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“In 1969, a young former abstract expressionist decided he was done
with painting, went out to the middle of nowhere, set off explosives
that displaced 244,000 tons of rocks, and made two 30x50-foot
trenches that contained nothing....In our hyper-contextualized world
of the tagged and displayed, relying upon “nothing” and “nowhere” as
aesthetic constructs seems near dead....To get closer to the point:
land art acts as a bridge between sculpture and performance art; the
body of work enlists the body of the viewer. Double Negative may be
just as still as a Rodin, and, as with a Rodin, | have to bring myself to it—
but “bringing myself to it” is a far more dramatic enterprise, and, when
I'm there, I'm an even more performative element than | would be in
a museum—searching for it, walking around it, getting stinking hot.”
Merridawn Duckler, 2016'

“Double Negative creates a feeling of tension in between its walls.
Its “void” is immeasurable in importance. You “feel” the void, sense
in detail the change of texture in the walls. The void within the land-
scape has become the “program” of experiential space.”

Eric Strain, 20192

INTRODUCTION

In Duckler’s account of Michael Heizer's Double Negative, the
viewer becomes a part of the overall experience of scale, of site,
and the knowledge of place. In a sense, perception, feeling, and
scale hold a very complex relationship in the eye of the participant,
and this brings Heizer’s earthwork closer to architecture than one
might expect. This correlation between experience, scale percep-
tion, and placemaking can enrich the educational experience, thereby
affecting the balance of forces that exist between academia, prac-
tice, and research.

At least, that is the hunch that drew us to the 2019 Antwerp ACSA/
EAAE International Teacher Conference. By discussing how a blend-
ed set of practices (practice/teaching/research) enabled a mutually
reinforcing dialog between the making of ideas, buildings, and land-
scapes, this paper will present design practice and the practice of
design education as inter-related activities. Through our collabora-
tive efforts, we have worked to make the space of inquiry a contin-
uous field that reaches across conventional divisions between the
academy and practice. Within this field, research helps ground “the
hunch” while “the hunch” tempers the formality of research.

Our hunch is this: that a case study of a recent design think-tank will
illustrate how we see:

expertise developed in the academic environment can be
incorporated into an inquisitive professional

design practice;

the studio (both academic and professional) as a thinker
-space that should not follow a commercial agenda nor
should it become a space absent of craft and speculation,
urge and fascination, skill and imagination, criticality and



Figure 2: The classroom module blurs indoors and outdoors as the design matures.

creativity, individual formation and social consciousness

While our pedagogical approaches draw from a variety of disci-
plines, we ground our work, and that of our students and student
interns, within the discipline of architecture.® In this sense, we bring
an interdisciplinary approach to specifically architectural practices.
This is not to say that we do not question the limits of the discipline;
rather, we test the limits of established architectural models from
within the discipline in an effort to critique, re-build, and extend
those very same models in practice settings. Given this framework,
we seek to instill in student interns a desire to question and explore
ideas, issues, and technologies of implementation such that a rigorous
process of thinking and acting through design becomes attainable.*

It should be pointed out that we do not believe in simplistic for-
malism or nostalgic ideation. We do not think that a ‘divine inspira-
tion’ mindset serves most students well neither in the studio nor the
office.® Nor do we believe in the innate or essential qualities of a
given thing, place, or time. Each of these ideological frameworks has
a great deal of currency, but neither offers fertile ground for inquiry.
The divinely inspired, or the model of the creative “genius,” relies too
heavily upon unchallenged personal idiosyncrasies, while the quest
for essential characteristics has long been a discredited charge—we
live in a world of far too many compelling systems of value to claim
universal agreement on such issues.® Similarly, we do not rely upon
conventional notions of architecture-as-service; all too often, the con-
ventional wisdom of the professional world fails to exhibit wisdom
in any convincing fashion and, therefore, fails to provide a promising
vehicle of intellectual exploration. Rather than revert to techniques
of inquiry that we see as limited, we encourage our students and
our office interns to approach their design processes by reformulat-
ing them as processes of investigation—i.e., as research agendas. It
is through the close study of the contexts within which architecture
exists (both as a discipline and as a practice) that potential sources of
inspiration to fuel a design process may emerge.

