
Copyright

by

Patrick X. Bresnan

2012



The Professional Report committee for Patrick X. Bresnan

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following report:

The Role of Observational Documentary in the 
Reconstruction of Architectural Education

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 APPROVED BY

       SUPERVISING COMMITTEE:

       ___________________________
       Steven A. Moore, Supervisor

       ___________________________
       Anne Lewis



The Role of Observational Documentary in the 
Reconstruction of Architectural Education

by

Patrick X. Bresnan, B.S.

Professional Report 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
The University of Texas at Austin

in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements 

for the Degree of

Master of Science in Sustainable Design

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN
 May 2012



Acknowledgments

 I wish to express my thanks to the many people who supported this undertaking.  

First, I would like to thank Steven Moore for taking a real risk by accepting me into his 

noble endeavor to change the culture of education and nurturing for being a constant 

guiding light through through both the real and academic worlds.   I also would like to 

thank my companion Otis the dog for his ten years of dedicated service and his brother 

Ike who continues to provide the love only a floppy eared beast can.  To Frank and 

Sean, my beloved father and brother for writing checks and keeping me alive as  I drifted 

into real debt over the last three years.   To my MSSD comrade Marshall for his 

friendship and willingness to hammer away at the built environment.  I have many 

thanks to those who donated to the film Architecture in Crisis and the teachers and 

students who allowed me to observe their education especially Justin Campbell, Everett 

Hollander, Sarah Hafely, Lauren Kolehof, Louise Harpman and Sarah Gamble. And to 

my wife Ivete, for your love and inspiration through our journey into adulthood.  

iv



Abstract

The Role of Observational Documentary in the Reconstruction of 
Architectural Education

Patrick X. Bresnan, M.S.S.D.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012

Supervisor:  Steven A. Moore 

 The following report on ARC 696: Advanced Architectural Design Studio: Alley 

Flat Initiative, at the University of Texas at Austin in the Spring of 2010 taught by Prof. 

Louise Harpman and visiting Prof. Sarah Gamble asks  how new knowledge is acquired  

through the in-depth study and reconstruction of documentary recordings taken from a 

semester of the studio.  The recordings were made of the activities that transpired as a 

result of the educational studio design process, interactions with educators, reviewers, 

community partners, clients, professional architects, contractors, citizens and the unique 

sites that were chosen for consideration. 

 The narrative of the studio was then reconstructed into the language of film and  

supervised by Anne Lewis of the Department of Radio Television and Film at the 

University of Texas.  Through observation, I have recorded the process by which the 

Alley Flat Initiative attempts to create a unique educational experience for students by 

exposing them to real life actors in the creation of housing that is affordable, green and 
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mitigates the forces  of gentrification.  In the recording process, I documented the initial 

design question posed to the studio, the formation of design partnerships between 

students, the collaborative engagement of students and clients, faculty and community 

reviews, stumbling blocks in the process, the negotiations between the concepts of 

affordability and sustainable design, interactions between the students  and 

stakeholders, and student reflections on their experiences as participants in the Alley 

Flat Initiative studio.  

 The focus of film is  to create a body of research that is easily transmitted on  the 

student’s ability to learn design through exposure to real clients, a real site and a 

chance that their design might be built.  Further, the research seeks to make 

recommendations that can be implemented into the organizational language of future 

Alley Flat Studios in the School of Architecture at the University of Texas at Austin.   This 

report will: (1) lay the groundwork for the methodology that was  incorporated into the 

recording; (2)   review existing literature on the subject of filmmaking as  a means to 

conduct research; and (3)   reveal the findings of the research and implications  for 

future service learning projects.  Therefore, the report will serve to contextualize 

elements of the research that were not able to be addressed by the film.
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Chapter 1

