member might perform unskilled labor simply as a 

show of support. Enlisting the help of others is admired as resourcefulness and ingenuity, a 

mētic quality of doing whatever it takes to get the job done. 

Collaboration is typically emphasized in studio pedagogy to simulate the conditions 

of working in a firm; however, the thesis studio puts students in the impossible position of 

being a one-person firm, responsible for research, design, and execution of a large-scale 

project proposal. In reality, these tasks would be distributed among many professionals of 

different ranks and specialties, and the proposal would be subject to tighter constraints in 

terms of financial and material feasibility. For example, when Clint presented at the quarter 

review, he had drawn two alternative schemes, one of which would have involved major 

reconstruction of the existing infrastructure of heavily trafficked roadways in the city in order 

to eliminate vehicular traffic through his site: unused land along a river. (See Figure 60) 
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Figure 60: Clint presents two possible schemes (lower right) at quarter-review 
 

The scheme on the bottom right in Figure 60 shows no roads intersecting the northwestern 

corner of his site, a relatively blank area in the lower left portion of the drawing, while the 

scheme above it shows the existing conditions. Lynn told him, “Thesis is not a real thing; you 

can do what you want,” but she also cautioned him that “always applying real terms is an 

important factor.” The thesis students straddled the line between the realities of the 

professional world and the relatively sheltered space of the academic studio, but as their 

transition to becoming practicing architects got closer, they were expected to respond in more 

innovative ways to the complexities of real conditions. 

Samantha’s project involved reclaiming a little-used railway viaduct that is currently 

not accessible from street level. Her goal was to activate the site by introducing urban 

agriculture and recreation. At her mid-review, Samantha’s critics grilled her on the feasibility 
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of establishing an urban farm on the site. From the start of her project, Samantha had 

included a case study of vertical farming in her research. (See Figure 61) 

 

 

Figure 61: Samantha’s case studies board, vertical farming shown in far right column 
 

However, at the mid-review, Tracy objected to the concept of introducing vertical farming. 

She told Samantha, “You haven’t studied what it would take.” Samantha agreed, “I have to 

study farming,” but Lynn intervened: 

I’m not going to say “don’t study agriculture,” but the question is do you 
know it enough to be able to embed it in your thesis? You don’t have to know 
it to the point where it’s going to start to take over your time and you’re not 
going to be able to continue with this process. 
 

Critic Jed conceded, “In the real world, maybe you would study farming, but probably you 

would team up with somebody else who drop-dead knew everything about urban farming and 

couldn’t wait to get into a project like this.” As Tracy put it, “Architects work in teams [. . .] 
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because projects are so complex that many people must work on them together in order to get 

all of the work done in the (short, usually) amount of time allocated.” In the thesis studio, 

finding ways to collaborate outside of the structure of group projects or sanctioned 

professional partnerships is one way that thesis students manage their time efficiently. If a 

student who is more fluent in a particular digital program can execute another student’s 

design in a fraction of the time, the two are likely to come to some mutually beneficial 

division of labor on each other’s projects. If outsourcing grunt work can free up a student to 

attend to more challenging matters of design or simply to produce more work for the 

upcoming review, no one blinks an eye. 

“If You Have Time…”: Mētic Approaches to Managing Multimodal Inquiry 

Always a critical factor in decisions about how to work across multiple modes, the 

issue of time management was further complicated in the thesis studio by the demands of 

writing and revising for the students and of reading and responding to multiple versions of 

the students’ texts for the advisors. Although Lynn consistently promoted the value of 

writing as a mode of inquiry, even she occasionally expressed ambivalence about the amount 

of time and effort she and her students expended on the required thesis papers. Early in the 

semester, she told Kelly, “You need to add building or landscape-type maps. [. . .] In the next 

week, plan and section—or a model—of how these things start to lay themselves out on the 

site.” Although Kelly felt that “a model would be most helpful for that,” she and Lynn 

acknowledged that there might not be enough time to build one before the quarter-review. 

The affordances of physical modeling were subordinated to the constraints of time 

management, as Kelly and Lynn agreed that drawing would be faster, if not as effective. 
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Lynn then reminded Kelly about the need to “revise the program,” by which she meant the 

written text, and promised to give her feedback quickly. “That’s ok,” Kelly said. “You 

understand it without reading it.” Lynn replied, “I’ll do my job. I’ll bite the bullet and read 

it.” This exchange suggests that, in this instance at least, the writing was neither the most 

expedient nor the optimal mode of communication. Both producing and reviewing written 

text was treated as an obligation, rather than as a necessary part of the design process, when 

more highly valued visually-based modes demanded time and attention. At times like this, 

prioritizing the writing, in the face of the demands of visual design work, was difficult for 

both students and advisors. The advisors, however, recognized a critical function that writing 

could serve for the students: that of clarifying their design intentions. 

Ryan characterized most of the thesis papers he had read as simply a “regurgitation of 

research that maybe one or two sentences applies and the rest is really useless.” He called 

this type of writing a “missed opportunity,” one of the most pejorative terms in an architect’s 

vocabulary. “What I read is a lot of fill,” he complained. He and Perry urged their students to 

use writing the papers as a way to “narrow down their ideas” and to “be creative”: “Think of 

it as a design problem that you have to write through.” Nevertheless, the students tended to 

work on their papers only when faced with an imminent draft deadline. One exception to this 

was when Kelly turned in the penultimate version of her paper a week early because, as she 

told me, “I procrastinate by doing something else that’s due.” For Kelly, working on the 

paper revisions was a way to avoid modeling at a point when she was struggling with design 

decisions, juggling competing advice from Vlad, her critics, and her advisors about how to 

proceed. If switching to writing had a positive effect on Kelly’s ability to think through her 

visual design choices, she was not consciously aware of it. For her, working on the required 



272 
revision was a way to fill time rather than waste it while she waited for the design issues to 

resolve themselves. 

Typically, the writing lagged behind the development of the project through visual 

and kinesthetic modes. One day during a desk crit, when Lynn saw the drawing Samantha 

was working on, she exclaimed, “What an improvement! It changes things—a lot! // Your 

point has changed—you have that buried in here [pointing to the paper].” Lynn added, “It’s a 

shame you’re doing this on trace. You’re drawing well enough. Put it on something more 

permanent.” Samantha agreed to scan her trace black and white drawing and add colors 

digitally. As Samantha talked through what her process had been while drawing, Lynn 

commented, “So you’re thinking as you’re doing this. // It completely changes your project to 

draw it like this.” When Samantha asked Lynn’s advice about representing topography, Lynn 

offered two possibilities: “Maybe it’s modeled. Maybe it’s just a dotted line.” The two 

options, again, pointed up the difference in the cost of time versus the payoff in modal 

affordances. Shifting the attention back to Samantha’s paper, Lynn told her, “You need to 

expand a couple things if you have time. You tend to write in shorthand. Don’t add more 

content, but explain what you have. It’s choppy.” Lynn gave Samantha some specific 

organizational suggestions, such as moving some of her case studies to “break up the writing 

about the one book.” After critiquing Samantha’s drawing, Lynn told her, “You’re looking at 

architecture as part of landscape. It’s not about urban agriculture anymore.” Lynn advised 

cutting some of the agriculture-related material, saying “It’s a thing to get you started. You’re 

in a different stage of your writing now. // Don’t rely on that author anymore; rely on your 

own view of this.” At the quarter-review, Samantha’s drawing was still on trace; by mid-

review, she had a model (see Figures 62 and 63). 
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Figure 62: Samantha’s drawing, still on trace at quarter-review 
 

 

Figure 63: Samantha’s model at mid-review 
 

Very early in the semester Lynn warned Samantha not to let her research on vertical farming 

become the sole focus of her design thesis paper because her drawing was taking her in 

another direction, toward urban landscape and its relationship to architecture: “It’s not just 

agriculture. You have to be careful about saying that.” Samantha agreed, calling urban 

agriculture “a thread” in her project. Yet it was the discussion of the feasibility of urban 

farming that tripped her up at mid-review. Lynn was open to the idea that the relative 
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importance of agriculture and landscape might change depending on how the project 

developed visually. The outside critics praised the quality of Samantha’s visual work and 

commented that she had “gotten everybody romantically involved” with her project. The way 

that the viaduct affected each street as it cut through the neighborhoods was key to 

Samantha’s project. She had begun to draw some of these conditions in her elevations. Lynn 

told her, “You did say that each one is individual, and I think you should just take the time to 

do this for every single street because I think it makes a huge difference in how you read this 

project.” 

The time Samantha spent developing her graphic work did change the way her critics 

responded to her project. At the final review, her drawings and models made visible a 

problem that had always been present but had not received much attention in earlier reviews: 

her intervention favored the neighborhood on one side of the viaduct over the neighborhood 

on the other side and “reestablish[ed] the city grid on the viaduct” by creating paths that 

continued the linear arrangement of the streets. All of Samantha’s elevations were taken from 

one side of the viaduct: the bottom edge of the site as shown in Figure 64. Samantha’s plan 

shows ramps allowing access from street level along the same edge, while the other 

neighborhood, shown at the top of the plan in Figure 64, was given limited access in the form 

of terraced gardens, shown in the upper left corner of the plan. The active rail line is 

indicated by a heavy line just above the green areas in the plan. 
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Figure 64: Portion of Samantha’s plan and elevation at final review 
 

The clarity of her visual text exposed her design to verbal criticism, and Samantha lost 

control of the review when she resorted to a verbal defense of her design choices: 

I feel like there needs to be a buffer to separate the park from an active 
railway line, and since it already runs along the perimeter, this area…but also, 
too, this street is a small and narrow street so I thought by putting community 
gardens here it would create a buffer from that train line. 
 

Although Samantha had created a diagram of future development of the viaduct that could 

address the needs of other bordering neighborhoods, she did not use that diagram to show her 

critics how she had defined the scope of her intervention. The diagram that might have 

helped Samantha is shown in Figure 65 on the lower left. The pink shaded area is the 

neglected neighborhood, which includes a riverfront area to the east of Samantha’s primary 

site. (See Figure 65) 
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Figure 65: Samantha indicates the terraced community gardens on her plan 
 

In her master plan, Samantha had proposed riverfront development as a future phase of the 

reclamation of the entire viaduct. Had she realized the potential resource that was almost 

literally at her feet, she might have been able to redirect the course of an increasingly 

contentious crit: 

Tracy: I have some problems with this arrangement of the viaduct just for the 
people of [one neighborhood] and that it’s going to remain a barrier 
and a wall for [the other]. The city was founded on principles that had 
to do with democracy and openness, and I think to say you’ve got this 
huge barrier and you’re going to open up to one side but not the other 
side just because that’s how you feel doesn’t make any sense. 

Jed: It’s not just because she feels that way; it’s because she’s got a railroad 
in there and she hasn’t come up with a different solution. So it’s not 
completely arbitrary. 

 
By appealing to the information that Samantha had provided in her drawing, Jed defended 

her against the charge of making arbitrary decisions—a violation of values that rivals the 

missed opportunity in its seriousness. However, Samantha continued to get herself tangled in 
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the agricultural thread of her project as she attempted to justify her design choices based on 

her case study research: 

Samantha: When thinking about how many people I wanted to serve, one of 
the case studies I was looking at was vertical farming, and the specific 
project that I was looking at was for 50,000 people and that was the 
population of [this neighborhood], so it was an easy way to set up… 

Jed: 50,000 people! You’re not going to feed everyone in [that neighborhood]. 
I mean you’re just not. That’s not really a realistic way to look at it.    
[. . . .] I think we talked about this last time. I’m not a farmer. You’ve 
read about farming, but you’re no farmer. And even a farmer who isn’t 
going to risk their own money is not here to know the answer to these 
things. That this is a wonderful idea that may have potential…at this 
point, I don’t think any of us can even judge. 

 
Because Samantha could not access the available arguments embedded in the visual texts she 

had spent so much time preparing, she was vulnerable to the shifting conditions of her 

reviews. Jed, who had been her ally moments before, now questioned her approach. 

Samantha’s struggles at final review after her success in winning over her critics at mid-

review underscore both the need for mētis and the fact that mētis itself is not a stable entity. 

Even when the circumstances appeared to be similar, the students’ responses to 

obstacles were not always predictable. The students needed to navigate through each 

potential problem based such underlying factors as time management issues, modal 

affordances, and the values attached to verbal versus visual modes of communication in 

studio culture. The day before the three-quarter review, Samantha and Kelly were working 

on physical models in the studio when Clint arrived. He announced, “I’ve got plans, 

elevation, and section going. I’ve got a lot of stuff to do.” After consulting with Kelly about 

how her model was progressing, Clint remarked, “I’ve got six sections to do today. The 

building is so long, and it changes so much. Hopefully one perspective—if time permits.” 

Kelly looked at me and said, with a touch of admiration, “Clint’s not a thinker. He’s do-er.” 
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Kelly had a plot of her site plan stretched over cardboard. She was poking a pin through the 

contour lines on the plot to mark the cardboard so that she could add layers to show the 

topography of the site. “Look at the skin peeling off of my fingers,” she commented, holding 

up her hand for Clint to see. When Clint headed off to the computer lab to submit his floor 

plan files to be plotted, Kelly returned to her model. As she worked, she explained to me how 

she had depicted the routes of eastbound turnpike travelers and local road travelers as they 

approached her site. In the middle of her explanation, she decided to add another layer of 

information to her model: “Maybe I will add westbound—it’s a different experience.” In 

addition to approaches, the model depicted how Kelly’s building was sited in the landscape 

in relation to topographical features such as the slope of the hill. (See Figure 66) 

 

 

Figure 66: Kelly’s topographical site model in progress 
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Kelly told me that she had “pared down” her plans for the building after consulting with 

Vlad. She also showed me a set of plots that “didn’t come out right”: the hatching she had 

used to signify the forest was barely visible on the printed version, although it had been clear 

on the computer screen. Kelly commented, “I hate to spend the money [to re-plot], but these 

don’t do justice to all the work I’ve done in the last week.” Just then, Clint returned to the 

studio with a bundle of new plots, which he rolled out on his desk: 

Clint: Son of a bitch. 
[Clint puts his head down on his desk.] 
Betsy: What happened? 
Clint: I plotted wrong. The words are upside down. 
Kelly: Upside down? 
[Kelly comes over to look.] 
Clint: Yeah—orientated wrong. 
Kelly: Orientated? 
Clint: This will have to do for this presentation cuz I’m not—[Clint turns the 

plot 180 degrees] You can read “second floor” upside down, right? 
Betsy: Could you print a label and put it on top? 
Clint: Yeah, I’ll do something like that. I’ve got perspective drawings that are 

nearly that size. 
[Clint rolls up the plots again.] 
Clint: It just bugs me. It costs so much to print out. 
 

Although Clint and Kelly both had very high expectations for themselves and produced work 

that was consistently praised for its quality, they reacted very differently to their problematic 

plots. Kelly’s plots were flawed in their visual language: the graphic symbols used to label a 

section of the visual text were difficult to read because they were faint. Clint’s plots were 

flawed in their verbal language: the alphabetic symbols used to label sections of his visual 

text were, technically, legible—assuming one could read upside down—but clearly 

distracting. Both were concerned about the cost of re-plotting, but Kelly weighed the cost in 

time and money against the risk of undermining her work and decided to re-plot. Clint 
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presented the flawed plots, covering the largest upside down label with a perspective drawing 

and ignoring the smaller ones. (See Figures 67, 68, and 69) 

 

 

Figure 67: Clint presents his plots at the three-quarter review 
 

 

Figure 68: Clint’s plot with a perspective drawing covering the flawed label 
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Figure 69: Close-up of Clint’s plot with upside-down labels 
 

Clint’s choice to camouflage the most noticeable flawed label and to disregard the minor 

labels, rather than turning the plot so that the words would be right-side up, privileges the 

way the plots of the floor plans for his multi-leveled building had to be read as a coherent set 

of visual texts. It was also a mētic decision based on time constraints: Clint knew that 

finishing his six sections and one perspective (“if time permits”) was more important than re-

plotting his floor plans because of a verbal error. It was the right decision. Still, what he 

managed to accomplish in the time that he had available to him was not quite enough. At 

Clint’s review, Tracy was adamant about the need for more detailed perspectives. Both Tracy 

and Lynn wanted to see more sections and more development of the existing sections. Lynn 

commented on the color of the materials Clint had used in his physical model, suggesting that 

he select “a scheme that’s maybe closer so that we really understand how the parts relate to 

one another. What’s part of what? So the language of the model becomes really important 

here.” Tracy questioned his use of green and gray shading on the plans and sections, pointing 
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out that he had not provided enough contextual information graphically to interpret what the 

colors signified. No one said a word about the words. 

As part of her distinctive way of working, Kelly consistently labeled her diagrams in 

a customized font that she had found online and downloaded to her laptop. In an early draft 

of her thesis paper, Kelly positioned the labels at the top left of the page and included a 

caption to explain how the visual texts were constructed and what they signified (as shown 

earlier in Figure 55). However, on her presentation boards, she positioned the major labels 

along the left edge of each diagram, rotated ninety degrees counterclockwise. More detailed 

verbal information was included in the diagrams themselves, but the print was much too 

small to read from a distance, even though the orientation of the print was “normal.” During 

her oral presentations, though, Kelly often peered at the tiny print and read it aloud to give 

specific examples of what each diagram signified. At the mid-review, Tracy told Kelly, “It’s 

nice that these have labels. They’re a little difficult to read because they’re handwritten and 

they’re sideways, but at least they’re there.” (See Figure 70) 
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Figure 70: Kelly’s “Ethnic Origins” diagram with sideways title and tiny detailed print 
 

While Kelly’s aesthetic choices to use a script font and unusual placement of her verbal text 

on presentation boards drew a mixed reaction from Tracy, Clint’s rather obvious plotting 

error provoked no comment whatsoever. Tracy consistently called for clearly legible labels 

on student work, not only in the thesis studio but in her third-year studio as well. Even in her 

responses to the thesis paper drafts, Tracy regularly pointed out the need to include source 

lines and captions for the visual images the students had included as figures, but she did not 

comment on the citations they had used—or had not used—to document written material 

taken from print text sources. 