Put simply; research can spark a hunch and vice versa.’

THE“HUB”

One point of clarification: this case study focuses on a meeting
held in the offices of assemblageSTUDIO in Las Vegas, Nevada, in
January of 2019. assemblageSTUDIO was founded by Eric Strain, the
first author on this paper, as a flexible practice able to nimbly expand
and contract as project demands dictate or as office workloads neces-
sitate. In this instance, the second and third authors were invited to
join assemblageSTUDIO in Las Vegas for a 2-day work-session focused
on the conceptualization of a proto-type for the Global Community
Alternative High School (GCAHS). GCAHS will house an innovative cur-
riculum that blends STEM-based learning with a wide range of cultural
strengths represented by the school’s multi-ethnic and international
student body. This 2-day session involved three student interns, all of
whom are enrolled in the School of Architecture at UNLV, two full-time
intern designers and each of this paper’s authors.?

Our new interaction sphere, as we regard it, the HUB, is intended
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to simulate an academic studio environment in which faculty and
students (in this case, practitioners and interns) discuss alternatives
and pursue ideas through rigorous and intense scrutiny grounded
in a collaborative process. Thus, over two days, the team discussed
precedents, reviewed literature, and nurtured a notion that multiple
buildings were more appropriate than a single structure. While var-
ious approaches were explored, the overall consensus repeatedly
returned to schemes that focused upon campus-like in which land-
scape, architecture, and interiority were interwoven. In this sense,
Double Negative—Michael Heizer’s earthwork in the Nevada desert,
served as a precedent—not in terms of the uses of the building norin
the sense of form-making; instead, Heizer’s project provided a frame
of reference for an experience of a “void”, or of the space between
things, that represented an opportunity to create meaningful places
within the school. His quote that “there is nothing there, yet it is still a
sculpture” translated—in our architectural languages to an idea that
the “nothing” in the GCAHS program would still result in meaningful
architecture.’ In essence, this was our first “hunch.”

INTUITION AND PRACTICE

GCAHS will be a unique institution within the Clark County School
District that will address the needs of a largely immigrant population
of 400 students speaking over 20 languages--many of whom will arrive
at the school after traveling directly from detention facilities along the
US/Mexico border. In fact, the Principal of the school to us that,

“Students who attend Global come from countries such as El Salvador,
Nicaragua, Mexico, Honduras, Guatemala, Thailand, Phillippines, India,
China, Columbia, Costa Rica, Spain, the Nations of Africa, and Brazil.
Many of our students have traveled for months to arrive, and many
have not been educated beyond elementary school. Many of our
students do not have family or have witnessed some traumatic event
in their lives.”

Principal of the Global Community Alternative High School

Given these circumstances, the school must function not only as a
place of learning but also as a place of recovery. So, somewhat unusual
programmatic elements are needed within a broader integrated edu-
cational environment: a large kitchen and social space and a library
to be accessed on evenings and weekends, for example, alongside
science labs and classrooms. Additionally, the school will house an
in-take center to help students transition into the city and school sys-
tem and to offer social services such as mental and physical health
assessments. This wide range of educational, social, and client needs
(including to break down institutional barriers—both physical and
perceived) sparked our hunch that the GCAHS should not be one
large facility but instead a campus of intimate spaces (some enclosed,
others open). In this sense, the school’s imagery and environments
would be non-institutional, break from the imagery of “governmental
facilities” and instead provide a welcoming destination that nurtures
through integration with nature.

In this sense, the HUB provided students with an opportunity to
put research into action - to critically evaluate various environmental
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Figure 3:“Hub” diagram.

behavior studies through the lens of a specific case (the
GCAHS) that will impact real constituencies. As faculty who
straddle practice and the academy, this teaching strategy
allowed us to position the HUB as a space in which student
interns could “prepare for the world, in the world.”"® This dis-
cussion points to the strengths of hands-on learning environ-
ments in the development of critically reflective practitioners
and in addressing the dual dilemma that often plagues the
academic environments."

