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What happens when you require students to engage one 
architect for the dura� on of a semester? This case study 
brings to light a digital media course that asked students to 
do just that. As architectural educators, we o� en see stu-
dents use the “precedent building study” as a one-off  idea 
that is meant to inspire via direct infl uences such as form, 
materiality, details, etc. Yet, arguably, in all cases, there is a 
chronicle of numerous other ingredients that make up the 
fi nal recipes of an architect’s work. Encouraging the inves-
� ga� on of such ingredients, this fi � een-week-long case 
study cul� vated a more accurate example of how buildings 
as ‘precedent studies’ are linked to a greater sequence in an 
architect’s development. And largely, it gave early design 
students � me to discover such components.

The digital media students were in their fi rst year of design, 
and many of them had not yet been made aware of cele-
brated (st)architects. Each chose their own, separate ‘muse’ 
in which to bond with, and the en� rety of the class was 
ul� mately introduced to thirty-six noteworthy designers. 
The course was structured in such a way that parameters 
were set up through weekly assignments that allowed young 
design students the freedom to make choices related to both 
the confi nes of the task and the breadth of their architects’ 
work. All the while, the course objec� ves were related to 
discovering, learning, and visually communica� ng through 
digital so� ware. Yet, there was also an undisclosed, alternate 
agenda that focused on whether a fi � een-week engagement 
would enrich the students’ understanding of architectural 
processes, methods, and precedents that move beyond rep-
resenta� onal media.  

Through the weekly digital media assignments, the design 
students began to establish rela� onships with and opinions 
of their architect; learning where they are from, where they 
build, their educa� on, their mentors, and their sensi� vi� es 
as designers. In addi� on to this explora� on, the students 
were given opportuni� es to use their architects’ already-
authored designs—be it through sec� on, plan, photograph 
or even sketch—to mimic them, to alter them, to relocate 
them, to re-envision them: to play with them through dig-
ital so� ware.  

While imposing play in this extended student-architect rela-
� onship, it provoked (and con� nues to provoke) pedagogical 
ques� ons such as: Are design styles, methods, or techniques 
passed on from architect to student throughout the course? 
[How] can we infuse architectural insights through both play 
and digital media courses that transcend so� ware tech-
niques and representa� onal skills? And Is this semester-long 
engagement benefi cial to the students? This semester-long 
case study results in both quan� ta� ve and qualita� ve assess-
ment of what transpires when students absorb the work of 
one architect through the lens of a digital media course. Tune 
in to fi nd out whether or not some students will fi ght with 
and break off  their architectural engagements mid-semester! 

INTRODUCTION:
As representa� on in the fi eld of design becomes increasingly 
more digital, teaching students how to leverage an array of 
so� ware tools early in their architectural educa� on is para-
mount. The discussion is centered around a semester-long 
course for fi rst-year architecture and interior architecture 
students engaging fundamental design thinking skills using 
InDesign, Photoshop, Illustrator, and AutoCAD so� ware. To go 
beyond what is off ered through online tutorials, the challenge 
at hand was to provide students with a framework that would 
allow them the freedom to experiment with digital so� ware. 
Without solely being a mouthpiece for ever-present introduc-
tory tutorials off ered throughout the internet, the objec� ve 
was to relate the semester’s content to richer, broader themes 
that enhance the student’s overall architectural educa� on. 
In the profession, the ability to communicate design ideas 
graphically in addi� on to analyzing and referencing work for 
precedents is cri� cal. Deliberately paired with a case study 
architect and their associated prolifi c body of work, the act 
of seeing, analyzing and communica� ng design intent formed 
the inves� ga� on. Each student engaged with one architect 
throughout the fi � een-week long semester. Using the four 
diff erent so� ware programs presented, they embarked on a 
total of twelve unique assignments leading to a fi nal project 
that would encompass their analysis graphically. The format 
for this paper will briefl y describe a few of the assignments 
rela� ve to the specifi c so� ware, then follow-up with overarch-
ing ques� ons that paralleled the semester. 
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In the spirit of play, simultaneously with though� ul inves� ga-
� on, the design of the course was guided by the term “muse.” A 
brief defi ni� on1 that helped guide the playful-yet-educa� onal 
a�  tude toward the experimenta� on:

  muse (n):                                                                                                             
A state of deep thought or dreamy abstrac� on  
A source of inspira� on..a guiding genius