“The Language Isn’t Theirs”: Mētic Adaptation to Discipline-Specific Conventions 

When I interviewed Ryan about his experience as a thesis advisor, he complained that 

much of the text in the thesis papers was there only as a means to “fill up paper.” In fact, 

large sections of the students’ papers would likely be considered patchwriting or, less 
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charitably, plagiarism. Rebecca Moore Howard (1993) has written extensively about 

patchwriting, defining it as “copying from a source text and then deleting some words, 

altering grammatical structures, or plugging in one-for-one synonym-substitutes” (p. 233).66 

Interestingly, although Ryan noted that in most of the thesis papers he had read “the language 

isn’t theirs,” he quickly qualified that statement: 

I’m not saying that in a plagiarism sense. What they think a research paper is 
supposed to sound like and these certain words that you start sentences with, 
even. They’re dull. For trying to describe a creative act of some kind or 
something that is maybe somewhat—in the world of architecture—risky. The 
language often kills that stuff because they have this idea of what a research 
paper is supposed to be. 
 

Although Ryan’s focus was on the style of writing that he believes students associate with 

research papers, much of the actual text that students included in the sections of the design 

thesis papers where they were presenting relevant theories, design strategies, and case studies 

(as opposed to site analysis, program, and user narratives) was clearly appropriated from 

source material. Although the students usually included some form of attribution, the 

borrowed text was rarely cited in a way that conforms to what would typically be considered 

standard academic conventions. That is, Howard’s position notwithstanding, in the dominant 

culture of the university, the architecture thesis students in my study could easily have been 

convicted of plagiarism on the basis of their patchwriting practices. The discrepancy between 

what I noticed in the papers (as a writing instructor operating in a plagiarism-conscious 

program) and what the thesis advisors did and did not comment on suggests that there may be 

                                                 
66 In a later article, Howard (2000) chronicles the development of her argument about 

patchwriting from considering it “a textual strategy that has traditionally been classified as 
plagiarism” to viewing patchwriting as a special form of plagiarism that “should be 
adjudicated differently” to “advocating that patchwriting be removed entirely from the 
juridical category of plagiarism” (p. 475). 
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very different values at work, not only across disciplines but within the discipline of 

architecture. 

The conventions that architects expect to find in theory- and history-based research 

papers are different from those they expect students to use in research-based design thesis 

papers. One concrete example of this difference in disciplinary conventions came to light 

when I followed Lynn during desk crits on the day that she returned the students’ graded fall 

semester papers with her comments. In the first consultation, Lynn told Kelly to take out the 

authors’ names with certain quotations—just to “put it in a note.” (See Figures 71 and 72) 

 

 

Figure 71: Kelly’s early draft with authors’ names crossed out by Lynn 
 

 

Figure 72: Kelly’s early draft with critics’ names crossed out by Lynn 
 

I was puzzled by this, but since I had been observing in studio for only two weeks, I was not 

yet sure how Kelly would react to having me participate in the conversation, so I decided to 

hold my questions about Lynn’s comments until I could speak to her alone. As we moved on 
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to Clint and then to Samantha, Lynn repeated the same comment to them, pointing out places 

in their texts where she had crossed out the signal phrase that identified the source of the 

quotation. By the time Lynn was going over this with Samantha, I had developed a working 

theory about what I was observing: the decision of whether to include the name or to leave it 

out was a matter of rhetorical agency. Lynn was more concerned about what the design work 

itself was doing, not the views of the architect who had created the work and still less those 

of a critic who had interpreted the work. When I asked Lynn to expand on her comments 

concerning integrating quotations, she thought about it for a while, and then explained that 

when the purpose is to cite the built work itself as a case study, the architect’s or critic’s 

name is secondary. She considers using a name to introduce a quotation about a design 

artifact or method to be a convention that belongs only in the context of a history and theory 

class. Therefore, she identified learning to handle quotations differently as part of the “shift 

that students have to make” when writing about design. 

This incident opened up an ongoing dialogue about the values underlying discipline-

specific and genre-specific writing conventions. Lynn explained that the inclusion of the 

authors’ names marks a paper as “book report writing” because it takes the focus off the 

design concept. She was also concerned that the students were relying too heavily on 

architecture historians, anthropologists, and other academic critical sources rather than the 

architecture itself. I pointed out that if the student deletes the names in some cases, such as 

Kelly’s example in Figure 71, it creates a dropped quote and a mysterious “I”—a practice 

that is discouraged almost to the point of being taboo in Stonerock State’s First Year Writing 

Program. Even more telling, the “I” was attributed to two people in Kelly’s draft—or rather, 

to their book. Intrigued, I investigated the source and easily determined that Kelly was 
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working with an edited collection of essays written by anthropologists. Rather than directing 

Kelly to eliminate the names, I would have told her to clarify who was speaking and to fine-

tune her citation to reflect the kind of source she was using. From my work as a writing tutor 

in an architectural history class, I was familiar with the citation styles used and the 

expectations for how to integrate visual material into the written text of an architecture 

research paper, but my experiences teaching and tutoring writing in non-studio contexts had 

not prepared me at all for the distinctive conventions of design thesis papers. Later, when I 

was analyzing the students’ revision strategies, I discovered that Kelly had not included 

names in her first version of the paper but had added them in the final fall semester version—

the one graded by Lynn. When I asked her why, Kelly said, “It's annoying to keep looking at 

the footnotes, and maybe my writing was unclear with making sure readers knew those 

weren't my own thoughts.” Even though she had initially been concerned about avoiding the 

appearance of plagiarism, in subsequent versions of her paper, Kelly removed the names that 

Lynn had crossed out. However, unless Lynn had made a change by line editing, Kelly left 

the attribution signals in her text. She did not consistently apply the principle of establishing 

rhetorical agency for built works through the omission of source names that I theorize guided 

Lynn’s comments. 

Tracy’s approach to providing written feedback on drafts was somewhat different 

than Lynn’s. In addition to asking for sources and descriptions of images the students had 

found in their research, Tracy often asked for clarification of the subject of passively voiced 

text—syntax which may have been a result of avoiding names in signal phrases in order to 

comply with Lynn’s directions. By avoiding one problem, the students may have created 

another because they did not have an alternative strategy at hand. (See Figure 73) 
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Figure 73: Samantha’s draft with Tracy’s comments 
 

In Figure 73, the last sentence reads: “This diagram was referred to as ‘Programmatic Lava.’” 

Although Samantha names architect Rem Koolhaas, whose phrase this is, at the beginning of 

the paragraph, it seems that the passive wording of her closing sentence attracted Tracy’s 

attention. In fact, the phrase refers not the diagram itself but to Koolhaas’s design concept, as 

illustrated by the diagram: it is the name of his project, not the label of his diagram. Tracy 

asks for expansion of the discussion of this case study, but she does not—in her written 

comments at least—address the slightly askew reading of the source that Samantha offers. 

For the most part, passages that leapt off the page for me as examples of improper 

paraphrasing, unclear documentation, probable misreadings, or student-evacuated text 

attracted little or no attention from the thesis advisors, at least not for those issues. After the 

semester was over, in a discourse-based interview with Lynn, I pointed out some passages in 

the students’ drafts that seemed to be written in an entirely different voice than the students’ 
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descriptions of their own site analysis. At first, Lynn explained that “the voice changes” 

when architects are writing about case studies: it becomes a “more journalistic, reporting” 

style, as opposed to “arguing,” which belongs in the program section of the design thesis. As 

we looked more closely at the passages, however, Lynn acknowledged that if the students 

were “cutting and pasting” text from their sources, it was “absolutely a problem.” She 

attributed the fact that she and the other advisors had allowed unmarked direct quotation to 

“fall through the cracks” to the fact that citation issues were dealt with more in the fall 

semester thesis preparation class than during the spring studio design class. Therefore, text 

that was added during “updates” in the spring received less scrutiny for documentation. 

Reviewing the drafts with me, Lynn was equally concerned to find that in several of the 

papers each case study section relied on a single source of information. It is possible, 

however, that this was not actually the case. Like Kelly, Samantha consistently cited only the 

editor of anthologies of collected essays related to a particular theme, such as urban 

agriculture (or in Kelly’s case, sense of place). Had Samantha and Kelly documented each 

essay as a separate source, according to academic conventions, the question of relying on 

only one author’s perspective would not have arisen. A similar situation occurred when Clint 

cited a newspaper reporter as the speaker when the quotation he was using from the article 

was actually attributed to an architect whom the reporter had interviewed. From my 

perspective, misrepresenting the speaker was a missed opportunity to establish credibility by 

highlighting the expertise of the architect. From the advisors’ perspective, however, the 

optimal strategy would have been to foreground the effect of the design by making the built 

work the subject and omitting all intermediate persons’ names. The students’ citation 
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practices, and the fact that the advisors did not focus on citation in their comments, also 

suggest that there may be other issues at stake here. 

For the thesis students, importing text from websites that described case studies and 

copying lengthy passages from print sources without using quotation marks were common 

practices. As a group, they were not as conscientious as Kelly about the details of 

documentation. Based on the written comments on the drafts I analyzed, the advisors did not 

raise objections to the sometimes confusing text that resulted from patchwriting practices—

cutting and pasting, altering a word here and there—or even from disregarding the original 

context of the borrowed material. For example, the following passage from Clint’s draft 

contains a confusing phrase (boldface added) that signaled possible patchwriting for me: 

In defining the urban environment, we’re realizing cities are really about 
people. The more people you bring in, the more vibrant the city will become. 
The pro-density argument institution requires a certain threshold 
population to support urban environments. If not enough people want to shop 
or eat out, there won’t be many good stores or restaurants. If the audience for 
music, theater, or art is small, these activities will not flourish. If the tax base 
is scanty, schools and municipal services will be substandard. Even parks 
need people to use them. Density is also considered good for the environment 
because it is easier and cheaper to provide more sustainable heating, 
electricity, sewage, and other services to people living in concentrated groups’ 
then to those in single-family homes in suburban areas.# As a result, the 
impact of dense population on the surrounding environment is less harmful. 

 
I followed Clint’s citation to a website where I found this text: 

According to the pro-density argument, urban institutions require a certain 
threshold population to support them. If not enough people want to shop or eat 
out, there won't be many good stores or restaurants. If the audience for music, 
theater, or art is small, these activities will not flourish. If the tax base is 
scanty, schools and municipal services will be substandard. Even parks need 
people to use them, and if the parks are deserted, they will not receive the 
upkeep they need to remain attractive. 

Density is also considered good for the environment because it is easier and 
cheaper to provide heating, electricity, sewerage, and other services to people 
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living in concentrated groups than to those in single-family homes in suburban 
areas. As a result, the impact of dense populations on the surrounding 
environment is less harmful. 

What Clint had done was to add two summary sentences (seemingly his own) to the 

beginning of the paragraph. He then made several changes to the text, as seen in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Student Text With Patchwriting Changes Compared to Original Text 

 
Student Text  Original Text  

The pro-density argument institution  
requires . . . 

According to the pro-density argument, 
urban institutions require . . . 

to support urban environments. 
 

to support them. 

to use them. (deletes second half of sentence) 
to use them, and if the parks are deserted, 
they will not receive the upkeep they need to 
remain attractive. 

Deletes paragraph break New paragraph begins: Density is also 
considered… 

to provide more sustainable heating, 
electricity  to provide heating, electricity  

Sewage 
 

sewerage 

in concentrated groups’ 
 

in concentrated groups 

easier and cheaper . . . then 
 

easier and cheaper . . . than 

 

The most egregious error in the changes Clint made to the text are the omissions he made in 

the original first sentence, deleting “According to” and “urban,” thereby the scrambling of 

syntax and meaning of the original. At first, other than the deleted paragraph break, this was 

all that I noticed. Upon further analysis, as shown in Table 3, Clint’s alterations of the text fit 
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Howard’s (1993) definition of patchwriting. By placing his footnote before the last sentence, 

Clint makes it appear that the concluding sentence is his own. Also, he uses no quotation 

marks to indicate that he has taken nearly all of the text verbatim rather than paraphrasing it. 

Clint’s use of the website source’s language seems to have accomplished several 

purposes. First, it was expedient in terms of time. The number and kind of surface level 

errors in his version of the text suggest that he may have transcribed the original or 

“corrected” it after importing it to his paper. Nevertheless, it would have been quick and easy 

to cut and paste or copy this fairly generic description of the principle of density. This 

concept was important to Clint’s project because he needed to establish criteria for designing 

successful public spaces. In addition to the practical consideration of finding ready-made 

text, though, employing patchwriting may have helped Clint (and his peers) to navigate 

through the unfamiliar waters of design thesis writing. Rebecca Moore Howard (1995) has 

argued, “Most writers engage in patchwriting when they are working in unfamiliar discourse, 

when they must work monologically with the words and ideas of a source text” (p. 796). 

Unsure of their footing in a new genre, Clint and his cohort may have resorted to 

patchwriting as a mētic strategy in an attempt to mimic design thesis writing. 

As a thesis advisor, Ryan was aware of the conceptual problem that most of his thesis 

students were having with the thesis paper, and his solution was to provide examples from 

his own school experiences of the kind of writing he wanted: 

They panic. They can’t do it. I gave them examples of grad-level when people 
have to write about their projects at my grad school. They are very specific. 
They are unapologetic. “The aim of this thesis is boom, boom, boom. I am 
going to work through methods of boom, boom, boom. This represents this, 
this is symbolic for that, and I’m going to name this, and that’s it.” 



293 
Lynn also mentioned that she “didn’t really learn to write until graduate school.” It seems 

that the type of writing these fifth-year students are being asked to produce is just different 

enough from what they are accustomed to doing in their other classes—even within the 

discipline—and just far enough out of their reach that many of them had difficulty adjusting 

to the new task, especially given the demands of the visual modes they were already more 

comfortable negotiating. 

As Lynn reflected on what I had found in my analysis, she remarked that if students 

were “assessing” the material they had borrowed from case studies, the quoting would have 

“taken care of itself.” That is, they would have digested the information enough to be able to 

write about it in their own words and to have applied it convincingly to their own projects. 

The purpose of the more traditional print-based research included in the thesis design papers 

is to identify the design methods and conditions that will inform their original design work. 

Therefore, it does not appear to be a priority for the students to explicate the text they borrow 

in order to make a critical argument about that text. Rather, they make arguments about their 

own designs with the descriptions of case studies that they borrow. That is, they are not 

expected to critique the case studies, as they would be in a history or theory research paper. 

What they are expected to do in the design thesis paper is apply some design principle 

operating in the architecture, as described in the case study text—or better yet, as shown in 

the images of the built work—to their own architectural project. Thus, in her comments on 

Samantha’s draft, Tracy accepts Samantha’s highly condensed summary of several cases 

studies, but she calls for Samantha to identify one of them more clearly and to articulate how 

they relate to her own project. (See Figure 74) 
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Figure 74: Tracy’s comments on Samantha’s draft 
 

Tracy’s questions—“Relevance to your site?” and “Approach to tracks?”—point to the need 

to be explicit about the assumptions that Samantha is making with regard to how the case 

studies and her project are similar. This requirement to verbalize connections is specific to 

the writing mode and does not necessarily hold in oral/visual reviews. Case study boards are 

often pinned to the side or below the student’s design work, and they are referred to only if a 

question comes up that can be explained by articulating how the case study illustrates a 

solution to a design problem. Otherwise, it is assumed that the viewing audience will 

understand why these particular cases are relevant. The student usually names the case 

studies in the introduction to the presentation, but a detailed verbal explanation is not 

considered necessary, assuming that the student’s visual work speaks clearly enough. 

Samantha may have been applying familiar review strategies to the writing situation, not 
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recognizing that the design thesis paper constitutes a different rhetorical context that 

demands different strategies of argument. 

There were other features of Samantha’s marked draft, shown in Figure 74, that 

raised questions for me. Considering that architects are attuned to spatial conditions, I was 

surprised that Tracy’s comments do not point out the fact that Samantha’s text directs readers 

to images “as seen below” when the figures actually appear along the left margin. Also, the 

language used in the passage is inconsistent with Samantha’s vocabulary and voice. For 

example, the sentence claiming that urban open space “introduces change and renewal to the 

space, therewith offering a particular persistant [sic] visual stimulation” (emphasis added) 

goes unmarked, despite the typographical error that likely occurred when transcribing the 

passage from the print source named in the footnote. In contrast to the polished, esoteric 

“therewith”s of the source’s language, a sentence from the site analysis section of the paper, 

which relies primarily on Samantha’s own field observations, reads this way: “With the 

area’s extreme amount of vacancy about fifty percent, there is an enormous amount of vacant 

land, yet not a lot of useable, safe open space.” Although Lynn read this as a natural shift in 

voice from case study reporting to program argument, I read it as evidence of patchwriting. 

Responding to Tracy’s comments, Samantha’s revised version of the paper inserted 

three sentences in the case study section shown in Figure 75, all of which applied the case 

study in general terms to her own site. The syntax and diction of the added sentences is 

comparable to Samantha’s style in the program section of the paper. One of the added 

sentences interrupts the text taken from the source and is formatted as a separate paragraph. It 

names Samantha’s specific site and states that it is “a similar space to these three [case study] 

projects because all four sites have linear characteristics, a complex system of infrastructure, 
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and they connect multiple points.” The other two added sentences appear together as a 

paragraph after the source material in the final, revised version, shown in Figure 75 below: 

 

 

Figure 75: Samantha’s final version, including added sentences 
 

In her revised version, Samantha also numbered the figures and changed the verbal directions 

to readers so that they now correspond to the way she actually laid out the page. Whether she 

received direct instruction to do so verbally during desk crits is unknown, but no written 

comments on the drafts themselves indicate that such changes were needed. It may be that 

Tracy considered the issues of documentation and figure placement to be what 

compositionists would call lower-order concerns, focusing her comments on the more 

substantive revisions that Samantha needed to address. 
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As Ryan explains it, the fifth-year students misunderstand the most important purpose 

of the design thesis:  

The students here get very defensive and they give you 90% of what they 
believe to be supporting information [. . . .] And it’s like, “What are you 
doing? What do you think?” There’s like one sentence at the end, and it’s 
unbelievably vague. 
 

