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Title of Case Study 
Teaching with a Building as a Case Study 

Summary  

This study describes and evaluates a project which enabled level 3 architecture students to gain 
knowledge of the integration of technology prior to demonstrating their learning in the development of 
their own proposals for their main design project of the year.   
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Key Points of Good Practice 

• The case study building was award-winning, very local, unoccupied and fully accessible 
including plant, ductwork and floor spaces. 

• Basic floor plans and sections were made available to the students, so that time was not 
wasted compiling basic information. 

• All the staff involved in the case study had some prior knowledge in their own discipline of the 
case study building but only used this to help students in tutorials and workshops. They did not 
impart the information direct in lectures, so the students had to work from first principles. 

 



• The case study was at a stage of the course, i.e. Level 3, when the students had sufficient prior knowledge and skills to 
maximise the learning from it. 

• The case study was at a stage of the course when the students had an incentive to fully commit to it because they knew they 
were to undertake a subsequent individual integrated technology design project and they also were soon to begin their first 
year in practice. Additionally, there was time for reflection before beginning the implementation of the learning in the 
subsequent project. 

• Other studio design work was suspended for the period of the case study so that time could be fully devoted to it and no group 
members could cite other pressures of work to avoid contributing to the work of the group. This suspension also reinforced the 
integrated technology aspect of the case study, as it was perceived by the students as a studio, and therefore a design 
project. 

• The publication standard outcome exploited and reinforced the teaching and learning in that term’s module in Presentation 
and Publication. 

• Tutors and visiting staff from differing disciplines were prepared to work together towards agreed criteria, within a common 
timetable and within joint workshop and tutorial sessions with the students. 

• Group sizes were tailored to suit the project so that it was difficult for there to be passengers, but at the same time the 
students were not overloaded with excessive work. 

• A method of assessing group projects was used that was perceived by most students as being fair and transparent. 



Description of Implementation 

A group case study, four students per group, to examine the integration of nine factors in the design of a completed building: 

1. structure  
2. construction 
3. environmental issues and services 
4. lighting 
5. acoustics 
6. building regulations  
7. health and safety issues 
8. inclusive design issues  
9. budget  

The learning outcomes were: the demonstration of an understanding of the integration of the above criteria in a coherent architectural 
design, and the demonstration of an ability to work as part of a team.  

The case study building was a local speculative office, to which there was full access. The project architect gave an introductory talk 
before the students and all involved staff made an initial visit to the building. There followed over the next two weeks, workshops with 
specialist staff and seminars with studio staff and the project architect. The study ran concurrent with a communication module: 
Presentation and Publication.  The main component of the final submission for the study was designed to reinforce communication 
teaching and learning and took the form of a publication-standard group report emulating and extending the building studies published 
regularly in the Architects’ Journal.  There was to be a general introduction, followed by an explanation of each factor and the ways in 
which it influenced the design and was integrated into the whole.  The report was to be illustrated with relevant drawings and 
diagrams and contain a bibliography and references.  

Students often perceive there to be unfairness in the assessment of group projects, sometimes feeling that ‘passengers’ gain higher 
grades than deserved.  It was pointed out to the students that this is in the nature of any group endeavour and is part of the learning 
process of the project, and that they should try to achieve a group dynamic which made passive participants unacceptable.  To allay 
these fears somewhat and to achieve balance, the final submission was in two parts: the first part was the group journal article 
contributing 75% of the final mark and the second part an individual written report describing the students’ own contribution to the 
project and how this related to the group findings and submission, which contributed 25%. 



Perceived Benefits  

For Students … 

Case studies generally give students exemplars for their own 
work and provide knowledge quickly but are often presented as 
complete to students in lectures and e-learning environments; 
however this can represent passive learning.  This case study 
demonstrated a fast and active student-centred learning method.  
As the students created the case study themselves, they were 
already ‘inside’ the subject matter and so more able to integrate 
the knowledge when it came to applying it to their own work. 

The staff who collaborated in the teaching were from 
multidisciplinary backgrounds so the students were able to 
witness this type of integration, thus reinforcing the learning 
outcomes. 

Communication skills were developed through group work and 
through the physical presentation of the findings. 

Perceived Benefits  
For Teaching/Support Staff… 

The individual members of the teaching team learned from each 
other, increasing their knowledge of other disciplines and related 
technology.  Staff had points of reference for subsequent 
discussions about technology in the studio. 

Standards were set for subsequent programmes. 

The delivery of knowledge was efficient in terms of staff time. 

They experienced a teaching method of relevance and value to 
other programmes. 



Issues/Challenges 

For Students … 

The project ran in the middle of Term 1, in the same term as a 
design module.  The proposals made within the design module 
continued to be developed over the whole academic year.  
Despite the case study being ostensibly a technology project it 
was run as a studio project with other studio work suspended for 
the period.  The students had had four weeks to develop initial 
proposals for their main design project of the year.  The study 
provided a break from this so that they could reflect on it and then 
come back to it afresh later in the term.  The findings from the 
study prompted them to think more about the integration of 
technology in their own project, which they would more fully 
address and demonstrate later in the year, after a period of 
reflection.  

Much of the first two weeks was taken up with lectures, 
workshops, seminars, information gathering, and group 
organisation.  The final week was taken up with collating, writing 
up and producing the final article. 