DIGITAL EXPLORATIONS: ADOBE INDESIGN
Explora� ons in InDesign included composing, organizing and 
crea� ng an ordering system to structure the communica� on 
of informa� on. Se�  ng up guides and a composi� onal grid and 
consequently breaking the grid became an important star� ng 
point. Students introduced color and atmospheric pale� es 
as they relate to composi� onal elements of their architects’ 
work. Graphic text was also inves� gated as a con� nua� on 
of revealing architectural inten� ons. The fi rst assignment 
involved laying out a poster of gathered research using Adobe 
InDesign. Focused primarily on layout, the students used 
already-created content to begin design assignments related 
to spa� al confi gura� ons in a two-dimensional format.

This poster will be a collecti on of informati on about your 
architect and signifi cant infl uences on their body of work. 
Your poster should include brief informati on on your archi-
tect (approximately three sentences) including informati on 
such as their country of origin, architectural style/language, 
infl uenti al travels, mentors, educati on, etc. Additi onally, your 
poster will also represent a healthy body of their work (three 
projects, minimum) including images, locati on, year built, and 
functi on. In a subtle locati on on your poster, you will need to 
cite your sources. 

Another early assignment asked students to demonstrate 
their understanding of InDesign and early manipula� ons in 
Photoshop by assigning the crea� on of a mood board. 

Compose a sheet that considers the general moods and mate-
rial palett es that are consistent to your architect. Is there a 
certain style that your architect exemplifi es? Perhaps there is 
a certain part of the world where they design that infl uences 
consistent material palett e? If your architect has a prolifi c body 
of work that ranges across many styles, locati ons, and moods, 
you may pick a certain ti me period, phase, or potenti ally, even 
a parti cular building to focus your mood board on. Consider 
repeti ti ve materials (concrete, steel, wood), colors, textures, 
natural elements (sunlight, trees, water, light). Perhaps the 
work of your architect goes beyond purely their built work, 
but also hints of their graphic styles, product design and even 
furniture design. 

DIGITAL EXPLORATIONS: ADOBE PHOTOSHOP
Following InDesign, Photoshop was introduced beginning with 
photo edi� ng and manipula� ons. Later, students would explore 
the connec� vity of architectural elements through form, over-
lap, materiality, and ligh� ng considera� ons of their architects’ 
work. The following assignments con� nued to encourage the 
students to research their architects’ body of work. Through 
means of composing and decomposing using the tools of 
photoshop, the students became keen observers and began 
drawing connec� ons between their architects’ projects. 

To demonstrate your understanding of Photoshop thus far, RE-
CREATE an image from your architect’s body of work. When 
re-creati ng the image, you must assemble and photograph 
elements that will be used to RE-PLACE the existi ng elements 
of the base image. You will then use Photoshop to fi nalize and 
adjust your photographs so that you can express your base 
image in a fresh and compelling new way. Be creati ve when 
determining the library of photographs duplicated and manipu-
lated in unique ways to re-create certain textures, qualiti es, 
shapes, etc. The more these images relate to your subject the 
bett er! Be mindful that acti ons such as cropping, color-col-
lecti on, distorti on, and repeti ti on can be accomplished in the 
soft ware program. 

Figure 1. Student work using Adobe InDesign so� ware.
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Another mid-semester assignment had a more playful spin to 
it, considering the context and environment of their architects’ 
work. By crea� ng a photomontage of one of their architects’ 
buildings placed into a scene that they are familiar with, 
the students get a be� er sense of the scale of their work. 
While some projects fi t seamlessly into the city of Scranton, 
Pennsylvania, others towered above the exis� ng skyline or 
sprawled across several city blocks. 