If Samantha’s revision is typical, even that sentence or two applying the research to the 

project site is not something that the students routinely supply entirely on their own, without 

coaching from their advisors. Instead, the students are deploying strategies that they have 

learned elsewhere, particularly, I submit, in their first-year composition classes. At Stonerock 

State, the rhetorical move of argument, counterargument, and refutation, all supported by 

academically credible sources, is one of the key skills emphasized in the First Year Writing 

Program’s curriculum. Like the third-year students who had to learn not to respond to 

criticism with a verbal defense, the thesis students needed to adopt a new rhetorical strategy 

in a researched paper: not merely supplying research to argue in defense of a thesis claim, but 

applying the knowledge produced by research in order to design a solution to a thesis 

problem. It is possible that the students believe that they are camouflaging their use of 

borrowed language with blanket citations and occasional word substitutions. The irony is 

that, despite Lynn’s disappointment when she realized after the fact how much of the 

students’ texts was likely lifted from source materials, the advisors were not focusing on the 

cited parts of the students’ texts. Instead, they were looking for the students’ discussion of 

how they intended to use the information they had found. As Lynn put it in her comments on 

one of Kelly’s drafts, shown earlier in Figure 72, “Find your own examples and put it in your 
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own point of view.” The design thesis paper is intended to be driven not by the print-based 

research but by the students’ own multimodal inquiry, which includes writing. 

“Editing Is So Much Harder than Writing”: Revision as a Mētic Practice 

The thesis advisors each used different strategies for responding to student writing in 

order to counteract the students’ mistaken assumptions about the kind of papers they were 

expected to produce. One common trait, however, was that they all provided copious, and 

very directive, comments. Ryan joked, “There was so much red ink on the paper, I had to get 

a new pen. I always tease my students: ‘I had to get a new pen. There were so many things I 

wanted to change about this paper.’” Although they included global comments and questions 

pointing to new lines of argument or the need for additional development, Neela, Tracy, and 

Lynn also made specific changes in wording when they marked drafts, which the students 

dutifully incorporated, sometimes verbatim, into their revised versions. For example, Anna 

folded Neela’s written comments into her abstract each time she revised. From one version to 

another, Neela’s suggestions become Anna’s text, which is then further revised by Neela in 

the next round of feedback. In contrast, Tracy’s feedback on Anna’s revised abstract points to 

one claim—“Frontiers remain marginalized”—and asks a single question: “How?” Anna 

appears to have equated this with Tracy’s customary “by whom?” as she adds the phrase “by 

the rest of the country” to her final version of the abstract. (See Figures 76, 77, 78, and 79) 
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Figure 76: Anna’s first draft with Neela’s changes to wording 
 

 

Figure 77: Anna’s revised draft with Neela’s additional changes 
 

 

Figure 78: Tracy’s comment on Anna’s revised draft 
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Figure 79: Anna’s final version, responding to both Neela’s and Tracy’s comments 
 

Like Kelly, Anna had a personal connection to the site she had chosen: her hometown on the 

border between Mexico and Arizona. Anna’s investment in the project showed in the way 

that she wove personal experience and first-hand knowledge of the culture of this specific 

place throughout her discussion of case studies and site analysis. Anna’s case was 

complicated by her multilingualism and the inconsistency with which her advisors attended 

to surface features of her written text, such as preposition usage and verb tenses. Her 

language patterns persisted across drafts despite corrective and directive line editing, which 

underscores her efforts to voice her own interpretations and applications of the concepts she 

had found in her research while she tried to comply with her advisors’ feedback. 

The students’ revision strategies were sometimes difficult to track, even though they 

were required to post each version on the course management software page, to which Lynn 

had given me access. For example, during the first desk crit, Lynn told Blake, “Update the 

program. In writing these words down, they become very important, how they translate. 

Update the program, and get it to me and Tracy tomorrow, and I’ll read it and comment by 
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Friday.” A week later, at their quarter-review, Lynn announced to everyone, “You have to 

finish writing, and the assumption is that you’re pretty much there, but these projects change 

the way you describe it.” The next week, Lynn went over her notes on Blake’s paper with 

him during another desk crit, emphasizing again, “Writing and program become more unified 

now that you can go back to writing after the design process.” Blake only posted one revised 

version of his first-semester paper to the course management website, however, accompanied 

by the comment “Editing is so much harder than writing.” Despite Lynn’s repeated 

reminders, and Blake’s insistence that he was “comfortable with the writing” and that it was 

getting “much more specific,” he consistently missed deadlines for the written work and 

therefore missed opportunities for feedback on his writing that might also have affected his 

design choices. On the day that the penultimate version was due, Lynn asked Blake to either 

post his new version or print a hard copy and put it in her mailbox because he again had not 

turned it in on time, and she was determined to finish commenting on the papers by the end 

of the week. Blake was evasive: “It’s…still heavily, I guess I would say, under construction. 

So it may not be… [. . .] Really, I think I’m just shifting focuses.” In a follow-up 

conversation with Lynn, she characterized Blake as the student who had had the most 

difficulty with articulating his design in words because he “thinks in images.” 

When I analyzed the final version of Blake’s written design thesis paper, I was 

surprised to see that, despite his resistance to revision throughout the semester, his written 

text had changed more than any of the other students’ texts in his advising group. Unlike 

Clint, who made almost no changes to his written text, or Samantha, who had inserted a few 

sentences and moved a section or two, Blake had replaced several case studies from his mid-

semester draft with entirely new case studies never before mentioned in his drafts or in his 
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reviews. Unlike Kelly and Anna, who added layers to each revision by including additional 

sections, Blake changed his entire focus. His earlier draft was based on “the notion of a 

regulated – but not very regulated – anarchy.” Drawing on one of Peter Eisenman’s projects 

as a case study, Blake argued that, “If forms are abstract, and spaces are left empty, with no 

particular function – free reign is given to the poetic creativity of the individual to generate 

meaning.” Blake also included a Rem Koolhaas project that demonstrated “collective human 

activity as the catalyst for diverse urban anarchy, rather than built space.” In his final version, 

Blake eliminated both the Eisenman and the Koolhaas case studies, although he retained the 

quotation from Koolhaas, now disconnected from its original context. Blake refocused his 

thesis statement on the concept of catalyst and eliminated the term anarchy, which had been 

a key idea in his project development from the beginning. He connected Koohaas’s catalyst 

with social interaction and identity. While at first these changes appeared to be the result of 

the most substantive revision of the design thesis paper that any of Lynn’s and Tracy’s 

students had done, upon further analysis Blake’s changes may have been reactive rather than 

iterative. That is, he did not routinely revise or “update” or “edit” his written work over time 

based on multiple sources of feedback—self-reflection on his own design work and criticism 

he received from his peers and critics. Instead, he changed his case studies completely rather 

than working through the issues that the tension between his research and his design 

revealed. Although Lynn credited Blake with working “very hard at the end,” the timing of 

his efforts and the fact that they were not really connected to an established and sustained 

way of working through design multimodally suggest that Blake’s late-stage revision was not 

process-driven but product-centered. 
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Blake was an enigmatic character who sidled through the semester seemingly on his 

own. He kept himself apart, not working with the other students in his thesis advising group 

and rarely working in his studio space during the day. Kelly said that Blake “was never social 

with the rest of the class.” Personally, I never saw him unless he had a scheduled desk crit 

with Lynn or was presenting at a review. In his oral presentations and during desk crits, 

Blake’s speech was marked by qualifiers and hesitations, as was his project development 

itself. Like Samantha, he was working on an abandoned section of the railway viaduct, but in 

a different part of the city. After the mid-review, Blake consulted with Lynn about whether 

he should propose developing the viaduct in phases (as Samantha had done): 

Blake: So…ah…I guess I was maybe thinking also to kind of suggest that it 
would be built in phases. Maybe phase one would be this anchor and 
node one. [. . .] I guess the logic would be to kind of give the areas 
time to kind of adapt to the intervention. Talking with Tracy, she 
thought that wasn’t really necessary. I don’t know, do you have any… 

Lynn: Well, if it’s gonna be, you just need to do a diagram of how that would 
occur. I’m not sure it matters all that much to your scheme at this 
point. If it helps you think it through, then you should propose it. 

 
Lynn made it clear that it was more important for him to consider “the practical issues of 

finishing [his] thesis.” She asked him specific questions about the case studies in his paper 

draft and the way he had drawn and modeled his site, and when he finally committed himself 

verbally to a specific material or condition, she pounced: “Build it like that.” Again and 

again, Lynn told Blake that he was not representing what he knew in a precise, accurate, 

detailed way in his visual texts: “The way you’re talking about this, you know enough. [. . .] 

Now’s the time to make a commitment to what level of finish you’re gonna have.” Blake’s 

mid-review had “generated a lot of opinions,” but Lynn cautioned him to “be careful about 

taking opinions” and recommended “sitting back and saying, ‘This is what I’m doing.’ But,” 
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she added, “if people are misunderstanding it, it’s sometimes a representation issue.” 

Thinking ahead to the next review only two weeks away, Lynn coached Blake on how to 

respond to her and to Tracy in their role as critics: 

You can’t change your mind actually at this point. You have no time left. So 
whatever you decide, last week, is where you’re going with it. And we should 
be checked, as well. You can just humbly say “Mmm-hmm” and then just do 
what you need to do. Really. It is the mode you have to get in at this point 
because your whole objective is to finish a thesis. And we can be really picky 
about things, but you’re responsible for looking at the overall picture and 
having something that concludes. 
 

What Lynn was suggesting, I argue, is a mētic strategy that would enable Blake to resist his 

critics’ calls for big changes at a point in the semester when time was running out. Blake’s 

problem from the beginning was that he did not stay with one idea long enough or develop it 

in sufficient detail to make it convincing. Lynn was offering him a way out—a poros—to 

help him fix a course and stay on it. 

At the three-quarter review, Blake made reference to his written work in an attempt to 

explain his drawings: “I guess—ah—getting back to my paper, I talked a lot about Peter 

Eisenman and the idea of the fold.” He had a conceptual diagram, which his critics praised, 

showing how he wanted to apply Eisenman’s fold to the pathways of circulation in a building 

on his site. However, the drawings that he presented of the abandoned building he intended 

to reclaim and use for, among other things, a bike rental facility provoked a strong negative 

reaction from Tracy: 

Tracy: Is this an indoor/outdoor thing? Is there a door? Is there a wall? It’s 
hard to read your drawing. 

Blake: I guess the idea is probably at certain parts of it you can kind of…just 
experiential, where maybe there are ramps that you can walk up and 
they’re separated from the functional space… 

Tracy: But you just showed me that the bikes are there, so… 
Blake: I need to develop that. 
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Tracy: But you have your ideas here? You have your idea just not at this 

dimension? 
Blake: No, I’m sorry. My excuse for that is— 
Tracy [stage whisper]: OH NO! 
Blake: I really just started to work on this two weeks ago, and I came to the 

idea. It’s definitely not developed. 
Tracy: Oh, it’s better if you didn’t tell us that. Because I was going to say that 

you’ve got your layout now. And you have your idea— 
Blake [at same time]: I definitely know where I’m going with it— 
Tracy: —what all of these points are. Now I know you’ve been working on 

this for two weeks, so I’m going to say it’s really time to get on to it. 
Because it’s all very diagrammatic. It’s hard to know where it’s 
outside and inside. It’s hard to read in this presentation that there’s 
even a viaduct there. 

 
Blake had labeled one of his drawings “Observation Platform,” but Tracy, who always 

appreciated clear and legible labels, objected: 

I want you—even if it’s only a section or an elevation—to give me more 
information about what it is that I’m seeing. And why would you even label 
anything here ‘Observation Platform’? Because isn’t the viaduct itself a kind 
of continuous observation platform? [. . . .] You’ve also got to really develop 
these things as real architectural places as opposed to something that’s got a 
name on a drawing. 
 

After further discussion of his drawings, which Tracy found lacking in detail, Blake offered, 

“I think definitely a series of renderings would be best.” Lynn responded, “It’s so much more 

than that.” She reviewed the various schemes that Blake had presented up to that point: 

Lynn: [I]t’s a whole lot of pieces developed to a point and then stopped. That 
worries me a lot. You probably have more up here [in his head] than 
you have down here [in his drawings]. But in order to finish this, you 
have to have an understanding about… You can’t do any more 
renderings. You’ve got to present this thing. And I mean that as two 
very different things. The exploration has to be folded into a way of 
contextualizing this and giving it ground. [. . . ] Renderings, maybe. 
Renderings, maybe not. But you’ve gotta locate these things and 
you’ve gotta contextualize them in terms of the things that are 
important and also in terms of where they sit. 

Tracy: And in terms of your thesis. 
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Lynn: Yes, and in terms of your thesis. So I really worry when you say “I 

want more renderings to do that.” I don’t think you can do any more 
piecemeal stuff. You’ve gotta get the whole thing together. 

 
Blake rambled through several approaches he could use to develop his project through 

modeling, digital drawing, and digitally-produced renderings until Lynn interrupted him: 

As a thesis, I think you’ve gotta show us, demonstrate to us, that you’ve really 
measured this thing and you’ve really thought about it. That actually goes 
back to your description of the bike thing. Tracy asked, “Where are the 
bikes?” How many are there? Where is the cash register? These kinds of 
things. You can do this stuff without thinking about it—you should be able to 
at this point. And don’t resist. Just put it down. It’s just information that’s 
really straightforward. In order for this to work as a poetic idea, you’ve gotta 
get it to work first. 
 

In his visual work as well as his written work, Blake avoided “editing.” His tendency was to 

begin something new, to jump ship to a new mode, to try another approach—when what he 

needed to be doing was committing to an idea and seeing it through. That process would 

involve revising the design in response to the questions he asked himself and the questions 

his work provoked, but not constantly restarting from the beginning. Tracy and Lynn saw the 

written thesis paper as a tool to help the students ground their project, to remind them of what 

they had intended, as well as to help them synthesize new information as it became available 

through their visual work. 

“Activate the Writing”: Document Design as a Mētic Practice 

Of the five thesis students in Lynn and Tracy’s advising group, Clint, Samantha, and 

Blake were more conservative in their document design choices, while Anna and Kelly were 

more innovative. In architecture history and theory research papers, including images of built 

works and design drawings is standard practice. One architecture theory professor 

complained that students too often include images in their research papers as “eye candy” 
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rather than analyzing the visual texts as evidence for their arguments. Typically, the students 

find an image of Building X and plop it into their text without comment. As she reviewed the 

students’ drafts, Lynn consistently pointed to the potential of the visual images as a mode of 

communication. She told Blake that she had had a hard time understanding his point about 

one of the case studies but that “the images really helped.” As she went over her comments 

on the graded fall semester version of Samantha’s paper with her early in the spring semester, 

Lynn told Samantha, “You need more images and you need to take us through them. Use 

them to activate the writing.” In the design thesis papers, the visual components of the text 

needed to play a more active role than the students customarily gave them. Architecture 

research papers are usually formatted to include images either as embedded figures in (or 

near) the paragraph where the architecture (or architect) is discussed. Alternatively, 

depending on the software being used, the images might be arranged in a column along one 

edge of the page. It is also common to see architecture research papers formatted in 

landscape, rather than portrait, orientation. Samantha and Clint both used portrait orientation 

and fit their figures into the paragraphs of their text, which often meant that the images were 

very small. Clint’s text was the most print-based, subordinating visuals to print by squeezing 

them in and wrapping the text around them. (See Figure 80) 
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Figure 80: Clint’s placement of figures in his final paper 
 

Like Clint, Blake also embedded his figures, but he used landscape orientation, generally a 

more favorable orientation for visual texts. Samantha and Blake both used columns, another 

common feature in architecture research paper format, which made it easier for them to make 

room for the visuals. In general, architects prefer sans serif fonts. All of the students except 

Kelly followed this practice. Kelly used her distinctive font for titles and headings but used 

the surprisingly conservative Times New Roman for the body of her text. She made up for 

this with other kinds of innovation, as my analysis of her document design choices will show. 

Samantha, Blake, and Clint all followed a familiar pattern of inserting images of case 

study buildings or site conditions and saying very little about the features evident in those 

images. In all three cases, the format of their design thesis papers was not substantially 

different from the format of an architecture research paper, with the possible exception of 
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Samantha’s and Blake’s use of colored text. Blake used color to call out key words and 

phrases in his text. As shown in Figure 81, he highlights key conceptual terms in red: 

 

 

Figure 81: Blake’s use of color to emphasize key terms (draft) 
 

In his notes and bibliography, he follows a color-coding system used to explain the 

parts of a citation in the Stonerock State Writing Center’s resource material: author in red, 

title in green, city in purple, publisher in orange, date in blue, page numbers in pink. (See 

Figure 82) 

 

 

Figure 82: Blake’s color-coded footnotes (final paper) 
 

Whether he did this tongue-in-cheek, for aesthetic reasons, or because he thought the color 

coding was actually part of the required citation format is unknown. Whereas Blake used 

color as an emphasis technique in the body of his paper, Samantha used color as an 

organizational tool. Sections of her paper were signaled not only by page breaks but by 

different colored headings. Samantha also used color to set off lengthy quotations that were 
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sometimes presented as epigraphs below the section heading and sometimes positioned apart 

from the body of her paper, as if they were figures. Most notably she used color to reinforce 

the relationship between her written text and her diagrams. 