To be clear, we relied upon a straightforward definition of
the word “research” as we entered into the HUB (these defini-
tions are taken from the American Heritage College Dictionary,
Third Edition):

Research: 1. Scholarly or scientific investigation or
inquiry; 2. Close careful study.

It is through the careful study of the contexts within which
architecture exists that potential sources of inspiration can
emerge and fuel a design process. Put another way, we encour-
aged the office’s student interns to immerse themselves in all
forms of information regarding their topic at hand and, from
that immense field of information, specific and often unique
points of departure could be identified. In this case, our col-
lective interest in a combination of open and enclosed spaces
was reinforced by detailed studies of the benefits of outdoor
spaces and views relative to mental health.

From a pedagogical perspective, this approach affords
points of departure that may engage a critique and a chal-
lenge, a resonance, and an extension, or a reference to a paral-
lel but seemingly unrelated position. In all cases, the work that
emerges is immediately engaged in a dialog with information,
data, precedents, and cultural flows that characterize the state
of the art across many fields. And, this approach encourages a



form of reflective practice that the often referenced the 1996 “Boyer
Report” emphasized.”” While this is not a new approach, the impor-
tance that reflexivity holds for architectural education and, by exten-
sion, for future practitioners, is its involvement with not only practical
needs but also a wide range of scientific, social, aesthetic, political,
and environmental foundations of architecture, which are not eas-
ily captured through the teaching of disembodied skills and facts.
Therefore, our HUB meetings aimed to position student interns as
partners in extending the knowledge base of the profession through
an exercise in reflective practice.

Again, this is not a new approach or idea. What we borrowed to
define our HUB was the view that design education can occur in a
collaborative and demonstrative manner. In other words, the learning
environments proposed by Boyer (and others) require critical engage-
ment with both an intellectual and a professional milieu. However,
such a vision is rarely materialized. As the architectural educator, Dana
Cuff has illustrated, design exercises are “composed for didactic rea-
sons, so complex problems are simplified, variables are isolated for
study, and a series of educational experiences are coordinated.”” The
academic setting, thus, often removes problems from contextual con-
straints to clarify and focus upon specific issues within a coordinated
set of learning experiences. This combination of factors distances the
classroom from practice, which limits the capacity of design educa-
tion to address complex social questions. One unintended result is the
dual dilemma we alluded to above: (1) intellectual distancing enables
a form of reflexivity limited to an individual student’s problem-solv-
ing skills; and (2) the problem-solving skills of students remain too
limited to be applicable in environments increasingly characterized
by diverse and often competing constituencies. For this reason, our
approach to the GCAHS meet-up was intended to overcome this dual
dilemma by addressing issues of public import as both scholars and
emerging professionals through research, critical speculation and
active collaboration—collaboration intended to level the playing
field between practitioners/academics and students/interns." This is
one way that we blended research from fields such as environmental
psychology and the environmental sciences into our design practices,
which are based upon experience, precedent and intuition in ways
that shift the focus from (as the conference call for papers asked) ‘what
can be done’ to ‘what ought to be done’.

INTERDISCIPLINARY POACHING

A hunch, a gut feeling—both can be useful when grounded in con-
crete experience and information. In this case, our hunch was not just
based upon Heizer's Double Negative but also on a previous proj-
ect, the Lynn Bennett Early Childhood Educational Center—a 20,000
sq.ft. educational and research facility located on the campus of the
University of Nevada Las Vegas.

Lynn Bennett was developed as assemblageSTUDIO’s submission
to an invited competition for this UNLV facility, which serves both
as a daycare for the children of faculty and as a research center for
the School of Education. In Lynn Bennett, the idea of a campus with-
in a campus afforded a contrast to other proposals; of the five invit-
ed teams, our proposal was the only one to break the program apart

and to provide a set of inter-related buildings and open spaces (the
remaining four entries each proposed conventional classroom build-
ings). Our proposal reflected an intuitive sense that children need
access to outdoor play and that views to the outdoors can inspire
learning. This sensibility, at the time, was not rooted in research but
rather in the first-hand experience with our own families.