To further demonstrate your understanding of Photoshop 
thus far, you will create a “photo montage.” Through the soft -
ware, you are to “place” one of your architect’s buildings into 
SCRANTON using a collage/montage method. 

O� en, hints were given on how to approach the project. For 
the assignment above, the student had to consider the follow-
ing when planning their digital workfl ow: 

Do you fi nd/take images in and around Scranton and then 
fi nd a building to match? Do you fi nd the right photograph of 
your architect’s building and then match it to a viewpoint in 
Scranton? You will likely need to adjust (or Transform>Distort) 
the image(s) so that perspecti ve alignments match up. Do not 
overuse this tool! Too much distorti on likely means that your 
pictures are not suitable for a seamless photo-montage. 

The students would addi� onally modify the base image to 
clearly show their architects’ building in the fi nal graphic. One 
way to do so included modifying the surrounding context 
(Scranton) to black and white so that their architects’ building 
was clearly dis� nguishable in color (or vice versa: context in 
color, building in black and white). They were also tasked with 
considering context in the foreground and in some cases add-
ing entourage to create a more integrated image. 

These representa� onal techniques are translated to both 
conceptual and fi nalized means of expressing design ideas 
in rela� onship to their surrounding context. The approach 
used in this assignment becomes a star� ng point for students 

to experiment with further in the representa� on of the 
complex rela� onship between building and context in their 
studio projects.

DIGITAL EXPLORATIONS: ADOBE ILLUSTRATOR
Explora� ons in Illustrator pushed the students to synthesize 
and refi ne the work of their architect. Many of the assign-
ments that u� lize Illustrator required students to look more 
closely at the work, some� mes even reducing complex build-
ings into a few simple lines and forms. The output of these 
inves� ga� ons primarily included edi� ng, pairing down, and 
diagramming. Technical parallels that emphasized the applica-
� on of vector outputs played a role in how students integrated 
Illustrator into their own workfl ow. An example assignment is 
included below:

To demonstrate your understanding of Illustrator thus far, you 
will create a “fl at rendering” of a detail (or detailed porti on of 
an image) from your architect’s body of work.    The idea behind 
this assignment is to stylize a photograph (raster image) into a 
simplifi ed vector image using Adobe Illustrator. This is an exer-
cise in simplifying images while making them graphically clear 
and legible: an ability that all designers strive for! Experiment 
with techniques, tools, and effi  ciencies in your work.

A� er the introductory assignments for each program, students 
were more free to choose the approach and the so� ware that 
would help them complete their desired graphic for each 
assignment. Many of the assignments required the use of 
more than one program and were geared toward combining 
the so� ware to gain an op� mal outcome. This also allowed the 
students the freedom to explore their own representa� onal 
expression. In contrast, this also challenged the students to 
go out of their comfort zone and develop ways to push their 
own understanding of the tools at hand. The following is an 
example of this type of approach: 

Create a map (at any scale or various scales) that locates build-
ings done by your architect. Create thoughtf ul, strategic, clear 

Figure 2. Student work using Adobe Photoshop so� ware. 
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icons that represent your architect’s projects. You must include 
a minimum of fi ve projects. Using multi ple platf orms of your 
choice, experiment and strategize how best to incorporate 
mapping, icons, and text into a single fi le. Consider methods 
of tracing, collage, labeling, clear shapes, and use of color 
(to name a few). Maps should not be simply extracted maps 
(copied from the internet). Consider altering and/or clarifying 
existi ng maps to include only what is necessary for the viewer. 
Clear visual communicati on at all scales is paramount to the 
profession and educati on of architecture. 