The clearest example of Samantha’s document design strategy occurs on the page 

where she introduces her interventions. Both her diagram and her text explain the five scales 

of inquiry that she used to develop her project: waterfront, circulation, abandoned 

infrastructure, individual land plots, and boundaries. In her final paper, the diagram appears 

in a two-colored version, from its green final review presentation version, seen earlier in 

Figure 61, and a blue version used at quarter-review. The text describing the various 

proposals in her phased development at each scale is coordinated to match the new two-

colored scheme of the diagram. (See Figure 83) 

 

 

Figure 83: Samantha’s case study diagram and descriptive text 
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Samantha uses green for the section heading and the five scale terms, now paragraph 

subheadings, and blue for the body text. Each case study column in the diagram includes a 

very small image of the built work that represents the guiding idea for her intervention. 

Essentially, Samantha shrunk her plot-sized diagram to fit the width of the page and the 

amount of vertical space left over after the text was distributed across two columns. 

What set Kelly and Anna apart from the others in terms of their design thesis papers 

was the extent to which they both allowed visual components to drive their texts. More than 

the others, Anna and Kelly made substantive changes to layout and other visual elements 

each time they revised their papers. They also allotted more space to the images they used. In 

the final versions of their papers, each used the strategy of placing visual texts and print text 

on facing pages throughout the document. Kelly’s document design changed the most from 

one version to the next as she explored ways to bring the theme of her project into the design 

of her paper. In her fall semester versions, she uses the same techniques as her peers: 

embedding visuals into paragraphs and highlighting text with color. (See Figure 84) 
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Figure 84: Early version of Kelly’s paper using conservative document design techniques 
 

By the spring semester, she had made significant changes that gave her document, like her 

diagrams, a signature style. One key decision was to separate the text from the visuals and to 

allow the visuals to determine page breaks. Facing the visual images, Kelly’s print text 

ranged from eighty-five words to five hundred words, averaging around one hundred fifty 

words per page. Given her landscape orientation and margins, five hundred words could fit 

easily in the space of a page. Nevertheless, since the visual images governed pagination, any 

remaining space on the facing page of text was left blank. (See Figures 85 and 86) 
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Figure 85: Kelly’s language diagram (left page) 
 

 

Figure 86: Text accompanying Kelly’s language diagram (right page), showing blank space 
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Kelly used a similar strategy in the more text-based case study portion of her paper. Here, 

section breaks were determined thematically by the phrases in her definition of critical 

regionalism, which she used as subheadings. The body text ranged from approximately one 

hundred to seven hundred words per section. If the section needed more than one page of text 

to complete, Kelly added a second visual image in order to keep the pattern of alternating 

visual and verbal pages consistent. Kelly’s document design choices resulted in a 126-page 

hardbound design thesis paper, which she referred to as her “book.” 

In comparison to the standards of research paper format in most print-based 

disciplines, architecture history and theory research papers are more amenable to including 

visual texts and using color as a mode of communication. Yet even these seemingly flexible 

standards formed restrictive boundaries for the design thesis papers. By freeing herself from 

the conventions of architecture research papers, Kelly was able to approach the design thesis 

paper as a new media text that could capitalize on a different kind of visual-verbal 

relationship. Kelly’s document created its own formatting rules tied to the theme of her 

project. Through invention, Kelly demonstrated mētis, as Detienne and Vernant (1978) 

describe it: “Its suppleness and malleability give it the victory in domains where there are no 

ready-made rules for success, no established methods, but where each new trial demands the 

invention of new ploys . . .” (p. 21). Mētic strategies involve a certain amount of trial and 

error, a capacity for reflection and revision. In an early spring semester draft, Kelly had used 

tire tracks as a page border and formatted her page numbers as keystone-shaped signs, the 

iconic symbol of the Pennsylvania Turnpike. In her final version, she dropped the tire tracks 

and reverted to standard page number formatting, but she used highway signs for her title 

page and section headings. (See Figures 87, 88, 89, and 90) 
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Figure 87: Kelly’s page number formatting in an early spring semester draft (enlarged) 
 

 

Figure 88: Kelly’s program section heading, using a caution sign 
 

 

Figure 89: Kelly’s title page, presented as a road sign 
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Figure 90: Kelly’s reference section, marked by an exit sign 
 

Her innovative table of contents is formatted as a turnpike toll ticket. (See Figure 91) 

 

 

Figure 91: Kelly’s table of contents, with titles as interchanges and page numbers as fares  
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With all of these creative touches, Kelly’s choice to use the most academically conservative 

font, Times New Roman, for the body text and her near-perfect Chicago-style bibliography 

and endnote pages ground her paper in a reassuringly familiar academic form. 

Kelly’s document design choices function as a means of persuasion in her text. Like 

Samantha’s presentation boards at mid-review, Kelly’s visual elements get the audience 

“romantically involved with the project.” They surprise and delight the reader. Marvelously 

crafted, Kelly’s visual texts set the pace of the document, invite inspection, and promise 

more when the page is turned. Kelly even invents her own style of blanket citation. For 

example, at the end of her language section, shown in Figure 84, she states, “Miller and 

Pencak and the internet provided this information, along with time spent living in 

Pittsburgh.” Yet her advisors decided to “let it go” because she had a convincing 

bibliography. When I debriefed with Lynn about Kelly’s final version, I mentioned that the 

visuals drive Kelly’s text, which Lynn affirmed was “as it should be.” Even so, there are 

advantages to considering an example of imperfect or partial success, especially when the 

object of analysis is mētis. By its very nature, mētis operates in unstable conditions. When it 

is most successful, it becomes almost invisible. Where there is little risk, there is little need 

for mētis. Thus, it is Anna who can perhaps best illustrate the effects of mētis and the 

consequences of the lack of mētis, for she takes more risks in document design than most of 

her peers but is neither as daring nor as successful as Kelly. 

Like her peers, Anna used basically conservative document design strategies in the 

early drafts of her paper. In one version, Anna embeds a diagram of the typical development 

of border towns into a paragraph, giving the image little space. (See Figure 92) 

 



318 

 

Figure 92: Anna’s draft, showing conservative figure placement 
 

Anna does, however, use color more creatively than most students writing standard 

architecture history papers would. Her endnote numbers, which she carefully places after 

every sentence containing borrowed material (five times in the paragraph shown in Figure 

92), are rendered in such a pale gray that they are nearly invisible, while her page numbers 

stand out in lime green. This shade of green marks the Mexico-United States border in 

Anna’s diagrams of the site, and she uses it in her paper to mark the bottom border of the text 

and the top border of the figure. She uses the pale gray for her section titles and subheadings, 

as well as note numbers. The section titles run along the right margin of each page in the 

section, oriented ninety-degrees counterclockwise. Subheadings appear at the bottom of the 

page. In her final version of the paper, the subheadings move to a more reader-friendly 

position at the top of the page. More significantly, the diagram commands its own page, as 

do most of her images. (See Figure 93) 
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Figure 93: Anna’s final version with full-page diagram and print shadows 
 

Unfortunately, material choices mar Anna’s final version; she printed on both sides of the 

page using low-quality paper. The ink bled through from her color-saturated visual images to 

the extent that the print text on the other side is sometimes obscured. Conversely, print text 

from the other side of the paper appears as a shadow on the pages dedicated to visual images. 

This issue of bleeding ink is, of course, not apparent in a digital version of the text 

read on the screen; however, my images of the students’ final thesis documents are scanned 

from the bound copies. These scanned versions accurately represent the experience of 

reading the physical document, whereas the draft version shown in Figure 92 represents what 

a reader experiences when viewing Anna’s work on a computer screen—and her experience 

composing the text. Kelly experienced just this kind of problem with the hatching on her 

plots the day before three-quarter review. She made a mid-course correction by changing the 

color and line weight and re-plotting her visual text. I suspect that Anna did not print a 
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double-sided draft in color to proofread and edit her paper, and by the time she became aware 

of a problem, she had neither time nor material resources to correct it. Kelly’s final paper 

suffered from a more mild case of bleed-through than Anna’s, perhaps because of her color 

and layout choices or a slightly better grade of paper. Kelly and Clint used standard printer 

paper, although Clint printed only on one side. Samantha and Blake printed their final papers 

on cardstock: Samantha on white, Blake on cream. The cardstock texture caused some fuzzy 

edges, but the ink did not bleed through the page. Still, Blake printed single-sided pages and 

put two pages into a single plastic sleeve to create a double-sided effect, submitting his paper 

in a multi-ringed binder.67 Clint, Samantha, and Blake played it safe. They had not taken 

many risks in their document design, so their material choices were less important in terms of 

mediating a potential conflict between image and text in print. They each submitted final 

products that appeared to be more professionally done than Anna’s, even though hers was 

actually more effectively designed for its rhetorical purpose. In this way, Anna’s failure to 

account for the material conditions of how the final document would be presented exposes 

the material aspect of mētis and its dependence on modality. While Kelly’s final document is 

also flawed by faint print shadows, her choice to have her paper hard bound as a book, as 

well as the sheer mass of the document, counteract the paper and ink issues that make Anna’s 

paper seem flimsy by comparison. 

As a rhetor operating in a digital mode, Anna’s choices are successful. She privileges 

the visual in her document to a greater extent than most architecture research papers would 

tolerate. She weaves her site and her perspective through her text. In addition, she makes use 

                                                 
67 Samantha’s paper was spiral bound; Clint’s and Anna’s were bound with glue. All 

three had cardstock paper covers. 



321 
of available formats that are not typical of history- or theory-based papers, such as her 

narrative table shown in Figure 94 below. In this table, Anna quotes passages from a 

published memoir about her border town site in the left column, labeled “The American 

Side.” The right column is her personal narrative, labeled “The Mexican Side,” in which she 

sometimes corroborates the published version of life in the border town, sometimes extends 

or clarifies that version, and sometimes opposes it by offering her own viewpoint. 

 

 

Figure 94: Excerpt of Anna’s narrative table 
 

In its final print version, the table is made more difficult to read because Anna did not allow 

for a larger margin on the left side of the page to accommodate the binding. In their material 

form as a bound document, Anna’s rhetorical choices reveal a lack of mētis in that she did 

not anticipate, or react in time to avoid, a potential trap set by the qualities of paper and ink. 

If, as Detienne and Vernant (1978) suggest, the first task of mētis is “conceiving and also 

constructing the tools which can serve and implement its plans” (p. 238), then we can see 
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Anna’s developing mētis as she navigates through an array of multimodal conditions, not 

only in her writing, but also in the synchronous, interactive rhetorical context of reviews. 

“Wear Fabulous Shoes”: Putting Mētis to the Test through Multimodal Performance 

As Detienne and Vernant (1978) define it, mētis is “is not one, not unified, but 

multiple and diverse” (p. 18). In addition, as Kopelson (2003) argues, it “develops and 

matures through experience . . .” (p.143 n3). Thus, the experienced thesis students would 

likely exhibit mētis in a more developed and recognizable ways than their less experienced 

peers. Yet the types of mētis they demonstrate would not necessarily be uniform, nor would 

they all possess the same degree of mētis. Tracy and Lynn’s thesis students, I argue, show us 

five faces of mētis that together give us a fuller picture of the forms that mētis can take in this 

setting, what it entails, and how it operates. At the same time, using mētis as a lens through 

which to view the students’ rhetorical performances in the multimodal arena of the thesis 

reviews allows us to see their resourcefulness and creativity, even in the midst of 

presentations that seem to be floundering. The element of competition is undeniable, 

especially in the final thesis review when students are about to enter the field as young 

professionals. To the extent that they are successful, thinking about the students’ multimodal 

performances with a weather eye toward mētis helps us to account for that success. As mētic 

rhetors, they are like Odysseus, who “owes his victory to a combination of circumstances 

which . . . are an expression . . . of the unpredictable nature of any competitive situation and 

of the advantages that mētis cannot fail to derive from such unpredictability” (Detienne & 

Vernant, p. 228). To put it another way, mētic rhetors have an advantage because they not 

only anticipate and avoid entrapment but also because they can disentangle themselves from 
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the unpredictable by assessing situations quickly and deploying available resources. Though 

they may not always emerge victorious, mētic rhetors recognize how they have been tested 

and emerge wiser and perhaps wilier. 

From her mid-review to her final review, Anna’s mētis increased. Her project goal 

was to restore a plaza to her hometown, which lost its traditional plaza when the border 

between the United States and Mexico was redrawn. The town has a sports complex that has 

grown haphazardly over the years. Anna had identified that complex as the most promising 

site for a new kind of plaza, centered on the activities that were most important to the 

community’s identity. Although Anna had done extensive research and analysis to develop 

her project, her mid-review presentation did not go well because she did not use all the visual 

materials that she had available to her to explain her concept of the plaza to her critics. 

Anna’s multilingualism may have also affected her review performance; her English speech 

patterns became less fluent as her nervousness increased. For example, her use of future tense 

when talking about the users’ current activities blurred the line between what was existing 

and what was proposed, a perennial problem at reviews. Having learned the hard way from 

her mid-review experience, Anna had the mētic foresight to walk her final review critics 

through the conceptual basis for her project more slowly, using the photographs she had 

neglected to bring at mid-review. She began by defining the characteristics of border towns 

and the unique features of her particular site: 

For many years, Mexican border towns bragged about—among each other—
who had the best plaza. They were so left out from the rest of the country, that 
that was the only thing they could feel proud of it. But Nogales lost its plaza  
[. . .] because of the extension of the border, so after that, that proud 
disappeared. 
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Anna made extensive use of diagrams and photographs to explain the history of the town and 

the influence of American sports on its culture. (See Figure 95) 

 

 

Figure 95: Anna presents her photographic boards at final review 
 

Anna took great care in framing her project as a particular kind of plaza, taken from her case 

study research, arguing that it would be well-suited as a model for redesigning the existing 

flawed sports complex: 

I started saying that as many years ago plazas were the proud of the border 
towns, so I combined the arrangement of the plaza, or zócolo—which is a 
series of plazas arranged together in rooms—with the sports complex and 
tried to linking those together. 
 

Although Anna’s new models with their clay mountains went a long way toward helping her 

critics understand what they called the “dramatic” topography of her site, her models and her 

drawings were underdeveloped in terms of detail. (See Figures 96 and 97) 
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Figure 96: Anna’s site model at final review 
 

 

Figure 97: Anna’s site plan (top) and elevation (bottom) pinned at final review 
 

Although Jed commented that her elevation was “powerful” in the way it depicted the 

landscape, once again he brought up the issue of the term plaza as a point of contention: 

I struggled with this when we…the first time I saw this. You used the word 
plaza a lot but I never saw what I talked about—what I thought a plaza was.  
And I wonder if maybe we just get rid of the word, that’s one possibility, 
right? That this is really a program, recreational space… 
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Several of the critics protested that Anna’s zócolo concept had potential, but they fired 

question after question at her, based on what her drawings did not tell them: Where are the 

trees? Where do you go to get an ice cream? Where do you sit? How hot does it get? Anna 

grew increasingly flustered until she finally sighed audibly and resorted to the classic escape 

route for an architecture student under fire: “I guess…I mean…I think that’s my next step to 

add, like where... I arranged the space, and I think the next layer of information will be ‘How 

do I make this to become inhabited?’” Lynn would not let her give up so easily: “Hold on. I 

think you know this. I think you know the answer to this. I think you’re being a little too 

humble.” The critics laughed, but Lynn persisted in reminding Anna of the experiential 

knowledge she had of the site, as well as her research and analysis. 

Anna seemed to regroup, referred to specific drawings, and spoke with more 

confidence. One of her critics, Gene, pressed her to consider how she could have used 

landscape features such as trees as “a way of connecting or providing shade and punctuating, 

other than concrete columns, [. . .] to define edges.” (See Figure 98) 

 

 

Figure 98: Detail of Anna’s site model showing columns in the center 
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In that moment, as I interpret it through the lens of mētis, Anna recognized the nature of the 

trap in which she was entangled and found her poros: 

Well, for example, I know the columns—it probably doesn’t mean anything to 
any of you, but for any Mexican, the columns arranged in this…This is 
bringing out an element of the culture. It goes back to the Temple of a 
Thousand Columns. So when we see them arranged, this brings Mayas to us. 
 

Albeit belatedly, Anna came to a crucial realization that her audience was not following a 

culturally-specific visual argument embedded in her project. She was able to make a 

midcourse correction, but she was limited by the real-time circumstances of the review and 

the quality of her existing graphics. It was too late to add another layer of information to her 

plan or model or to produce another perspective drawing. The only mode available to her to 

revise on the spot was verbal, which carries less weight in the architecture community. 

Therefore, her mētic midcourse correction was only partially successful, but it was enough to 

avert disaster. She explained, in words, the significance of placing columns in the zócolo 

“room” she had designated as the Memorial Plaza. 

In Bakhtinian terms, Anna’s rhetorical task was to construct an “active understanding, 

one that assimilates the word68 under consideration into the new conceptual system” 

(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 282). She could not enter into a productive dialogic relationship with her 

critics until she recognized the different “conceptual horizon[s]” (Bakhtin, p. 282) that were 

operating in the review. In order to make her mid-course correction, Anna first had to assess 

her own cultural assumptions and then had to determine how to frame her concept in a way 

that her critics would be able to understand it. In the space of a beat or two missed in the 

                                                 
68 I do not mean to suggest that the “word under consideration” is merely the specific 

term zócolo. Bakhtin’s use of word is more abstract: a multidimensional “living utterance” 
which embodies history and culture (1981, p. 276). 
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spoken rhythm of her presentation, she accomplished a complex rhetorical process of 

readjusting her “orientation toward the listener”: 

The speaker strives to get a reading on his own word, and on his own 
conceptual system that determines this word, within the alien conceptual 
system of the understanding receiver . . . . The speaker breaks through the 
alien conceptual horizon of the listener, constructs his own utterance on alien 
territory . . . (Bakhtin, p. 282) 
 

Anna was able to close the gap between herself and her critics when she understood the 

cultural interference that was making her visual text illegible to the critics. Once she had 

done this, Gordon acknowledged that Anna’s design decisions were more grounded than they 

had initially realized: “We didn’t hear that this is a culturally identifiable, very clear signal to 

people. That would be important to tell us, especially if we don’t know.” Lynn and Tracy 

supplied some key information that Anna had not included in her presentation. Jed and Gene 

seemed more willing to accept the zócolo as a plaza concept based on a series of connecting 

rooms, although Gene referred to them as “closets” and Jed called them “unfurnished.” Jed 

insisted that Anna should have put more information into her drawings and models: 

[W]e never do plans that we present to clients without putting furnishing that 
we think they might use in it. [. . . .] It gives a sense of scale, it makes it seem 
inhabited, and it teaches you things about the space that you might not know 
until you start putting things in and then you have to think about how do I get 
to it, how do I use it, how big is it, does it face the window, does it face the 
street, does it face the mountain? That level is something you could certainly 
do on a drawing—you could do it on yellow trace, honestly. You could do two 
or three of them very quickly. It could be hand drawn. 
 