When faced with another opportunity to explore alternative mod-
els for education facilities, our experience with Lynn Bennett, coupled
with our more recent exposure to emerging literature focused on nat-
ural systems and well-being, we attempted to build upon the intu-
itions that drove an earlier design process. But, with one difference:
we (each member of the team—including the student interns) con-
sciously searched for research and information to “fact check” our ini-
tial intuitive response.

As alluded to above, we believe that an immersion within a field
of information can spawn unique points of departure for a design
process that may critique and a challenge, resonance, and an exten-
sion, or a scatological reference to a (seemingly) unrelated position.
In the case of our recent engagement with the Global Community
Alternative High School, our intuitive hunch built upon the client’s
desires to break down institutional barriers, both physical and per-
ceived. In this sense, the school’s building imagery and environments
were to be non-institutional and needed to break from the imagery of
governmental facilities. More importantly, the school would need to
provide a welcoming destination that nurtures the well-being of its
students through integration with nature.

Our interpretation involved imagining how voids in a building could
become something that defines the architecture—much like Double
Negative helps define its place in the world. Voids, in this sense,
became the vehicle of our hunch that we could bring the indoors of
the school together with the outdoors. This approach also integrat-
ed technology with the students’ multi-cultural strengths to create a
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Figure 4: Lynn Bennett classroom module
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collaborative set of non-traditional learning environments including
exterior spaces, visual interconnectedness, and spaces that help nur-
ture, heal and restore.> The fact that a significant segment of the
school’s population will arrive after essentially being incarcerated at
the US/MX border, the need to avoid conventional institutional archi-
tectural imagery was crucial. By removing their potential discomfort
with institutional facilities, our hunch was that students would more
easily involve themselves in the school and the opportunities that it
will provide. And, this would enable us to integrate natural environ-
ments to provide opportunities for students to recover from mental
fatigue, to perform at higher academic levels, and sustain their atten-
tional capacities.’

This conversation regarding the de-institutionalization of our
approach to the design of the GCAHS continued beyond the
two-day work session, via on-going email communications with
the design team:

“l had a recent trip to Taliesin to listen to the lecture of David Adjaye
and it got me thinking and | would be interested in your feedback...
After the lecture | walked the grounds of Taliesin for some time...
walking through intimate courtyards with various buildings open-
ing into them...planted walks that connected each building to the
next...a direct connection of each space to the landscape, creating an
extension of space both visually and physically in some cases...Taliesin
never stops inspiring, the connection to landscape and the intimacy
of buildings to that very landscape...materials and forms that provide
a sense of scale and connection to earth/landscape. It got me thinking
back to our Lynn Bennett project at UNLV as well as ....to the prin-
cipal’s discussion over the fear of governmental buildings and how
it has caused some to shy away from enrolling. So, keeping with the
idea of rethinking educational spaces/classrooms, we are considering
an option...that becomes much less intimidating...a design that would
allow every space to have direct access to the outside to increase the
space of the classroom as well as making a direct connection for each
space to the landscape as if you had a series of small buildings all con-
nected through a series of walks/courtyards...less iconic in scale but
more of this place and about enabling education to occur not justin a
classroom but in the extension of class in the courtyard or walk ways
between...in a small way more iconic in creating a building about the
kids and their needs instead of our egos...”
Eric Strain, email communication to the design team
(Jan. 29, 2019)

This approach helps move our practice away from conventional val-
ues in the marketplace, or that may lie in an architecture-as-service
model. This approach maintains a connection to criticality, to craft, to
imaginative engagement, and to hunches. For example, early research
by Wilder into the value of intuition in mathematics suggested that
“the more experienced the mathematician became, the more reli-
able did his ‘intuition’ become” and that intuition is, in many ways,
“an accumulation of attitudes (including beliefs and opinions) derived
from experience, both individual and cultural.”” In this sense, intuitive
capacity grows as people grow culturally and intellectually. Wilder,
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in fact, went on to suggest that students might learn principles and
grow intuitive skills through an encouragement to guess and experi-
ment—to act on hunches. This, he proposed, was a model for discov-
ery through a learning process and it is not dissimilar to what is often
asked of students in a normative design studio situation. In our case, it
was not dissimilar from our HUB interaction.