Especially in student groups where there is no pre-established 
hierarchy, group work has drawbacks in that there can be 
passengers and over dominant personalities.  However, a great 
amount of information can be gathered and processed and then 
disseminated quickly to other members of the group through 
meetings, workshops and seminars.  The groups were selected 
by staff to comprise mixed abilities and, as intended, the abilities 
of the more able students raised the standard of the others.   

Perceived Benefits  
For Teaching/Support Staff… 

For the programme co-coordinator, there is the amount of 
research and information gathering required before selecting the 
building to be studied. 

Then there is the task of co-coordinating other staff and visitors 
and ensuring that tutors from differing disciplines are prepared to 
work together towards agreed criteria, within a common 
timetable. 



Enablers that helped the project to work 

Although the building studied was selected partly for expediency, it was ideal.  It was within a short walking distance, so time was not 
wasted in travel.  The architects gave us copies of the plans, sections and elevations.  The project architect introduced the building, 
describing the design process, and he later answered questions the students raised after an initial period of study.  The building was 
empty but with a full-time caretaker so was always accessible by short notice for follow up visits.  The owner was extremely helpful, 
giving us full access to all areas, the plant, services, ductwork and to the raised floor, which would have been very difficult in an 
occupied building.  The fact that it was empty meant that the study was not diverted into issues of post-occupancy evaluation, which 
while obviously important in itself, was not part of the intended learning in this study.  

Despite being a speculative office building, it is award-winning, of high quality in its overall design.  This was important.  The students 
were more enthusiastic about the whole project because of the quality of the building and so were more inspired to produce first-rate 
submissions themselves.  

Why is it better to have used a building as a case study rather than published or presented case studies of integrated technology?  
The students had to start from scratch and work from first principles as the information was not available in the format they were to 
present it in themselves.  It was important that they had to sift out for themselves, for example, how public health and safety issues  
had prescribed the structural materials and how the siting of the building, bounded on two sides by busy city streets, had influenced 
the air intake positions.  They could really understand that no design decision on a particular issue had been made without some 
influence from another issue.  Being level 3 students, they had sufficient knowledge and experience to make these connections in a 
much more holistic way than they would have in their earlier architectural education.   

Using a real place allowed the students to set eyes on, for example, service elements which they had previously seen only in 
photographs and drawings. 



Details of project evaluation  
The standard of the final submissions was high in terms of both the information presented and its presentation.  The students had 
clearly relished the task and demonstrated a considerable increase in their knowledge base and their understanding of the successful 
integration of the issues within a coherent architectural design [see Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 in the Appendix].  

Formal module feedback forms were issued and collected, the results analysed by an administrator and distributed to all staff involved 
and available to all staff in the school.  The outcomes of the module and its extremely positive feedback were discussed at an 
Undergraduate Course Committee, at which student representatives were present.  The feedback from the staff involved in the study 
was through subsequent discussion.  The physical outputs were shown to, and discussed with, external examiners and visiting critics, 
all of whom were enthusiastic about the outcomes. 

In the feedback, a few students felt the period was too short and too frantic but most had relished the challenge, feeling that they had 
achieved much more than they otherwise would without the tight deadline. Later, a year-out employer of a student involved in the 
project saw the presentation in the student’s portfolio at interview and, unprompted, fed back to us his positive view. 

The staff who facilitated this case study taught on the subsequent module where students were to demonstrate their understanding of 
integrated technology within their own design proposals.  Not only was the case study useful for referencing particular elements 
during later teaching, but it also provided the students with a model for their own work, in terms of an ability to integrate technology 
and to present it in an appropriate way. Again, the final submissions for this later project were high and the feedback from the 
students was very positive.  They felt they could not have achieved the results they did in this later project without the earlier study 
and felt more confident about their approaching year out in practice [see Fig. 3 in the Appendix]. 



Possible improvements/enhancements  

The study building should be changed at least every two years to avoid staff becoming stale and over familiar with it, and to avoid 
students accessing previous studies as a shortcut to making their own studies. 

More satisfactory ways of assessing group work should be pursued, to better reflect the input and learning of individual students. 

Points of advice for others who may wish to replicate the techniques used  

Other students, design studio teachers and technology teachers would benefit from the integration aspects of the study. The wider 
lessons from the group work and communication methods could be applied, with different emphases as appropriate, to other higher 
education courses, not just in built environment, and are particularly relevant in courses where preparation for practice is important. 
The example group report used for presentation purposes could be substituted by a journal relevant to the particular course. 

This is the flexible aspect of the study but the core comprises the standard of output required, the relevance of the study to later 
projects and therefore the timing of it. 

All participating staff must be agreed on the relevance of the study and be willing to co-operate with other disciplines. Everything must 
be organised and timetabled in advance so that there is no opportunity for dissatisfaction to hinder the student learning process and 
quality of output. 
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Wilson, L. and Chrisp, T.M. Study Visits: 
their integration into the curriculum 
through assessment and increased 
student learning. Centre for Education in 
the Built Environment. 
http://cebe.cf.ac.uk/learning/casestudies/
case_pdf//lwilson.pdf 
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Publications in the research literature  the 
case-study 

Buildings as Case Studies: 

Gorst, T. (1995) The Buildings Around Us.  
London: E & FN Spon. 
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Case studies of how 11 architects design 
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