Jed’s comments touch on issues of studio ethos and professionalism. He took a back-to-the-

basics approach, explaining that drawing is a language used for multiple audiences—the 

client, the designer, the critic—and for multiple purposes. He targeted the twin issues of time 
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and modality, suggesting that there was really no excuse for Anna not to have delivered 

more, even if she had had to use an inferior medium. 

In their closing remarks, the critics focused on the fact that the level of detail in 

Anna’s visual texts was insufficient. Gene returned to her photographs and commented on 

how vivid they were in comparison to her drawings. The critics agreed: 

Gordon: What Gene just said, you showed us all the life in there. And you’re 
telling a story. You’re defining what you see as success. That would be 
a successful place; that’s why it’s so vibrant. You showed us the ice 
cream… 

Anna: And I didn’t give you ice cream. Ok. I understand. 
Jed:  Story. That’s a great word. You promised us a story, and so our 

expectations were different than if you promised us a diagram or a flat 
outline. And you approached the project this way, too. There are some 
bold gestures in here, but this isn’t some overarching big idea. This is 
a very sensitive and passionate approach to this, and that would be the 
next step. You got us hooked, and we’re. . . [laughter] 

 
Unfortunately for Anna, time had run out. She would not be able to revise her visual texts to 

the level that her critics were suggesting. Jed’s comments notwithstanding, a sketch on 

yellow trace would not be acceptable as part of the final portfolio, or even as a scanned 

image in her design thesis paper. Lynn acknowledged these constraints in her remarks: 

Lynn: So when you put your pages together, those things that Jed called out 
are probably important to— 

Anna: — to add in there. 
Lynn: Just in words. I don’t think it has to be more than words at this point. 
 

Whether Anna made her final revisions to the written text of her design thesis paper before or 

after the final review is unknown, but the document she submitted contains a new page of 

text, focused on the zócolo concept and her vision for how the “rooms” of her sports 

complex-plaza would be inhabited. Although her drawings were not revised, she 
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photographed her model from several different angles to highlight the memorial columns. 

She devoted a page of her design thesis paper to images of the columns. (See Figure 99) 

 

 

Figure 99: Page of Anna’s final paper devoted to photographs of the memorial columns 
 

With no time to make changes to the models themselves, and knowing that they would be 

represented as two-dimensional photographic images in her portfolio and her paper, Anna 

found a way to present them in the best light by taking advantage of the modal affordances of 

photography to camouflage the flaws of the original model. 

All things considered, Anna made smart choices, and she certainly demonstrated her 

ability to gain mētis through experience, but her skill in drawing was not, as Lynn observed, 

“as developed as it should be” by the fifth year. Both she and Samantha had missed the 

kairotic opportunity that their visual work should have afforded them: Anna in the 
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development stage when she failed to translate culturally specific knowledge graphically for 

her audience; Samantha in the presentation stage when she did not have the mētic skill to see 

the way out of her neglected neighborhood problem that her well-crafted diagram of future 

development was offering her. Interestingly, at her final review, Samantha experienced same 

cultural interference that Anna did, only in the other direction. In his concluding comments, 

Jed introduced a new wrinkle into the factors that affected how Samantha’s design argument 

would be received by her critics: 

Your decisions are justifiable. We might disagree with you, but that’s because 
you never grew up in this city. There are certain things that just aren’t going to 
work no matter how much sense they make. I’m distinguishing between 
making a good architectural decision and making a realistic one. 
 

Jed’s comment suggests that as an outsider to the city’s culture, Samantha had failed to 

appreciate the cultural values that mediated against her otherwise sensible solution. 

Samantha’s and Anna’s experiences at the final review demonstrate how important 

underlying cultural values and assumptions are to what I have called designing rhetorically 

and to the rhetorical practice of presenting design arguments to specific audiences. 

If Samantha’s final review was rockier than expected and Anna’s was nearly blown 

off course by a critical storm, in the last weeks of the semester, it appeared that Blake was 

heading straight for a shipwreck. His previous reviews had left his advisors worried and his 

critics confused. He had not settled down to a consistent way of working. The digital 

drawings that he presented early in the semester were garishly colored and not arranged in a 

way that communicated his priorities. Lynn asked, “Which are the most important images up 

here? Because there’s a lot of stuff going on and it would be helpful to sort out where your 

head is.” At three-quarter review, he presented a series of hand-drawn visual texts in a pale 
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pastel color scheme that Tracy had called “very diagrammatic” and that had left both Tracy 

and Lynn wondering, “How does the whole thing work together?” Throughout the semester, 

Lynn had called his work “sloppy.” She had urged him to be more precise, more rigorous, 

more grounded, and more consistent in his representation of key elements of his design. 

Tracy had told him over and over again to clarify and focus his project and to include 

essential contextual information in his graphic work. From my perspective, Blake’s prospects 

looked bleak. Yet he arrived at the final review with a series of drawings that were entirely 

different in character from what he had previously presented. (See Figures 100, 101, and 

102) 

 

 

Figure 100: Excerpt of Blake’s quarter-review board 
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Figure 101: Blake points to his “Observation Platform” in his three-quarter review 
 

 

Figure 102: Excerpt of Blake’s final review board 
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Although his final presentation boards were difficult for me to read because they were 

crowded and arranged in a way that was not immediately accessible to me, I could appreciate 

that, compared to his earlier work, they were beautifully crafted. Much later when I was 

editing photographs, I had a eureka moment when I finally understood his visual presentation 

strategy. It was, in fact, very similar to Samantha’s. Blake had arranged the boards in four 

unevenly spaced layers: elevations at the top, perspectives below them, diagrams and 

sections in the third layer, and plans on the bottom. The vertical arrangement roughly 

followed the linear geometry of the site, so that if read top to bottom, the visual texts offered 

information about the same location along the viaduct. 

As they discussed his plans for an amphitheater on the viaduct, one of the critics, 

Gordon, asked Blake to supply basic information about his design that was not apparent in 

his drawings, but Blake was unable to verbalize his intentions: 

Gordon: Is it covered with that similar roof, or not? 
Blake: Um…it was, it was… 
Gordon: The intent to? 
[Blake hesitates.] 
Lynn: Well, it’s covered there. It’s covered in section. 
Jed: Are we looking at it in section or plan? 
// 
Gordon: Well, you’re the only one who gets to define those kinds of things, 

and that’s important. So tell us which one you want to do. 
 

When Blake explained that he had not been able to develop all of his ideas because of “time 

constraints,” Jed simply laughed. As she had done all semester, Tracy tried once more to hold 

Blake accountable for the design goals he had set for himself in writing and in his oral 

presentations: 

You brought up the fact that you were trying to create a vocabulary of 
elements in this project. I don’t think that you’ve quite achieved that yet. Yes, 
you made this lattice here and a lattice if we put it on there [pointing to the 
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amphitheater], it’s there. I think that’s something that you need to study a bit 
more. I think just kind of painting all these pieces the same color doesn’t quite 
do it. You’re really talking about establishing some kind of element that 
repeats or some kind of form that repeats or some kind of material that repeats 
or some kind of part that repeats. It’s not there yet. [. . .] It might have been 
better if you hadn’t mentioned that. 
 

Lynn had a similar concern about the disconnect between Blake’s articulated goals and his 

design choices. When Blake talked about “creating identity” for the community through his 

intervention, Lynn questioned whether identity was something that was imposed on the 

community by the designer or whether the community would participate in constructing 

multiple identities, drawing people from other parts of the city into the community. She 

asked, “[D]oes it get designed and put here, or is it something that’s a catalyst for things to 

happen?”69 

In the absence of specific detail and clear intentions, the critics began to discuss 

among themselves the possibilities for a project Blake had not designed. The flaws in his 

work generated a lively discussion, but the focus of that discussion was the professional 

critics’ vision, not Blake’s. Nevertheless, Blake found his poros and ended the semester 

successfully, from the critics’ and advisors’ point of view. When Blake presented the 

theoretical basis of his intervention, Jed told him, “I’m gonna argue with you.” In the middle 

of his protest, Jed interrupted himself with an aside: “By the way, beautiful model.” In his 

closing comments, Jed explicitly prioritized the quality of Blake’s visual texts over his design 

argument and his verbal skills: 

My feeling though is if your original premise is wrong, it doesn’t invalidate 
your work. It means we disagree about whether you should have gone in that 

                                                 
69 I was unable to determine whether Blake revised his paper, changing his concept 

from anarchy to catalyst, before or after Lynn’s comment in the final review. 
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way in the first place. But you’ve done some great work. What you haven’t 
done is talk about your architecture. 
 

In the end, Blake’s mētic strategies were, for the most part, effective. Tracy was a bit 

skeptical: She wondered what had happened to some of the key ideas they had discussed 

earlier in the semester, and she questioned the extent to which Blake had really resolved his 

design problems. Lynn was plainly relieved: “It’s really nice to see it all together.” In spite of 

his misgivings, Jed was impressed: “This is a professional level of presentation.” 70 

In contrast to the critic’s discussion of an alternative to Blake’s project, the critics’ 

conversation during Clint’s final review was an extension of the work he had done. Like 

Blake, Clint received praise for the professional quality of his visual work. Unlike Blake, 

however, Clint’s work had been consistently well-crafted (despite his upside-down labels 

earlier in the semester). Clint’s project had undergone major changes throughout the semester 

as from one review to the next he considered and rejected a series of interventions: moving 

the roads or not, building a hotel or a fitness center, focusing on the pathways, or the 

riverfront, or the parkway. Through it all, though, Clint’s process was evident and his 

controlling idea was consistent: his project was all about creating successful public space. 

The things that changed from one iteration of his project to the next were related to what 

methods would be most effective to achieve that unwavering goal. Clint’s written thesis was 

the anchor of his project. He and his advisors came back to it again and again during desk 

crits and reviews as a way of re-establishing focus. 

                                                 
70 Blake was hired shortly after graduation by the firm where his parents had both 

worked when he was a child. How he would fare in the professional environment is an open 
question, beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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In the quarter review, Lynn told Clint that what he had produced, even that early in 

the semester, was “gonna turn into two projects.” He was already aware of that, and he 

explicitly used the review process to test the limits of his options and determine his direction. 

When Blake, who was the only student to ask questions of his peers during reviews, 

challenged Clint to consider whether he should define one user rather than “programming for 

multiple users,” Clint referred to his written thesis to clarify his intentions: “One of the things 

I talk about in my paper is the interaction between both residents and tourists and how to 

accommodate both. So that’s one thing I’m focusing on.” At mid-review, Tracy reminded 

Clint of the origins of his project: 

Well, this started out as a study of the parkway, and then it jumped over here 
to the edge of the river. And it also started out as an exploration of public 
space, which I think was a really strong discussion in your paper. 
 

She argued in favor of the fitness center and against the hotel on practical grounds, and she 

issued Clint an ultimatum: if he really wanted a hotel, he needed to find another site. The 

conversations at Clint’s reviews centered around his design choices, not on presentation 

issues—which is as it should be. Tracy trusted him to make those choices because he had 

demonstrated his ability to think through making: 

One choice or the other—one’s not better than the other. I just think at this 
moment that you need to clarify what your direction is and limit the 
possibilities so that you’re not overwhelmed. Because your presentation is 
quite nice. You have a kind of consistency of your graphics throughout. You 
have a nice model along the way here. So you’re quite competent in your 
presentation, and you’ve generated enough background information and 
enough design information so that we can have this conversation. So I think in 
that sense you’re where you should be at this point in the semester, but you 
really need to focus this. And you’ve got good choices. 
 

Within minutes, Clint had already made his decision: 
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It was always my intention to merge the land and structure together. And I 
think that I got away from that, and I kinda want to get back into that. That’s 
how it fits… Continuing the circulation of the pedestrian bridge. 
 

Following his lead, Tracy and Lynn focused their comments on issues related to the 

pathways and to Clint’s public space argument for the remainder of the review, bringing to 

light some of the unresolved issues he would need to address in the next iteration. 

Clint’s final review was punctuated by silences as his critic listened to his visual work 

speak. There were some questions about how to interpret what they were seeing, but Clint 

was able to field them by cross-referencing his model to his drawings. The critics who had 

seen his work at mid-review were impressed by how much he had developed it since then. 

Gordon remarked, “You’ve given us plenty of information to talk about and you really have 

gone leaps and bounds in decision-making and developing.” Gene, who had never seen 

Clint’s project before, set the direction of the review with his opening comment: 

In preface, I think I understood what you were generally saying and as you 
walked through I really appreciate seeing the steps. And your drawings are 
beautiful. I want to ask you a few things about your actions. In the 
construction, what kind of linkage, connections do you make? 
 

Thus, the character of the conversation at Clint’s final review was oriented toward the future: 

how he would realize this design scheme in material conditions if it were actually to be built. 

Clint’s presentation was not perfect: Jed suggested that clay would have been a better choice 

for his model material to express the conditions of the site and what he was trying to achieve; 

Gene had “a scale problem” with his pavilion; Tracy said his system was “almost there” but 

that he “still [had] a lot of little pieces.” After calling his project “exquisitely done,” Jed set 

up a test: 

Jed: Can I ask you a simple question? As an idea for this, are you controlling 
people’s experiences here or is it their experience? 
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Clint: I think in a way I am… 
Jed: It was a “both” answer. [laughter] 
Clint: I’m trying to control the way they move through it but give them the 

freedom to do their own thing through both public spaces. 
Jed: Yeah, and I think that’s what your model is doing. 
 

Lynn agreed, saying that Clint had followed “one logic through the whole year”: 

[I]t seems to me that one thing you haven’t let go is formal and informal 
aspects of place-making. Exterior space and interior space combined. There is 
a bit of both here. I would say that going back to the answer you gave to Jed 
that one reason you can say what you did is because sometimes it’s about the 
ability of eye to wander but you might take another path, or the ability to walk 
this every time you go through here to do it a different way or have a preferred 
way. [. . . .] Clint started by looking at [the classic town square] as the kind of 
place you’d strive to make. What I find interesting here is that it’s a very 
different set of circumstances, so you had to rethink what that is, how you 
make public space given the circumstances. 
 

From my perspective, Clint embodied a different aspect of mētis than his peers: the ability to 

keep his goal in sight and change his tactics as necessary in order to reach it. His is also a 

mētis grounded in technical skill. Like Detienne and Vernant’s (1978) description of Athena 

as a mētic figure, Clint’s mētis is “a practical and cunning intelligence; but it is also 

fundamentally technical by reason of the complementary skills of first cutting pieces of wood 

straight along the line and then fitting them together to form the very instrument of 

navigation” (p. 248). In Athena’s case, this instrument was a rudder; in Clint’s, a model. 

Clint’s technical skills extended to plans, sections, elevations, and perspective drawings, to 

well-organized presentation boards, to clear and consistent oral descriptions, and even to his 

air of confidence and calm demeanor as he delivered his presentation. 

Within the studio, it was no secret that Kelly disliked speaking in front of a group. 

Over the years, though, she had developed mētic strategies that helped her to succeed despite 

her nerves. Kelly began the first review of the semester, the quarter-review, by telling a story. 
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In a previous studio, she said, her male professor had told all the women in the class that the 

secret to a good crit was to “wear fabulous shoes.” She pointed her toes to show off her red 

sequined shoes, reminiscent of Dorothy’s ruby slippers without the heels, as everyone 

laughed. Her story—and her shoes—were a mētic strategy that she used to ease the tension 

and give her a way in to the oral presentation. Her practice matched what several other 

students told me: they had certain outfits or types of clothing that they associated with 

reviews and wore like good luck charms. Kelly’s review shoe wardrobe included bright green 

high-top sneakers and the silver slippers shown in Figure 103—perhaps not exactly what her 

former professor had had in mind, but distinctively Kelly’s style. 

 

 

Figure 103: A pair of Kelly’s fabulous shoes 
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Kelly’s shoes highlight the fact that the review is a multimodal performance. While most of 

the audience’s attention is on the visual texts, the students’ speech, gestures, facial 

expressions, and even their dress are all part of the total package that can either undermine or 

enhance their ability to make a design argument. Though Blake and Clint were similarly 

dressed at final review, Blake’s halting speech and odd posture certainly sent a different 

message than Clint’s even-keeled tone and relaxed body language. (See Figures 104 and 105) 

Similarly, Kelly camouflaged her nervousness pretty well, while the tension in Anna’s and 

Samantha’s faces was obvious when their designs met with resistance from their critics. (See 

Figures 106, 107, and 108) 

 

 

Figure 104: Blake appears thoughtful but awkward as he listens to his critics 
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Figure 105: Clint appears relaxed as he invites inspection of his model 
 

 

Figure 106: Kelly holds her sketchbook close, but her stance is casual (during Tracy’s 
critique) 
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Figure 107: Anna appears poised (stance), but tense (expression) as she faces one of her 
critics 

 

 

Figure 108: Samantha is visibly uncomfortable during final review 
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One of the things that separated Clint and Kelly from their peers in terms of their body 

language was their gaze during critical moments in their reviews. They tended to focus their 

gaze on the work itself, rather than the speaker. Blake, Anna, and Samantha, on the other 

hand, watched their critics while the critics were viewing their work. Although I do not know 

the extent to which the critics were aware of this, as an observer in the field, I could read the 

climate of the review by these kinesthetic cues, even when I could not always follow the 

technical aspects of the conversation. 