1.0 Introduction

 Can a documentary film contribute new knowledge to a selected-service learning  

project?  Architecture in Crisis, a feature-length observational documentary film 

resulting from the recording of student designers learning in the social context of the 

affordable housing crisis in Austin, TX seeks  to answer this question.  This supplemental  

report will communicate the background of the research, the methods used to record 

the film, detail the findings that resulted from the recordings  and provide the implications 

of the study to the field of Architecture. Specifically, the research captures a relationship 

between a University of Texas architecture studio and two affordable housing providers: 

the Guadalupe Neighborhood Development Corporation (GNDC), and the Clarksville 

Neighborhood Development Corporation(CNDC). Under the “Alley Flat Initiative,” a 

program whose purpose is to combat gentrification, students under the guidance of 

Professors Louise Harpman and Sarah Gamble are tasked with designing an 

environmentally sustainable, economical and contextually relevant  back house with    

between 500 and 850 square feet of living area for lots with existing primary homes 
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owned by GNDC and CNDC. The students have real clients, a real site and the 

possibility that one of their designs will be built.  

 The social context for the studio is also very real.  Austin is experiencing an epic 

affordable housing deficit, resulting in an unprecedented flight of persons with 

generational ties to culturally significant neighborhoods. Guadalupe, for example, is 

historically working class Mexican American community segregated by I-35, a freeway 

that marks the city’s east-west divide. Clarksville, another neighborhood defined by 

cultural specificity, was founded in 1871 by freedman, Charles Clark, has its historical 

roots  as an African American neighborhood.  Today, home prices in Clarksville can 

exceed $500,000, and very few African Americans remain. The loss of the core 

community in Clarksville sets a haunting precedent for Guadalupe residents and the city 

as a whole harkening a similar demographic—and therefore cultural—shift.

 The content of the studio was recorded using the rules of observational 

filmmaking. Such an approach takes its mandate from the subjects. The documentary 

as research seeks to be a window to the real, a means of distilling the knowledge 

creation process through a detailed reexamination of the recordings.  Equally, It is about 

seeking moments  of revelation—connections and shared relationships in which the real 

is  able to unfold and affect the viewer’s capacity to learn. Alley Flat Initiative co-founder 

Dr. Steven Moore writes  “what is lacking, however, is a more in-depth assessment of a 

single project that examines the details of both adversity and success.”1  Therefore, this 

recording seeks to capture unfolding of one project’s  intricate and vital social learning 

1 From the unpublished draft of A Useful Education: Stories about the Alley Flat Initiative

2



process, in a manner that can offer value to the way architectural education is 

structured. 

1.1 Problem Statement

 There is  a core problem in architectural education today that I hope to address in 

this  report and supporting documentary film: the emphasis of studio culture on design 

questions posed by hypothetical clients for projects without context or financial 

constraints.  Students are commonly tasked with designing high-speed rail stations, 

office towers, concert halls, high schools, arenas, and airport terminals  to name a few 

building types.  The list reflects the canon of work and makes up the ungrounded world 

propagated by academic studio architectural training. Swirling renderings  float without 

site throughout the halls of UT striving to impress fellow designers.  Students are 

regularly solicited to pay entry fees  to submit  these designs in national competitions 

judged by architects  of note that seek to earn them symbolic awards and a chance for 

mention in a slick design publication.  The combined impact of an educational process 

that indoctrinates students  as competitors  in an atmosphere of “fantasy architecture,” 

meaning design projects whose value is realized as a seductive visual rendering free of 

budgetary constraints, disenfranchises students from the real needs and language of 

people in their community of practice.  

 Based on preliminary observations of students in the Alley Flat Studio including 

Justin Campbell, Lauren Kolehoff and Justin Dowhower,  the studio culture’s  emphasis 

on big architecture projects, they feel, has  limited their approach to the practice and the 

application of their training outside of school.  The components of the studio culture  

are:  (1) the design problem or project; (2) a period of lectures and guided research; (3) 
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preliminary critiques by the professor or visiting professional; (4) interim design reviews 

by professors and professionals; (5) a final juried design review; and (6) closing 

interview with the professor.   The final projects of this process are viewed as 

components of the student’s portfolio that will be presented to potential employers  upon 

graduation.   My research will show, that the emphasis on the creation of a portfolio and 

less on the practical nature of learning by doing where students  gain knowledge by 

performing actual work on buildings and have real clients has  led to a disconnect with 

the application of architecture in the real world which resulted in some Alley Flat 

Students choosing to design prototypes and not houses that fit the criteria of the clients.   