DIGITAL EXPLORATIONS: AUTODESK AUTOCAD
AutoCAD explora� ons considered organiza� onal strategies 
and graphic hierarchies of their architects’ work. In using 
AutoCAD, students were challenged to iden� fy architectural 
ordering systems in addi� on to establish their own through the 
use of layers. As the fi nal so� ware introduced to the students, 
AutoCAD was o� en used in combina� on with other programs 
to achieve a desired graphic outcome. In the following assign-
ment, AutoCAD was used to create a base vector image that 
the students then take into Illustrator to begin diagramming 
buildings by their architect: 

To demonstrate your understanding of both AutoCAD and 
Illustrator, you are to create four diagrams of ONE of your 
architect’s projects. Each diagram should describe some char-
acteristi c of the design and inform the viewer of a functi on or 
performance of the design. Make sure to include a ti tle of what 
each diagram is showing, along with a graphic scale, north 
arrow, and key or minimal text to support your graphics.

The introduc� on of AutoCAD requires a more prac� cal appli-
ca� on of conven� onal and tradi� onal methods of architectural 
dra� ing. Students began to explore and apply drawing conven-
� ons as they created each layer of their drawing. Line weights 
as a mechanism to express hierarchy became essen� al at this 
point in their explora� on. The following assignment outlines 

an opportunity to explore graphic outcomes that combines 
AutoCAD with the Adobe programs: 

To demonstrate your understanding of AutoCAD, Photoshop, 
and Illustrator, you are to re-create a site plan that includes a 
roof plan or overhead view of one of your architect’s projects. 
Include surrounding context: adjacent roads, buildings, trees, 
bodies of water, etc. Emphasize the natural surroundings (water, 
foliage, greenery, etc.) by experimenti ng and adding color and 
texture to these elements. AutoCAD will be used to trace nec-
essary linework over an att ached image (this can be a found 
image or a satellite image). This linework will then be opened 
in Illustrator for necessary graphic adjustments. Include a ti tle 
for the site plan along with a graphic scale and a north arrow.

DIGITAL EXPLORATIONS: ESTABLISHING A DIGITAL 
WORKFLOW
Inherent to the structure of the so� ware, each program u� -
lizes layers as a mechanism of organiza� on to aid the workfl ow 
and o� en defi ne hierarchy in the fi nal outcome. The ideas of 
layering, organiza� on and synthesis of informa� on remains 
constant between both the inves� ga� on of the so� ware and 
the architect. This didac� c approach to a digital media course 
goes beyond what is available through online tutorials, crea� ng 
a richer educa� onal experience that transcends the so� ware. 

The second half of the course focused more specifi cally on 
the integra� on of these programs and each student establish-
ing their own digital workfl ow. A heavy focus is beyond the 
capabili� es of each individual program but on the appropri-
ate applica� on of this set of tools. To conclude the semester, 
the case study assignments were bound together in the fi nal 
submission containing all of the semester’s content. Using 
InDesign, the students’ fi nal project was to include all revised 
versions of the semester’s twelve assignments into a calen-
dar. The students’ case study became the thema� c interest 
of the calendar. The students designed the ordering system, 

Figure 3. Student work using Adobe Illustrator so� ware. 
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Figure 4. Student work using Autodesk AutoCAD so� ware.

color scheme, and structure to align with the work of their 
case study. An example is seen in Figure 5. In this exercise the 
diff erences of the assignments were celebrated in correla� on 
to months while s� ll retaining a cohesive whole as inspired by 
their architect “muse.”

FINDINGS + DISCUSSION:
Within the framework of the case study and the so� ware 
programs, many of the assignments introduce the types of 
graphics that architects use to convey their design ideas. 
Although not the guiding inten� on of the course, drawing 
conven� ons and the variety of representa� onal methods are 
presented to the students and executed in both their assign-
ments and studio work. The take aways are vast including but 
not limited to sketching techniques, introduc� on of grid, color, 
form and overlap, materiality, play with light, wri� ng, joinery, 
and connec� on.

The following ques� ons include both our own refl ec� ons in 
addi� on to those gained through frui� ul discussion. Located 
in the curriculum during the fi rst-year, this course serves as an 
introduc� on not only to digital programs but also to composi-
� on, design thinking skills, and also the analysis of a case study. 
Situated as an introductory course this allows students to 
simultaneously develop their inves� ga� ve skills while explor-
ing representa� onal techniques. 