Kelly was aware of her strengths and weaknesses, and she knew how to capitalize on 

what she did well: what Ryan called “putting beautiful stuff on the wall.” Kelly’s diagrams 

mesmerized her critics at every review. She understood the advantage this gave her, but she 

also presented herself in a way that suggested that she did not take herself too seriously. At 

the mid-review, critic Jed questioned why she had no diagram depicting types of architecture 

in Pennsylvania. Kelly’s reaction is typical of her forthright, unassuming style of 

communication: 

Kelly: I can’t believe you noticed that one was missing. But it’s the one that is 
handwritten and not completed yet. 

Jed: It’s the first one I would miss. After being overwhelmed by the intense 
amount of incredible work here. 

 
At the three-quarter review, Lynn asked for another series of diagrams to explain the rest stop 

building itself, “how it works”—for sustainability, ideal structures, etc.—“a different kind of 

mapping.” Lynn surveyed the walls that were already filled with Kelly’s culture and context 

diagrams, grinning at the prospect of asking Kelly to produce still more: 

I think just like these have helped you talk through it—and I know how much 
you love talk—I know how much you hate to present. If you draw them all, 
you just point to them, and it just takes you through. 
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Tracy laughed and added, “We were just talking about that earlier. If you just draw it, then 

you wouldn’t have to talk about it.” At the final review, critic Barry marveled, “I have to tell 

you this is one of the most extensive site analyses that I’ve ever seen.” 

Kelly had a talent for conveying what she imagined both visually and verbally in a 

way that made it accessible and engaging, as well as believable. She used her sense of humor 

both in the way that she described her project in her user narratives and in the sometimes 

whimsical drawings she produced (for example, the perspective vignettes shown earlier in 

Figures 58 and 59 and in her elevation drawing shown in Figure 109 below). 

 

 

Figure 109: Kelly’s elevation drawing of the rest stop building and funicular 
 

Kelly’s use of color in her drawing was quite unconventional, but it conveyed the atmosphere 

she hoped to create by redefining the rest stop as a destination that would celebrate regional 

culture and provide engaging activities for the user. Gordon reacted to the way she had 

designed her building by revising elements of a classic Pennsylvania barn: 
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[T]he process you went through is also something that you could apply to 
other buildings, other designs, other projects in your future. So I thought it 
was very systematic how you explain this and then to see how you did—or 
tongue-in-cheek, how you kept it in your project and found a way for it to 
work. [. . .] When I first looked at the building, I thought, “Oh, my!” But as I 
sit here and look at it, I think it’s pretty fun. 
 

Barry added, “If I were a kid, boy, I couldn’t wait to get out of the car and see what that thing 

was.” Gordon asked whether he could ride his bike down the ramp. 

In many ways, Kelly set the bar for her advising group in terms of her studio ethos 

and her ability to engage her critics and win them over. Conceptually, she achieved the goal 

that Lynn had set for all of her students: “Look at other work, but I would challenge you to 

look beyond them, rather than into them.” Both Clint and Anna achieved this as well, but in 

different ways: Clint by his technique; Anna by her ability to adapt. In their projects, Anna 

and Clint and Kelly did more than appropriate a concept; they redefined the concept, 

extended it, revised it, and made it their own. Doing so in the multimodal, rhetorical space of 

the thesis studio required a fairly high degree of mētis. Samantha’s mētis was not quite as 

developed. She never really resolved the tension between the competing purposes of 

agriculture and recreation that kept entangling her all semester, even though she had 

resources within her reach. Blake’s mētis fits the traditional view of cunning more than the 

others. Despite the fact that, even at final review, his design intentions were still unclear and 

his process shaky, in the end, his visual work was sufficient to make him successful. If mētis 

were only cunning, Blake might appear to be the mētic hero of the studio, but by expanding 

our understanding of mētis as a multi-dimensional—and even a multimodal—intelligence, 

we can see each of these students as mētic figures. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 
CONCLUSION: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC SKETCH 

 
 

The value of ethnographic research is that it makes the strange familiar and the 

familiar strange. It affords a special kind of critical distance that allows us to see our own 

cultural values and assumptions through the lens of another’s. Like multimodality, it creates 

an opportunity for synthesis and requires metacognitive awareness. As I embarked upon this 

ethnographic project, I knew that one of my goals was to open up the architecture studio to 

my colleagues in composition, rhetoric, and literacy studies. I wanted others to see the studio 

as I have come to understand it: as a site of rhetorical education, as a space where multiple 

literacies are acquired in discipline-specific ways, as a collaborative learning community 

saturated with multimodality. Knowing the value of reciprocity in studio culture, I hoped that 

I would bring something to the studio as well: a fresh pair of imperfectly trained eyes, a new 

set of conceptual terms from multimodal literacy theory and rhetorical theory that might shed 

light on what architects do and why they do it. The experience has been richer than I 

imagined, on both counts. Watching non-rhetoricians coach and use rhetoric as part of their 

everyday architectural practice has amplified the rhetorical concepts that eventually became 

my key themes: phusiopoiesis, meletē, kairos, mētis. My goal in explicating these terms 

through the lens of studio ethos (a term the architects themselves gave me) is akin to what 

Kelly accomplished with critical regionalism and what Anna accomplished with plaza:71 not 

simply to appropriate ancient Greek terms by applying them to my examples, but to expand, 

revise, and reconceptualize them for a new context. Observing studio professors scaffold 

                                                 
71 See Chapter 5 for a discussion of Anna’s and Kelly’s projects. 
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multiple literacies and guide their students in the production of multimodal texts and 

performances has given me a new appreciation for the complex ways that multimodal texts 

are always rhetorically situated. 

“Make That Graphic for Us”: Modal Affordances and Available Means of Persuasion 

I chose to study multimodal literacy and rhetoric in a visually-based discipline 

because shifting the cultural frame makes culturally-based assumptions more visible. As a 

print-based discipline, composition is still grappling with how best to include multimodal 

literacy and evaluate the rhetorical effectiveness of multimodal texts. I argue that we can 

learn something about how multimodality works rhetorically by investigating the production 

and reception of students’ multimodal texts in the architecture studio. I included both novice 

and more advanced students because, based on Vygotskian theory, I expected that the 

underlying processes would be made more visible as students worked to acquire the 

multimodal and rhetorical practices that characterize the discourse of architecture. Very 

quickly, I realized that there was an explicit distinction being made between verbal literacy 

and visual literacy in the first-year studio. Rather than seeing these two modes operating as a 

multiliterate practice, I found that novice students were being directed to separate them. A 

multimodal text composed of a sketch with written notes, for example, was less valued than a 

purely visual text. 
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The scaffolded assignments that Will designed for the first-year students restricted the 

modes—what he called media—that students could use.72 This was done deliberately to force 

the students to pay attention to what each medium could and could not convey, with the 

emphasis on gaining the hand skills to stretch each medium to its limit before allowing the 

addition of another medium. By separating the modes of literacy and making each the focus 

of intense training, the affordances of each mode were made explicit. Will specifically 

directed his students not to give up on a medium when the text they produced was flawed 

because of their “frail hands.” Interpreted through the lens of multimodal literacy theory, 

Will trusted the affordances inherent in mode despite the limited literacy of the student. Will 

urged the students to keep at it in order to “vivify” the phenomenon they were trying to 

evoke. “You have the answer,” he told one student. “Once you use the [. . .] technique, it will 

become incredibly clear.” If the purpose was simply to convey information clearly, why 

would layering multiple media into a multimodal text not be the preferred rhetorical strategy? 

Why did the first-year faculty call such mixed-media texts “schizophrenic” and refer to them 

pejoratively as “appliqué”? 

The answer to these questions lies in the values of the disciplinary culture, the 

rhetorical context that determines the available means of persuasion. In order for the first-

year students to make informed choices about how to present information graphically in a 

way that would be rhetorically effective for architects, they first needed to understand the 

limits of their own literacy and the limits of the medium or mode they had available to them. 

                                                 
72 Will did not make this distinction in terminology. Where I am quoting or 

paraphrasing him, I use the term medium. Where I am describing or analyzing the architects’ 
practices, I use the term mode. 
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By taking each modal literacy separately first, the novice students developed a greater 

awareness of what was possible within a given mode and the material qualities that could be 

exploited in a given medium.73 Only when they had achieved a certain level of literacy in a 

particular mode and a rhetorical understanding of how it would be received in the context of 

the architecture studio could they progress to producing multimodal texts that included both 

verbal and visual elements.74 

My data suggests that while students are learning to compose multimodally in a 

discipline-specific context, a familiar mode may scaffold or inhibit an unfamiliar mode. At 

first, the architecture students combined verbal and visual elements in multimodal 

performances: verbal explanations of visual work during reviews. Later in the program, the 

more advanced students mixed verbal and visual elements in their presentation boards and in 

the design thesis papers. However, they were increasingly discouraged from speaking in 

words as the expectations of their visual literacy competencies increased, making it more 

possible for their visual work to speak for them. At the same time, their speech took on a 

different rhetorical purpose: verbal critique. The emphasis on learning to ask the right 

questions, particularly in Lynn’s studio, coincided with the suppression of speech as a means 

of refuting an argument about design. Visual refutation—answering a question with a 

diagram, drawing a defense—developed their rhetorical competencies in the visual mode. 

                                                 
73 Here, I use medium in the sense that the New London Group uses it: the medium of 

pencil versus charcoal for the mode of drawing, for example. 
74 The last visual assignment before final review required the first-year students to 

create a multimodal visual text using mixed-media such as photography, drawing, and 
material diagramming. It was met with much resistance, perhaps because time was so short. 
The faculty viewed it as an opportunity for synthesis, to convey more than each individual 
mode could on its own. 
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Speech lost value as a means of persuasion available to the student-designer as its importance 

as a rhetorical skill increased for the student as a peer critic. Tracy’s students faced a 

different rhetorical problem: how to speak to multiple audiences with different visual 

literacies and different cultural values. Here, the proportion of visual versus verbal text, as 

well as the nature of visual texts, had to be adjusted to accommodate conflicting needs and 

expectations. 

In the final stage of their undergraduate architectural education, the thesis studio, the 

students were both more secure in their visual literacies and well aware of the expectations of 

their architectural audience. They had no difficulty determining whether a model or a 

drawing would be more rhetorically suited to their purpose. What mediated against an 

available means of persuasion was not literacy skill, in most cases, but expediency. Time 

management became their biggest challenge as they had reached the “level of self-

production.” They had had some experience using informal writing as a mode of inquiry: 

writing user narratives, program statements, and notes to themselves. Now, they were asked 

to integrate writing and design in a formal way by incorporating both visual and verbal texts, 

some original and some borrowed, in the multimodal design thesis paper. This formal writing 

task had a dual purpose as a mode of iterative design inquiry and as a mode of formal 

presentation. My data suggests that the thesis students were not quite up to this task because 

they had insufficient experience deploying their print literacy skills for these rhetorical 

purposes, either in their architecture theory and history classes or in their non-architecture 

classes. 

The early prohibition of written text as a presentation strategy sponsors the 

development of visual literacy by withholding a mode that could too easily become a crutch 
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and would allow the student to circumvent the often painful process of becoming visually 

literate and rhetorically competent in a discipline-specific way. The intuitive response would 

be to reach for writing or speaking when drawing faltered. This is what the first-year student 

did during a visually-based peer review exercise that involved drawing on trace over a 

partner’s diagram in order to revise the original: he wrote notes to accompany his drawing. 

Will specifically curtailed this kind of response, directing him to translate the words into a 

series of sketches. In this context, writing allowed both the producing student and the 

receiving student to avoid the more difficult task visual communication. Will’s response 

reminds me of my high school French teacher insisting, “En Français, s’il vous plait.” The 

metaphor of translation fits not only because it is the term that Will uses himself and because 

the architects conceptualize drawing as a language, but also because it underscores the 

essential nature of modal affordances. Semiotically, it is the difference in affordances that 

makes a mode a mode. Multimodality exists because modes speak, as it were, in different 

languages. In Bakhtinian terms, a multimodal text is inherently heteroglossic. 

Tracing the relationship between verbal and visual literacies across the three cohort 

groups in my study has clarified the relationship between multimodal literacy’s modal 

affordances and rhetoric’s available means of persuasion. Keeping the modes separate and 

designating distinct rhetorical purposes for each has the effect of making explicit the 

affordances and persuasive potential of verbal and visual modes. As such, it scaffolds 

metacognition. Dolmage (2006) argues that mētis is “a way to think and also a way to think 

about thinking” (p. 122), marking it as a metacognitive rhetorical tool. The same can be said 

of kairos in that exploiting the kairotic moment of opportunity involves a “knowing how and 

knowing when” (Atwill, 1998, p. 59, emphasis added). This rhetorical awareness sometimes 
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operates metacognitively at the level of consciousness, but it is more often described as a 

“sense” that gives the kairotic, mētic rhetor the advantage in the agonistic encounter. This 

embodied rhetorical awareness is hard-won. It is the result of meletē: a commitment to 

repeated, often painful, encounters with another sustained by the belief that this diligent 

attention to practice will be transformative. 

Based on my study of architecture students’ practices, the success of a multimodal 

text depends upon the rhetorical awareness that the multimodal rhetor possesses. Its efficacy 

is constructed through the student’s ability to discern not only the distinct affordances of each 

mode used but also the extent to which those modes function as available means of 

persuasion in the visually-dominant rhetorical context of studio culture. As a multimodal 

rhetor, the architecture student’s task is to match the available modes—drawing, 

diagramming, modeling, writing, speaking, gesturing, wearing fabulous shoes—to the 

available means of persuasion. The student must layer, twist, and weave those modes 

together in the right proportions and in the appropriate ways, all mediated by the time each 

mode requires to produce a text. 

This is not to say that the architecture student as multimodal rhetor must know the 

classical terms of rhetoric or the language of multimodal literacy theory to accomplish this 

goal, nor that he or she maintain a perpetual state of metacognition. However, design studio 

pedagogy is rooted in the values of studio ethos, which does require the ability to critique 

one’s own work and to develop a way of working across multiple modes in an iterative cycle 

of inquiry. These skills depend on a level of metacognition necessary for critical reflection. 

In their report on architecture pedagogy, Boyer and Mitgang (1996) put it this way: “Taken 

together, architecture curricula should develop in graduates the habits of mind that MIT’s 
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Donald Schön calls ‘reflective practice’—the ability to be constantly conscious of each step 

of the design act even as it is being committed” (p. 75). With habituation, the ability to make 

and evaluate design choices simultaneously—to think while making—becomes second 

nature, a part of studio ethos. Third-year student Stephanie was able to let her hand decide 

how to synthesize information about wind, sun, and other mediating factors as she positioned 

her triangle at “this angle, this angle” while drawing. Yet, she was not only able to articulate 

this to me, but she also knew that her internalized, bodily decision-making would need to be 

externalized for the review. Not surprisingly, Lynn recommended diagrams.75 At thesis mid-

review (described in Chapter 5), when Anna presented her thesis verbally, arguing that the 

sports complex qualified as a new kind of plaza, her outside critics dismissed her. Tracy 

advised, “Make that graphic for us.” This simple statement encapsulates the relationship 

between modal affordances and available means of persuasion: For us, as architects, this 

argument will only be persuasive if and when it is made in the graphic mode because, as 

Perry told Rocky in no uncertain terms, “We [architects] make.”76 In fact, unless it is made 

graphically, the argument will not even be heard: Jed’s dismissive comment was, “I didn’t 

know you had a thesis.” The graphic texts that Anna produced before the final review, 

though they were not as developed as they should have been, were sufficient to engage her 

audience in dialogue about her proposed zócolo. 

Assuming that we expect multimodal texts to be taken seriously as consequential 

arguments in our own field or in the university at large, I argue that composition and rhetoric 

                                                 
75 See Chapter 4 for an account of Stephanie’s drawing process. 
76 Rocky’s final review is analyzed in Chapter 2. His story is also told in Chapter 3. 
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must resist a one-size-fits-all approach to multimodality. We should not expect multimodal 

texts to be effective simply because they resist the dominance of print-based literacies. For 

far too long, we have essentialized academic writing as writing that conforms to the 

expectations of print-based disciplines. Yet even in our attempts to be more inclusive by 

allowing visual and digital texts into our writing classrooms, we continue to give assignments 

that ask students redraw old arguments in plan, section, and elevation. Too often, we require 

students to transcribe what they have already produced onto vellum rather than asking them 

to listen carefully to the voice of each mode before they try to orchestrate multiple modes in 

a single text (or performance) to make a multimodal argument. At the very least, I argue, we 

need to make explicit what constitutes available means of persuasion for a particular 

audience. We need to help our students learn to discern the affordances of individual modes 

by scaffolding the ways that multiple literacies are already being deployed in other 

disciplines for specific academic purposes. We should not assume that the kinds of 

multimodal literacy practices students have acquired either in or out of school fit the 

rhetorical situations they will encounter in the university. As the first-year architecture 

students amply demonstrate, representational drawing is not the same thing as drawing to 

learn or drawing in the discipline of architecture. Anne Wysocki (2007) has recently 

observed that we are doing our students and ourselves a disservice if we do not acknowledge 

the rhetorical complexity of creating innovative multimodal arguments in an academic 

context: 

If an audience expects an academic text, and one’s purpose suggests that strict 
academic structures hinder one’s purposes, how to design and compose a text 
that addresses those expectations and justifies not meeting them? What ethos, 
what arrangements and other logics, and what emotional connections will help 
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a composer construct a text that an unexpecting audience will not dismiss out 
of hand as stupid or incompetent simply because they do not get it? (p. 287) 
 

I submit that the answer to the problem Wysocki poses here, whatever form it takes, will 

necessarily involve meletē, kairos, and mētis. The architecture students in my study give us a 

glimpse as to how those rhetorical competencies play out in the context of an academic 

discipline that values multimodal texts that are not bound by the “strict academic structures” 

of a print-based disciplinary culture. 