 This  shift in the application of architectural studies could be an indication that the 

manner by which universities  train students lacks the necessary social emphasis to 

realize a career contributing to physical construction.   In 1996, a Carnegie Foundation 

report, Building community: A New Future for Architecture Education and Practice, 

examining architectural education, a resounding call was made for an humanistic 

education focused on client needs within the community of practice. Authors Ernest L. 

Boyer and Lee D. Mitgang concluded “that architecture education is  really about 

fostering the learning habits needed for the discovery, integration, application, and 

sharing of knowledge over a lifetime.”2    From this  standpoint a system to examine 

students situated in the environment of studio learning at the University of Texas and 

their ability to adapt the training and resources of the University to the needs of real 

clients was designed.  The design takes its  form as an observational documentary 

research project focused on capturing a semester in which students partake in the ARC 

2 Boyer, Mitgang (1996, 25)
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696: Advanced Architectural Design Studio: Alley Flat Initiative, or the Alley Flat Studio.   

The main outcomes of the research will take the form of a 55min film as well as  written 

recommendations to the Initiative that outline points of success, areas where the 

learning process did not meet the expectations of the students  as  well as examine the 

design decisions  that students made with respect to the needs of their clients. 

1.2 The Research Question

 The question I am asking the field of architecture has its  basis in a detailed 

examination of the sixteen weeks that define and constrain the Alley Flat Studio 

process.  The sixteen week semester culminates in a rush to the finish line where the 

students teeter between the reality of their client’s  needs and the arena of academics in 

which their final judgement awaits.  The pace of these sixteen weeks is furious, as 

educators seek to instill the skills necessary to execute basic project requirements and 

prepare students for the review sessions that expose them to a final critique signifying 

the end of the design process.  Lost in the rush to completion are the daily interactions 

of the studio in which knowledge is  created through processes such as the formation of 

design partnerships, client interactions, precedent studies, energy modeling, specialist 

visits, site visits, real world feedback  and miscommunication. 

 In this context my question is; can a documentary which replays the events of the 

studio design process create new knowledge about the relevance of a service learning 

project to the institutions of architectural education?  Service learning is defined as 

 a course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which students (a) 
 participate in an organized service activity that meets identified community needs 
 and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as  to gain further 
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 understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an 
 enhanced sense of personal values and civic responsibility. 3

Within this  question, I am seeking to understand if my re-examination of the unique 

learning scenario created by the Alley Flat Studio can yield important new knowledge 

about the interaction of architectural education with real world client’s design needs.  

 At the center of my inquiry is the practice of observational recordings as a 

method to reconstruct and analyses the events of the studio.    The goal of recording the  

studio is to create findings that will be published as visual media expanding on the   

written research to date on the AFI.  The studio draws on the principles  of “situated 

knowledge”4  which recognizes that learning is both a “social and cognitive process.”5   

Through the studio’s  interaction with the issues  facing clients in East Austin and the 

Clarksville neighborhoods, the student’s  design process leaves  the confines of the 

University classroom.   Learning becomes situated not only in the community but also in 

the context of providing a socially beneficial service through which students have an 

opportunity to become  actors invested in the narratives of the city. 

1.3 Background on the Alley Flat Initiative 

 The Alley Flat Initiative is living partnership between the UT Center for 

Sustainable Development (UTCSD), The Austin Community Design and Development 

Center (ACDDC) and the Guadalupe Neighborhood Development Corporation (GNDC).  

ACDDC acts as the coordinator of designs and facilitator of the construction process.  