[How] can we infuse architectural insights through both 
play and digital media courses that transcend so� ware 
techniques and representa� onal skills?

By cra� ing an educa� onal environment through crea� ve 
assignments that focus on play and explora� on, this approach 
places an emphasis on the student’s own curiosity and empow-
ers them to learn about their architect within the framework 
of each assignment. Each assignment proposed an inves� -
ga� on of both the architect and the so� ware. Through the 

introduc� on of so� ware students are encouraged to collabo-
rate, reference online tutorials, and experiment. The unique 
case study por� on of the assignment requires that students 
become independent researchers by analyzing the inten� ons 
of their architect through representa� on. Between the case 
study and so� ware explora� on, the act of seeing and inter-
pre� ng design remains an important aspect of the course that 
parallels the founda� on studio curriculum. 

Are design styles, methods, or techniques passed on from 
architect to student throughout the course? 

In addi� on to the examples given in class to demonstrate 
the digital tools, the case study guides the student through 
the course. Inherently, as each student studies the work of 
their architect, they are exposed to their style, both graphi-
cally and formally.

The fi rst examples are seen clearly through architects that emit 
a dis� nct color pale� e. Some of these correla� ons include the 
color pale� e in the work of Le Corbusier, the vibrant red in the 
work of Eero Saarinen, the pris� ne natural whites in the work 
of Aires Mateus, or the monochroma� c and grid like pa� ern 
seen in the work of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. 

As the semester progresses the rela� onship with the work of 
the architect is strengthened. A� er the fi rst few weeks, stu-
dents begin to establish connec� ons between the projects 
they are researching. Beyond color, these connec� ons engage 
formal tendencies such as an established ordering system that 
guides several projects of their architects’ breadth of work. 
Students begin to recognize the trends of the architects, for 
example the use of a grid, free form shapes, or the playful 
tension between the two deployed in the architect’s work. For 
some students, structure and framework become an element 
of focus as they work to decode the system that enables the 
architect to achieve a complex form or structural feat. 
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Much of these connec� ons are found as the students revisit 
the work. In an eff ort to encourage discovery and refi nement, 
students are encouraged to revise their work as they increase 
their profi ciency with the digital so� ware. Through this pro-
cess, students are o� en surprised by the projects ini� ally 
selected to pursue in each assignment now that they have 
become more familiar with the work of their architect.

In end of semester discussions with students, insight was 
gained on their architects’ style from many of the assign-
ments, in par� cular through comple� ng the mood board and 
fl at rendering. Both of these assignments required a heavy 
amount of analysis into a specifi c project or the en� re breadth 
of the architects’ work, followed by synthesis of those fi ndings 
to create the fi nal image. Neither held concern for drawing 
conven� ons, but rather the overall graphic representa� on and 
narra� ve expressed by the image. 

Are the given architect’s design styles evident in studio work?

While not a specifi c goal of the course, hints of the architect’s 
style were o� en evident in the experimenta� on of the stu-
dents’ studio work; for example, the ways they inves� gated 
and iterated based upon the fi ndings of their chosen architect. 
Coinciding with fi rst-year studio, o� en the transla� on into stu-
dio work is more aligned with the students’ design process. In 

studio work, at an introductory level, the design styles that 
carried into their work were o� en found in the manipula� on 
of light and shadow. From their architects’ work they tended 
to take diff erent design approaches, for example allowing light 
from above, a repe� � ve ver� cal element, or carefully carved 
apertures. The styles were also o� en evident in the ways that 
the students took risks, tried a new composi� on, and even 
engaged methods of joinery. Above all, the collabora� on 
among students in the studio was enriched with observa� ons 
of students reviewing the work of their peers and suggest-
ing they take a look at a specifi c project done by their case 
study architect.

Figure 5: Student work, case study architect calendar. 
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ENDNOTES
1. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dic� onary. 11th ed. Springfi eld, MA: 

Merriam-Webster, 2003.
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Figure 6: Student work, case study architect portraits. 