“It’s a Thing to Get You Started”: Limitations of the Study 

Like all qualitative ethnographic research, my dissertation study is deeply situated in 

a very particular research context: the studio component of the five-year undergraduate 

professional-track architecture program at Stonerock State University as it existed at the time 

of my data collection cycle. I stand by the conclusions I have drawn from my data precisely 

because they are densely articulated in this particular data set. Based on the information my 

participants gave me about their experiences in other studio contexts at other institutions, and 

on what I have read in the architecture literature, I am also confident that the themes that 

emerged from my data will resonate in the larger context of architecture and other design-

based disciplines. All this being said, the landscape of the program I studied is, like all 

academic programs, constantly changing in response to institutional, cultural, economic, and 

other forces. Even during the relatively short period from the time I first began planning and 

preparing for my study to the time of this writing, the Stonerock State B.Arch. program has 

undergone major revisions. 

When I entered the field to begin data collection for the dissertation study, I found 

that the architecture curriculum had changed significantly from what I had observed in the 
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two pilot studies I had conducted as part of my coursework. The second was conducted a 

year and a half before my dissertation data collection cycle began; the first was conducted the 

semester before that, two years before I entered the field for this study. The first pilot study 

had been a brief series of field observations in a first-year studio, my first foray into 

qualitative research. From this experience, I thought I knew what to expect from the 

architecture curriculum when I began my dissertation study, and I was looking forward to 

seeing many of the pilot study participants again as third-year students. Until I began my 

dissertation data collection cycle, I did not know that Will, as the incoming first-year studio 

coordinator, had initiated a team-teaching approach and an entirely new non-traditional 

studio project. This new pedagogical approach posed logistical problems in terms of 

managing issues of consent. I had planned to select just one first-year studio of twelve to 

fifteen students and one studio professor to follow, but this proved impossible. My data 

collection plan was adapted on the spot to accommodate the “clubhouse” pin-ups, the mixed-

studio reviews, and the constant ebb and flow of nearly fifty first-year students across studios 

taught by four studio professors. The students who emerged as telling cases were not all from 

the same studio. Even if they had been, the structure of the reviews and the fluidity of the 

spaces meant that, as a single researcher, I often had to make difficult choices about which 

review to attend or which students to observe during studio time. 

Will’s innovative approach to the first-year curriculum also made it more difficult to 

compare the students’ experiences across cohort years. The third-year and fifth-year students 

in my study had had very similar first-year studio experiences, which I had some familiarity 

with from my first pilot study. The first-year students in my dissertation study were operating 

in a radically different studio context than their more advanced peers had been exposed to 
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early in their studio education. The contrast provided me with some very rich data, but there 

was less continuity of experience across cohort years than I had expected. At the time of this 

writing, the first-year studio curriculum and studio structure has changed again. Will is now 

teaching advanced students, and the new first-year studio coordinator has reverted to a more 

traditional approach with no team-teaching component. Thus, the timing of my data 

collection cycle for this study placed me in the first-year studio at an atypical moment in the 

larger context of Stonerock State’s studio curriculum. It was a moment that I am grateful not 

to have missed, but it also means that my first-year cohort data paints a picture of the 

program in an experimental phase. 

When I was negotiating access to specific research sites for this study, I discovered 

that studio professors Lynn and Tracy were both teaching third-year studios and were co-

advisors for the same group of five thesis students. I revised my data collection plan to 

include both of their third-year studios (rather than selecting one, which had been my original 

intention) and to focus on only their group of five thesis students. The decision to restrict the 

number of thesis students in my study was motivated partly by the difficulties of following 

multiple thesis groups that had no fixed meeting times and partly by the fact that the number 

of participants in my study was already nearly double what I had first proposed. As a result, 

the fifth-year cohort is disproportionately smaller than the other cohort years, even taking 

attrition in the program into account. Again issues of consent came into play: it was 

necessary for me to find a combination of co-advisors and thesis students who all agreed to 

participate in my study, due to the collaborative nature of the studio and the structure of 

reviews. Had I elected to follow more than one thesis advising group, I would not have been 

able to attend both groups’ reviews, since all thesis reviews took place at the same time. 
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There were several fifth-year students who had been participants in my second pilot study of 

advanced students’ practices.77 I had hoped that they would participate in the dissertation 

study, but I was not able to realize this goal. 

The second condition that I did not anticipate when planning my study was the 

architecture department’s decision to change the way the design thesis paper was taught: to 

require the fifth-year students to revise the document throughout the spring semester. In past 

years, the written portion of the design thesis paper was completed in the first semester of the 

fifth year in the non-studio thesis preparation class. I expected to be comparing finished 

written texts, available through the Stonerock State library, to the multimodal practices of the 

thesis students during the studio design phase of their projects. Again, the unexpected 

conditions yielded a different kind of data than I anticipated, and again, I am glad that I had 

the serendipitous opportunity to observe the students as they juggled writing and design in 

the thesis studio. I had access to drafts, which I did not expect, but I also had incomplete sets 

of data depending on whether the students posted their work-in-progress to the course 

website or not, and whether they remembered to bring me their old marked drafts or not. 

Because the final papers were not due until the end of the spring semester, there was a 

significant delay in gaining access to the finished texts through the library. This situation 

                                                 
77 I want to note that data from the two pilot studies could not be included in this 

dissertation due to Institutional Review Board restrictions. I was, however, able to ask some 
of the participants in the first pilot study who were third-year students in Lynn’s and Tracy’s 
studios at the time of the dissertation project to reflect on their earlier experiences in 
interviews. I, of course, could not unlearn what those early studies had taught me, so they 
have informed my approach and my thinking regardless of their IRB status. I also want to 
acknowledge that my previous experiences as a researcher in the studio context helped me to 
gain access to the specific sites quickly and to establish a rapport with professors and 
students alike. 
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precluded me from conducting the discourse-based interviews I had originally planned to do. 

The thesis students scattered after graduation, leaving me with many unanswered questions 

after my data collection cycle had officially ended. In a perfect world, I would have applied 

to the Institutional Review Board for an extension of my study in order to conduct follow-up 

interviews, but under the pressure of my own deadlines, this was not to be. At the time of this 

writing, the thesis curriculum has been adapted once more, this time to include more thesis 

design work in the first semester of the fifth year. This change means that writing and design 

now span both semesters, whereas before my study they were completely separated. The 

timing of my study again placed me in the program at a transitional point, and, according to 

Lynn, influenced the faculty’s decision to further integrate writing and design across the 

entire thesis year. 

Analysis of my data revealed several intriguing findings that opened up new areas of 

inquiry that I was not able to pursue in depth in this dissertation. For example, I was 

surprised by the differences in conventions and expectations for writing research-based 

design thesis papers as opposed to architecture history and theory research papers. As I have 

presented my work to professionals in higher education, I have encountered professors in 

other design-based disciplines who told me that what I was describing resonated with their 

experiences with, for example, fine arts studio students. In a future study, I would like to do a 

more thorough textual analysis of design thesis papers and compare them to architecture 

history and theory research papers, using examples of each from the same set of students. I 

envision building on the work of Charles Bazerman and Paul Prior (2004) to consider “what 

[design thesis] writing does and how it does it” (p. 8)—and how it does it differently than 

other academic writing within the same discipline. My findings in Chapter 5 only begin to 
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scratch the surface of this issue and rely on a very small sample of texts. The approaches 

outlined in Bazerman and Prior’s anthology offer many possibilities for expanding on this 

aspect of the data—including activity theory analysis and discourse analysis, which I will 

return to briefly below. 

I limited my data collection to studio courses because I wanted to focus on the 

rhetorical situations of desk crits, pin-ups, and reviews and on the production of multimodal 

texts as a studio-specific literacy practice. As I was collecting my data, I realized that the 

studio professors expect much of their students’ discipline-specific visual literacy acquisition 

to take place in what first-year studio coordinator Will called the “support courses.” In 

another iteration of this study, I would want to observe these “technical” and “elective” 

courses where students are taught to use specific visual and multimodal literacy tools such as 

pencil and ink, PhotoShop, Illustrator, AutoCAD, Form-Z, and Rhino. From the data that I 

have, I know now that the curriculum in these classes is also in flux as the technology 

changes rapidly. For example, the first year students were being taught to work in Rhino in a 

non-studio class, whereas third-year student Chuck told me that he had never heard of Rhino 

until half-way through his second year and had taught himself how to use it by “playing 

around.” These examples of how multiple literacy acquisition is sponsored unevenly across 

cohort years is something I would have liked to pursue further, had I ‘world enough and 

time.’ 

As I have described in Chapter 1, the “slice of time” approach to data collection in 

this study was intended as an approach that would afford a glimpse into the arc of the 

program and sketch developmental differences across key points of studio education. Ideally, 

a traditional longitudinal study that could follow one cohort of students through the program 
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would provide a more complete picture of particular students’ experiences. Yet again, 

changes in the Stonerock State curriculum would potentially alter such a plan were I to try to 

implement it at this particular site. My sources in the department have recently told me that 

they are moving toward a new master’s level program that will replace the five-year B.Arch. 

program that is the focus of my current study. Still, my goal as a qualitative researcher is to 

conduct a longitudinal study in a design-based program at some point in the future. When I 

do, there are some limitations in method that I would want to address. 

First, I would want to work with at least one other researcher as a collaborative team. 

As a single researcher, every time I entered the field, I was faced with conflicting goals that 

could not help but limit the data I was able to collect. I opted for glimpses into multiple 

studios at multiple points in the program because my overarching goal was to sketch the arc 

of the program and sample multimodal literacy practices and rhetorical competencies at 

different levels of development. Had I chosen to follow a single studio or cohort year, this 

would have been a different study entirely. My intention was to begin with broad strokes and 

to use this data set to help me refine my research questions and methods for a smaller scale, 

and therefore more detailed, study in the future. My decision to confine my field observations 

to regular class hours, with the exception of the one night I spent working in the thesis studio, 

meant that there was an important aspect of studio life that I had access to only through the 

reports of the participants in my study. In part, this decision was the result of my own 

schedule and obligations, but I was also concerned about whether the student participants 

would view my presence after hours as intrusive. In a collaborative longitudinal study, I 

would like to extend field observations to include times when students work in studio without 

their professors’ supervision, assuming that the participants would be comfortable with that. 
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Lynn’s third-year students often asked me if I was ever going to spend the night in studio. 

The thesis students urged me to do so—talked me into it, really. When Tony, the first-year 

student helping Harvey, saw me in the thesis studio after midnight, he was miffed because I 

had not come to the first-years’ late-night sessions. Their openness leads me to believe that I 

could have included more late-night observations, given time and stamina and a steady 

supply of coffee. Still, Larry, a first-year student, said it was a good thing I didn’t hear what 

they really thought of their professors at 4:30 in the morning. 

Another limitation of being a single researcher was the problem of juggling multiple 

data collection methods at once. Especially at reviews, I was simultaneously taking 

photographs (being careful, in many cases, to avoid photographing participants or visitors 

who had not given their consent), handwriting fieldnotes, and audio-recording. Video 

recording, a method that is often used for multimodal literacy research, was simply not an 

option for me as a single researcher in a research field that was constantly in motion. I made 

the decision early on in the planning stages that I would not attempt video data collection in 

this project, knowing that some in the field would see this as a significant limitation of my 

study. Instead, I have tried to use this study to test the waters of what it would mean to use 

video recording as a collection method in this research context. Issues of consent combined 

with the permeable physical boundaries in studio settings make this a complex issue. It 

would be possible, though, to use video recording at reviews where the highest-stakes 

multimodal performances occur, providing that informed consent from all participants could 

be negotiated in advance. This is difficult when visiting critics are invited by the studio 

professor or assigned by the cohort coordinator at the last minute and when the event is open 

to visitors and to students from other studios. Many of the first-year students in my study 



364 
asked their peers to video record them with their personal digital cameras as an alternative to 

their studio professors’ and critics’ admonitions to “have a friend take notes” for them. If this 

is indeed the multimodal practice of the future, it may become easier to include video 

recording in the Institutional Review Board protocol by arguing, as I did in the case of 

photography, that it is already part of the “normal educational practices” of the studio. As 

such, it would also be possible to collect student-produced video recordings as multimodal 

texts to be analyzed in discourse-based interviews with the intention of asking students how 

they used recordings of their own multimodal performances at reviews as a tool for self-

critique. 

“To Find Out What Question Needs Still to be Asked”: Research Opportunities 

Participants in my study often talked about the ways that studio impacted the other 

parts of their lives—their non-studio classes, their jobs (several students worked part-time in 

local architectural firms), their relationships—and how those other activities and connections 

influenced their studio work. The architecture studio is a research field ripe for study through 

the lens of activity theory. Leading multimodal researcher and theorist Carey Jewitt 

specifically advocates for research methodologies that use a combination of activity theory 

and multimodal literacy theory to study technology-mediated learning. In Technology, 

Literacy and Learning (2006), Jewitt argues that adding activity theory provides a “heuristic 

framework” that allows for “due attention to the socially situated character of meaning 

making” (p. 16). I did consider using activity theory as a tool for analysis when I first 

proposed my study, particularly because my thinking about Writing in the Disciplines has 

been influenced by Paul Prior’s (1998) Writing/Disciplinarity, which takes activity theory as 
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its frame. However, my focus shifted to using the rhetorical lens of phusiopoiesis shortly 

after I began field observations because the themes pointing to identity formation through the 

development of studio ethos and the similarities between the studio and the ancient 

gymnasium as Hawhee (2005) describes it were already beginning to emerge from my data. I 

hope that I have captured some of the spirit of what activity theory has to offer (albeit 

without the iconic triangular diagrams of activity systems) by foregrounding the 

collaborative, social nature of studio culture through thick description. Had I chosen to 

pursue it, more extensive interviews or focus groups could have opened up such events as the 

conflicts in group dynamics in the third-year studios. Data from these additional sources 

would facilitate a more focused analysis of the competing activity systems at work in their 

collaborative design projects. 

At Stonerock State, there are a limited number of “learning community” sections of 

first-year composition that are sometimes populated by first-year architecture students purely 

for scheduling reasons. I consider this a missed opportunity for cross-disciplinary 

collaboration. In the project of my dreams, twenty of Will’s, Aman’s, Ted’s and Perry’s 

students would be enrolled in a first-year writing learning community where the instructors 

from both disciplines would coordinate learning outcomes and assignments, not just class 

meeting times. If I were ever to teach in a program where a similar opportunity is available, I 

would consider embarking on such a project as a teacher-research study. The research design 

for this type of study would, of course, need to take into account the additional ethical 

considerations that are inherent in teacher-research. Chapters 2 and 3 begin to address some 

of the complex problems that first-year students at Stonerock State face when they are being 

asked to de-center verbal literacy in studio at the same time that they are being asked to 
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embrace a print-based version of traditional academic literacy in their composition classes. In 

addition, the underlying processes of learning to draw differently and learning to write 

differently at the same time would bear further study. I can envision an architecture/first-year 

writing learning community that could address, for example, the difference between 

summary and analysis in both modes. Since, in Will’s pedagogical model at least, writing 

serves a generative purpose in visual design even in the first year, it would be interesting to 

see whether first-year architecture students would benefit from structured opportunities in 

their writing courses to use sketching and diagramming—discipline-specific visual literacy 

skills they are learning in studio—as generative modes for academic writing. 

My focus in this study has not been on semiotic analysis, protocol analysis, or 

discourse analysis, per se, although these methods have frequently been used in qualitative 

research conducted in architectural contexts (Medway & Clark, 2003; Smagorinsky, Cook & 

Reed, 2005; Melles, G., 2008). Such an approach to analyzing the data from my study could 

be fruitful. I have tried to point to some of the ways that students’ identities as architects are 

constructed through speech as well as through other modes of communication. The 

exchanges that occur between critics and students at reviews, for example, are filled with 

identity-building language, as the climactic ending to Rocky’s final review suggests. (See 

Chapter 2) Discourse analysis might be the only way to make sense of the puzzling 

exchanges that occurred in Lynn’s studio during the contentious two-day pin-up described in 

Chapter 4. In addition, the architects’ use of metaphor, their descriptive and evaluative terms, 

the myths and legends that circulate in the studio—all of these discourse features are threads 

that I have woven loosely through this narrative but have not analyzed in depth. There are 

many more of them in my data than I have represented here. 
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Finally, the issue of gender is not a specific focus of my analysis. The studio culture 

discussions did raise many questions about the role of gender in studio pedagogy. Because so 

many of Lynn’s students were active participants in the student chapter of the national 

association for architecture professionals (AIAS), and because Lynn and one of her third-

year students sat on the four-member studio culture panel, there were frequent discussions of 

gender in Lynn’s studio. Lynn herself talked about the patriarchy of the master-apprentice 

model (See Chapter 2) and her experiences as a female architect in a male-dominated field. 

Kelly’s prior experience with the male studio professor who encouraged her to “wear 

fabulous shoes,” as described in Chapter 5, certainly points to a line of inquiry that my 

current data could not support. Several female students told me that they avoided the 

woodshop. I suspect that gender may also have played a role in some of the conflicts that 

occurred in Tracy’s studio. All four of the first-year studio professors in my study are male; 

both of the third-year and fifth-year studio professors are female. Although I was aware of 

these potentially mediating factors as I collected and analyzed my data, I chose not to try to 

untangle the threads of gender and its role in studio culture at this time. Like the erotic 

component of Hawhee’s (2005) phusiopoietic ancient gymnasium, I bracketed gender for the 

sake of developing other aspects of the agonistic “pedagogy of response” (p. 13) that I could 

trace more clearly in my data: meletē, kairos, and mētis. 