The UT Center for Sustainable Development furthers  research efforts related to the 

3 Bringle, R., Hatcher, J., & MacIntosh (1995, 113)

4 Haraway (1995)

5 Lave, Wegner (1991)
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Initiative that focus on a local building and delivery system for Alley Flats.  GNDC is a 

both a client and partner of the Initiative.  GNDC applies  for city of Austin grants to build 

Alley Flats  on their properties and works with students as a client in the design process.  

The focus of the partners is the design, financing and building of secondary dwelling 

units that embody the principals of sustaining the urban community, green building, 

energy efficiency, handicap accessibility and affordability.   Also central to the initiative is 

the sharing of knowledge and resources between the partners for the betterment of 

each other and their members. 

 The Alley Flat Initiative seeks to merge the needs of the local community for 

sustainable and affordable housing within the educational goals of the university.   

Participation in the studio integrates  student learning into larger proposals  in which the 

Initiative principals are advocating for “the interests of the poor, environmentalists, city 

planners, neighborhood activists, utility technocrats, taxpayers and the disabled.”6    

While these goals  are vividly articulated in the writing of Dr. Steven A. Moore, Dr. 

Barbara B. Wilson, Dr. Elizabeth Mueller and others, the documentary is concentrated 

on how individual students  perform and learn in this hybrid educational environment.  

The focus of this text, and documentary footage is to identify key moments of learning 

which differentiate the Alley Flat Studio from traditional studio education.  The film seeks 

to offer an expanded scope to the current research by its ability to express and visually 

represent the voice of the student within the context of the Initiative.  

6 Moore, Steven A, Wilson, Barbara B., “Contested Construction of Green Building Codes in North 
America: the case of The Alley-Flat Initiative,"  2009.
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Chapter 2

2.0 Literature Review and Film Review 

 After securing an understanding of the history, context and social relevance of 

the Initiative, I choose to focus my readings on topics related to hands-on learning in a 

social context and the use of documentary filmmaking to frame and create a body of 

new knowledge about the education of architects.  

2.1 The Documentary as Research

The origin of cinema as a means for social research and documentation gained 

prominence in the 1960s  with the advent of sync sound 16mm recording technology that 

allowed filmmakers  to record sound at the same time as recording film.   Robert Drew 

institutionalized the “direct cinema” movement with the 1960 film The Primary.7   In it, 

direct cinema was used to record John F. Kennedy and Hubert Humphrey in the 

Wisconsin primary election.  The Primary revolutionized the use of the hand-held 16mm 

camera as a means of capturing and presenting what audiences believed to be 

objective reality.  Formerly, politicians were represented in the media standing behind a 

microphone, or as actors  in a formal setting.  Drew redefined this image and made what 

appeared to the audience to be  personal home movies of John F. Kennedy.  In the1963 

film Crisis, Drew documented President Kennedy’s private meetings in which he worked 

to resolve the conflict created by Gov. George Wallace’s  decision to block the entrance 

to the University of Alabama to black students.8   The public attention created by the 

broadcast of Crisis on television, according to historian Jack Ellis, has been credited 

7 Primary.  Dir. Robert Drew.  Docudrama Films, 1960.

8 Crisis: Behind A Presidential Commitment. Dir. Robert Drew. Docudrama Films, 1963.
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with influencing Kennedy to draft the Civil Right Bill of 1963. 