More recent research into the role of intuition relative to creativity
reinforces the idea that educated guesses represent a form of intuition
rooted in expertise (and experience). In their essay, “Understanding
Intuition: The case for two forms of intuition,” Dorfler and Ackermann
argue that “intuitive insight” is what helps produce new knowledge
through interpretation of complex challenges and as compared to
“intuitive judgment,” which is tied to past experience and the applica-
tion of expertise to well-defined problems.'®

Design challenges, like the development of a proto-typical alter-
native high school, are generally not well-defined problems; instead,
they are more like the “wicked problems” that Rittel and Webber
spoke of in the 1970s."” As such, our design process focused on the
built environment for its restorative and educational value and for
potential experiences that may be greater than what meets the eye.?®
For example, Berto’s research into mental fatigue points that expo-
sure to restorative environments helps restore attentional capacity,
and this has been quantitatively documented through various stud-
ies in environmental psychology.?’ This research is connected to that
focused on Attention Restoration Theory, which suggests that contact
with nature directly impacts attentional functioning.??  Many studies
in this area have found that contact with nature to be related to atten-
tion in adults but this one study in particular focused on Attention
Deficit Disorder (ADD) in children. In their study, Taylor, Kuo and
Sullivan noted that the “'greener’ a child’s play area, the less severe his
or her attention deficit symptoms.”?* They also point to both empiri-
cal and theoretical work in landscape architecture and environmental
psychology that highlight several potential benefits of natural envi-
ronments in the well-being of children such as “providing privacy,
mental stimulation, and sensory stimulation and supporting import-
ant developmental activities such as play, creative forms of play, and
exploratory and divergent thinking.” 2

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has attempted to illustrate the ways that research from
fields such as environmental psychology was blended into our design
practices based upon experience, precedent and intuition in ways
that (as the conference call for papers stated) advance the research of
the faculty/practitioners, thereby shifting the focus from ‘what can be
done’ to ‘what ought to be done’. This distinction between what can
and ought to be done is informed by working through not-so-well-
defined problems and by engaging interdisciplinary research through
the design process. In our view, this is one way to maintain a model
of reflexive practice that benefits from a HUB-like environment. And,
judging from comments from one of the interns on the team, we may
have achieved a small measure of success in this regard:

“Rather than seeing two or more designs compromised into a single



concept, as is standard in academic group work, the new high school
concept evolved organically as many different inputs were weighed
and then incorporated. It was a revelation to see intelligent and col-
laborative discussion shape the direction of a project instead of the
combative bickering that | am used too.”

Student Intern comment share via email in May of 2019.

We should be clear: we do not expect that students will emerge
from our HUB as fully formed reflexive practitioners armed to save
the world through their intuitive and intellectual capacities. Critically
engaged and reflective practitioners are what we hope our students
and interns will continue to become as they move into professional
environments. This kind of reflexivity will augment their abilities to
address the needs of diverse constituencies that are increasingly
unlikely to be from a similar background, cultural milieu, economic
circumstance, and even mindset. In a sense, we aimed to avoid the
imbalance of the knowing technocrat leading the unknowing other
(or the master architect leading the apprentice).

The alternative, for us, is something that builds upon the scholarly
culture of design as a discipline and upon the on-going accumulation
of knowledge in ways that builds an office/studio culture and iden-
tity. This is akin to what Dohr described as a “practice group” in which
collective expertise is developed through shared values, norms, prac-
tices and traditions.?® Like Dohr, we believe that designers in the 21st
century will need new abilities to understand, collaborate, and share
knowledge across a wide range of perspectives—and this will require
an intuitive ability to integrate academic expertise within an inquisi-
tive professional environment. 2
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