“We Need to Be Taught Stuff”: Pedagogical Implications 

Becoming a self-directed learner is hard work. Some students, especially early in the 

journey to becoming an architect, would have preferred that the studio professors just give 

them a step-by-step formula for how to proceed. During one diagram pin-up, Ethan, for 
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example, complained under his breath, “You never tell us what we’re doing.” Even Natalie 

and Tony, who were both exemplary in their commitment to the first-year studio, were 

sometimes dismissive of the assignments and the faculty’s presentations when they did not 

understand how these things tied in with the project or why they were important. By the third 

year, the students who were the most engaged in the studio exhibited both a fierce 

independence, what Nora called “the stubbornness of architects,” and a yearning for explicit 

direction when they sensed they had reached their limits. If they felt they did not have 

enough freedom or that their studio ethos was being questioned, they reacted defensively. 

Some simply disengaged, “waiting to be told what to do.” If they were insecure in their own 

work but were determined to pursue it, they asked for overt instruction: “We need to be 

taught stuff.” By the fifth year, the students were much more comfortable with the iterative 

process and better able to manage their own learning through multimodal inquiry. Most of 

the time, they were able to hang on to what mattered to them, like Anna’s zócolo, and to let 

go of what was not working, like Clint’s hotel. The key to their investment in the work was 

that they were persuaded to make difficult choices by considering the what the voices of their 

critics, advisors, peers, and their own work were telling them, sifting through multiple points 

of view, and deciding on a course of action. 

When it works best, design studio pedagogy relies upon a combination of setting the 

bar high and providing the scaffolding that students need to climb to a higher level of 

thinking and making than they are able to reach on their own. Scaffolding occurs in 

structured ways—the desk crit, the pin-up, the review—and in the unstructured, informal 

interactions that characterize the collaborative space of the studio. One of the things that 

distinguishes architecture from many other disciplinary communities is the cross-pollination 
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sponsored by studio professors across cohort years and studios. Because the first-year and 

third-year studio professors at the time of my study were also thesis advisors, their less 

experienced students had an official mediator to help them access the knowledge that their 

most experienced peers had to offer.78 Teaching first-year or third-year courses while 

advising thesis students also influenced the approaches that the studio professors took with 

their less experienced students. As advisors, they had a clear sense of the strengths and 

weaknesses of their advanced students, and this awareness shaped their pedagogy in the 

earlier studios. Lynn, for example, explicitly scaffolded peer review for her students, 

knowing how important it is in the thesis year. Will, also, made A Block critiques and 

clubhouse pin-ups a time to practice peer review, modeling the kinds of feedback that would 

(and would not) “move the project forward.” The first-year faculty (Will, Perry, Aman, and 

Ted) scaffolded iterative development across multiple modes through their sequenced 

diagramming, drawing, and modeling assignments and through “thread projects,” like the 

watercolor, that carried over the course of the whole semester. They wanted novice students 

to learn early the importance of a sustained “cycle of inquiry” because, like Ryan,79 they 

sensed a lack of this way of working in some of the thesis students who floundered when left 

to their own devices. 

                                                 
78 In his role as a TA for the first-year studio two years prior to this study, Kevin 

filled this role of official mediator for the third-year students in Lynn’s and Tracy’s studios, 
as described in Chapter 4. At the time of my study, there was no TA position for first-year 
studio, perhaps because of the team-teaching structure. 

79 Ryan supervised the woodshop, taught drawing classes, advised thesis students, and 
served as a critic for reviews. His views on the students’ “ways of working” are discussed in 
Chapter 5. 
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Students, too, benefit from seeing what their more experienced and less experienced 

peers are doing. Watching and working for the thesis students, the novice and third-year 

students had a proximate model of what is possible. Helping their less experienced peers, the 

more advanced students were reminded of how far they had come and prompted to think 

about their now-routine practices differently. When a second-year student asked Stephanie 

how to draw a window in section, Stephanie paused because it “had been a while” since she 

had done it herself. She needed to think through the process enough to be able to explain it 

verbally as she demonstrated it visually. Knowledge-sharing across cohort years sometimes 

takes on a subversive character. Students in Lynn’s studio, stumped by the verbal directions 

in a digital modeling assignment brief for another class, consulted some “upperclassmen,” 

whose advice was “Did you not learn that you just don’t read it? You just kind of do it.” 

Advanced students passed their mētic strategies down to their naïve peers. Some just shook 

their heads, like Anna, who wondered aloud why the first-years had time to hang out and fool 

around: 

I never saw them doing “This is a plan. This is a section” last semester. And 
they were very hyperactive—I mean, we were annoying, too, but—it leads me 
to believe they have too much energy, [because] they’re not doing that 
[conventional drawing]. 
 

Anna may have a point. Certainly, she was not the only person I encountered in my study 

who thought that the first-year students should have been working harder on traditional tasks. 

But in my mind’s eye, I saw Lloyd sitting cross-legged on the ground in the middle of the 

sunken garden conducting original mixed-methods research as he counted the number of 

people who passed through his site and recorded the direction of their gaze in his fieldnotes, 

collecting the data necessary to calculate the kind and degree of intervention he would need 
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to make in order to persuade people to appreciate the phenomenon of sanctuary promised by 

an overlooked, ivy-covered corner.80 

In many respects, the learning experiences that the undergraduate architecture 

students in my study take for granted were more akin to my experiences as an advanced 

graduate student than to anything I encountered either as an undergraduate or as a masters-

level student. As anyone who has survived either graduate school or architecture school can 

attest, while these experiences are often intensely rewarding, they do not come without a 

price. The peer network, what Ryan calls the “camaraderie” of the studio that “kept [him] 

sane,” is crucial. Equally important, however, is a pedagogy that, as Halasek (1999) puts it, 

treats student texts as “worthy of interpretation” (p. 8). More recently, Downs and Wardle 

(2004) have called for radical changes to first-year composition pedagogy. Their model of an 

Introduction to Writing Studies course is based on a belief that even first-year students are 

capable of producing worthy texts: 

[T]he course respects students by refusing to create double standards or 
different rules for student writers than for expert writers. For example, 
students learn to recognize the need for expert opinion and cite it where 
necessary, but they also learn to claim their own situational expertise and 
write from it as expert writers do. This respect for students is in accord with 
the field’s ethos, thus blending a pedagogical advantage with a disciplinary 
one. In addition, creating high expectations for students aligns well with 
current learning theory: students can accomplish far more than we typically 
give them credit for being able to, if only we will ask them to do it. (p. 560) 
 

While I agree with Downs and Wardle’s premise and their goals, I would add that a 

Vygotskian approach is essential if such a course is to be successful. For students to meet 

expectations that are slightly beyond their reach, they must have access to mediating tools 

                                                 
80 Lloyd’s project is discussed in Chapter 3. 
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that can help them cross what Vygotsky (1978) calls the “zone of proximal development” (p. 

85). These mediating tools can take the form of more experienced mentors, sequenced 

assignments, and opportunities to practice and reflect on their successes and failures. I want 

to add a note of caution here: it will not be possible to replicate the conditions of the 

architecture studio in our writing classes. I am not suggesting that the practices of architects 

can be transferred to the contexts of writing and rhetoric. Rather, like the relationship 

between modes, what is learned from one context may be translated and synthesized in 

another context. This necessarily involves metacognitive, reflective practices—not only for 

the students, but for the teachers as well. For me, connecting the situated practices of 

architects to rhetorical concepts is a lynchpin that facilitates that translation. 

In my first meeting with Will, when he described his pedagogical philosophy, I 

mentioned Vygotsky’s zpd to him. He had never heard of it—but he made a (written!) note. 

He had never heard of phusiopoiesis or meletē or kairos or mētis, either. Nor had he heard of 

the New London Group or modal affordances. When I mentioned this last to Ryan, he 

repeated it thoughtfully: “Modal Affordances. I like that.” Tracy and I both attended a review 

at another institution, which gave us a chance to talk about different pedagogical approaches 

in different institutional contexts. Lynn and I had many conversations about the relationship 

between writing and design and about pedagogy. None of them were conversant in 

multimodality literacy theory or rhetorical theory. Nevertheless, as a studio professors they 

embody a situated, discipline-specific articulation of these theories in their practice. I hope 

that, in the collaborative spirit of the studio, my work has informed theirs as their work has 

informed mine. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
A NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION 

 
 

Direct quotations from my fieldnotes, research journal, and transcripts of audio 

recordings are enclosed in quotation marks and embedded in the text when they are 

comprised of fewer than forty words. For longer quotations of a single person and for 

exchanges involving two or more speakers, I have set the quotation or dialogue off from the 

body of the text, following the formatting guidelines established by the Graduate School. I 

have used italics to indicate original emphasis. The addition of underlining to italicized 

words indicates that the level of intensity increases, so that within the same quotation, an 

italicized word is emphasized but an underlined and italicized word is leaned on with more 

force. Shouting is indicated by all capital letters. When I have added italics to draw the 

reader’s attention to a particular word or phrase, I have included a bracketed note: [emphasis 

added]. I have also used square brackets to supply explanations for unclear references and to 

provide non-verbal cues, such as nodding, laughter, gestures, facial expressions, and eye 

contact with a particular individual to establish that the utterance is directed specifically 

toward that person. 

To indicate that I have omitted material that was extraneous to the point being made, I 

have used spaced ellipses enclosed in brackets: [. . .]. I have used ellipses without internal 

spaces to indicate that the speaker’s utterance trails off into a short pause and then resumes, 

for example, “I just… I don’t get…” To indicate that one speaker interrupts another, I have 

used a dash, adding the note [at the same time] to indicate when the original speaker keeps 

talking so that both voices are competing. When the first speaker pauses to allow the 
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interruption and then resumes, I use a dash before and after the interruption and a dash at the 

point where the original speaker breaks off and then resumes. When a speaker interrupts 

his/her own train of thought abruptly, as opposed to pausing or trailing off, or inserts a 

comment or explanation with no discernable pause, I have used a dash within that speaker’s 

utterance. 

Two slash marks indicate that there is a break in the available data, such as when a 

student across the room spoke, but I was unable to hear and record what was said. This 

happened with some frequency—whether I was taking handwritten fieldnotes, audio-

recording, or both—due to the conditions of studio classes where ambient noise from other 

studios, such as the use of power tools, or my own position in the space made it difficult to 

hear. When I was not using a digital recorder, if the conversation moved too quickly for me 

to write down everything that was said verbatim, I used slash marks to indicate that I had 

missed exact words. During first-year studio events in the “crit bay,” I was not always in a 

position able to see who had spoken, in which case, I simply used the designation “Student.” 

I have generally omitted false starts, vocalizations, and filler expressions, such as 

“um” or “like,” except when the speaker’s lack of fluency was pronounced, indicating that 

s/he was particularly nervous or animated, was struggling with how to express something, or 

was using an expression such as “Right?” or “you know” as a way of maintaining 

engagement with the listener. For short pauses, I have used ellipses without spaces, leading 

directly into the next utterance. Longer pauses, those that were palpable and sometimes 

uncomfortable, are indicated using brackets around the word pause or silence. 
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APPENDIX B 

 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
 

Composition, Rhetoric, and Literacies in Architecture Studio Classes 
 

Interview Questions 
 

1. What are the most important skills that architecture students need to develop by this point 
(end of the 1st, 3rd, or 5th year) in their studio education? 
 

2. How does this studio class build on previous educational experiences? 
 

3. What relationship do you see between written, oral, and visual communication? 
 

4. How do architects adjust their communication strategies for different audiences (students, 
professors, critics, clients, etc.)? 
 

5. What is the connection between studio classes and non-studio classes in architecture or 
classes in other departments? 
 

6. Can you describe the process you went through while working on this project? 
 

7. As you look at this photograph (of studio work), what would you say it demonstrates about 
the project? 
 

8. As you look at this photograph (of studio interactions), how would you interpret what is 
happening in terms of non-verbal communication? 
 

9. What are the benefits and drawbacks of the studio as a learning environment? 
 

10. How do studio class experiences prepare architects for professional practice? 
 

11. How and when did you learn to write program statements, draw diagrams, produce 
PowerPoint presentations, speak in front of a jury, etc.? 
 

12. How would you define what it means to be an architect? 
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APPENDIX C 

 
CONSENT FORMS 

 
 

Consent Form: Composition, Rhetoric, and Literacies in Architecture Studio Classes 
 

Student Investigator:  
 
Elizabeth G. Allan, Doctoral Student 
Composition and Rhetoric (English Dept.) 

[telephone] 
[email] 

Primary Investigator:  
 
Dr. Eli C. Goldblatt, Dissertation Advisor 
Assoc. Professor, English Department 
[telephone]  
[email] 

 
As a doctoral student in Composition and Rhetoric, I am studying the teaching, learning, and 
communication strategies used in architecture studio classes to gather data for my dissertation. You are 
being invited to participate in this study because of your affiliation with [Stonerock State] University’s 
architecture program as a student, faculty member, administrator, or visiting critic. To help me gain further 
insights into this area, I will be observing studio classes and taking notes on the proceedings. In addition, I 
may request copies of written or visual texts related to studio projects. I will also be interviewing 
participants informally during studio about their educational experiences in the architecture program. You 
are free to decline my request to interview you at any time. To supplement my notes, with your permission, 
I may also photograph you and/or your design work and audio-record your presentations for this studio 
class and interviews. I will invite you to review these photographs before the end of the study, and I may 
ask you to participate in one or more follow-up interviews to be scheduled at your convenience.  
 
The data you provide will be recorded using pseudonyms. Your participation and anything you say during 
classes or interviews will be reported without using your name. Results of the study will be discussed in the 
investigator’s dissertation and may be included in presentations at professional conferences. In the future, I 
may also use this data in professional manuscripts submitted for publication as articles in scholarly journals 
or a book in the field of composition and rhetoric. I will keep any original notes or other identifying 
materials, including consent forms and photographs, in a secure file in my home. These materials will be 
shredded and destroyed within 10 years of the completion of this study. 
 
Your participation in this study is on a voluntary basis, and you may refuse to participate at any time. If you 
choose not to participate, I will not include any data about you personally in my reports. You will not receive 
any compensation for agreeing to be observed, and your decision to participate or not participate will not 
affect your performance evaluations in the architecture program.  
 
My advisor, Eli Goldblatt, and I welcome questions about the study at any time. Our contact information is 
listed above, and we would be glad to discuss any aspects of this project with you. General questions 
about your rights as a research subject may also be directed to [IRB contact]. 
 
Signing your name below indicates that you have read and understood the contents of this Consent Form 
and that you agree to take part in this study by being observed and interviewed. Separate forms are 
provided for you to indicate whether or not you consent to being photographed or audio-recorded.  
 
Participant’s Name: ___________________________  

   Please Print 
 

                                         ______________________________________________________      
Participant's Signature       Date  

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Investigator's Signature       Date 
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Permission to Photograph: Composition, Rhetoric, and Literacies in Architecture Studio Classes 

 
 

Student Investigator:  
 
Elizabeth G. Allan, Doctoral Student 
Composition and Rhetoric (English Dept.) 

[telephone] 
[email] 

Primary Investigator:  
 
Dr. Eli C. Goldblatt, Dissertation Advisor 
Assoc. Professor, English Department 
[telephone]0 
[email] 

 
 

I give Elizabeth G. Allan permission to photograph  
 

 yes    no  the work that I produce for this studio class. 
 

 yes    no  me in the context of this studio class. 
 

I have already given my written consent to participate in the research project named above. I understand 
that I will not be paid or compensated for these photographs or their use. I understand that I will be invited 
to review these photographs before the completion of this study and that I can offer my input into their 
analysis during follow-up interviews. I understand that at no time will my name be used and that I may 
withdraw my consent at any time.  

 
I give Elizabeth G. Allan permission to use these photographs 

 
 yes    no  for research: to be included as part of the study named 

above. 
 

 yes    no  for education: to be shown to education professionals 
outside of [Stonerock State] University for educational 
purposes. 

 
 yes    no  for potential professional manuscripts: to be included in 

articles submitted for future publication in scholarly 
journals or a book in the field of composition and 
rhetoric. 

 
I understand that all original data collected for this study which contains information or likenesses that 
could potentially reveal my identity, including this signed consent form and any photographs that I have 
given permission for the researcher to use, will be kept in a secure file at the researcher’s home and will 
be destroyed within 10 years of the completion of this study. 

 
 

Participant’s Name: ___________________________  
   Please Print 
 

                                             ____________________________________________________      
Participant's Signature       Date  
 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
Investigator's Signature       Date 
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Permission to Audio-record: Composition, Rhetoric, and Literacies in Architecture Studio Classes 

 
 

Student Investigator:  
 
Elizabeth G. Allan, Doctoral Student 
Composition and Rhetoric (English Dept.) 

[telephone] 
[email] 

Primary Investigator:  
 
Dr. Eli C. Goldblatt, Dissertation Advisor 
Assoc. Professor, English Department 
[telephone] 
[email] 

 
 

I give Elizabeth G. Allan permission to audio-record me  
 

 yes    no  during presentations for this studio class. 
 

 yes    no  during interviews.   
 
I have already given my written consent for my participation in the research project named above. I 
understand that the audio recordings will be transcribed to text using pseudonyms and that the actual 
recordings will be erased or deleted within one week. I understand that the written transcripts will be 
treated as data for this research project. I understand that at no time will my name be used and that I may 
withdraw my consent at any time. 

 
 
Participant’s Name: ___________________________  
   Please Print 
 

                                             
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Participant’s Signature       Date  
 

                                             
_______________________________________________________________________ 

Investigator’s Signature       Date 
 