Historian Erik Barnouw characterized this form of cinematic journalism as “media 

focused on unwelcome facts, which may be the very facts and ideas that the culture 

needs for its survival.” 9  Fredrick Wiseman, another product of the 1960s social media 

movement, is a documentary filmmaker whose work exemplifies the use of direct 

cinema to create social research media based in the public interest.  Wiseman, who 

worked as  a legal researcher and law professor before turning to film, contends that 

“shooting the film is my research, the storytelling gets done in the editing room.”10  He 

institutionalized the documentary as a social research tool through his works on the 

mental health system, public housing, welfare, and urban architecture.   My process is 

to watch the footage and from that data make decisions to cull select footage that adds 

to the research or challenges existing beliefs  about the studio.  Film scholar Michael 

Chanan in The Politics of Documentary recognizes Wiseman’s High School (1967) as a 

work in which the camera is used to conduct research within an institution.11  In High 

School, Wiseman documents the inner workings of power in Philadelphia’s Northeast 

High School.  Scenes in the film act as sociological examinations of the relationships 

between students, educators, and the structure of power. 

 Previously, the fields of documentary making and architectural education were 

combined in Charles Schultz’s  documentary The Rural Studio Film (2002), which is the 

first PBS-affiliated documentary about the this  notable design/build educational studio.  

It presents the studio as an alternative to “paper architecture” and a place in which 

9 Barnouw (1993,

10  Grimshaw and Ravets (2010, 58)

11 Chanan (2007,
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students learn to design and build through immersion in the environment and real lives 

of their clients.  This documentary is  a work of advocacy in which the practice of Samuel 

Mockbee and the design/build studio are presented as solutions for both community 

betterment and educational emersion for students and faculty.    UT student and Alley 

Flat Studio teaching assistant, Cayce Bean commented to students that watching The 

Rural Studio Film opened her eyes to alternative methods of socially oriented practice 

which she had not previously contemplated.  While The Rural Studio Film opened a 

dialogue between the documentary and the design/build classroom, its effectiveness is 

limited by its  inability to communicate the design process.  The film lacks depth and 

researchable content.  It completes a  surface-level introduction and overview of the 

Rural Studio, its  founder and looks at a few projects  in a manner that acts like a 

commercial for Auburn University and their architecture program.

 The documentary as research is supported by academic research David 

Yeomans, in his article “Can Design Be Called Research?” 12 He argues that in creative 

activities, research is the activity itself and the created object is the research product.   

The holistic manner in which Alley Flat Studio addresses education, societal issues, 

sustainability, and the built environment seeks to inform how the students will practice 

architecture.  According to Yeomans, the “design process” is  what architecture schools 

teach; therefore, improved methods or new approaches should be the subject of 

research.  Therefore, the creative act of filmmaking as a means to frame and distribute 

the contents of the studio is an act of creating research. 

12 Yeomans (1995, 12)
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2.2 Learning

 There has been an ample production of literature on and around the activities of 

the Alley Flat Initiative by University of Texas scholars including Dr. Steven A. Moore, Dr. 

Barbara B. Wilson, Lynn Osgood, co-founder Sergio Palleroni and Justin F. Dowhower, 

a student participant in the film, who wrote an extensive graduate research project.  The 

Alley Flat Initiative: Topics in Sustainable Development 2008 Report edited by co-

founders Sergio Palleroni and Dr. Moore is a comprehensive analysis of the Alley Flat 

typology and guide to how it might be applied to Austin.  Dr. Moore’s most recent 

research and writing continues with the original goal of affordable/sustainable housing 

but looks at the creation of an Alley Flat Code that could be adopted into the City’s 

Comprehensive Planning.  While much of the writing deals with the direct potential 

impact of the Alley Flat Initiative to create affordable housing in Austin, the scope of my 

investigation is concerned with how we use the project to teach design to university 

students.  

 Dr. Moore is among those who consistently reference the writing of John Dewey 

in their writing about the act of engaging in public educational dialogs dialogues.   The 

Alley Flat Studio seeks to create a hands-on, pragmatic approach to learning advocated 

and inspired by the philosophy and activism of John Dewey.  Dewey argued for the 

importance of communication in the creation of community.   Through expanding the 

design process into a community of practice, educators mentor the students in the 

social networks of the city.  The interactions  between the studio and the greater 

community open communications in which architectural knowledge is  exchanged to 

yield lessons about the lives and needs of real people.  Dewey approached both 
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learning and communication from the humanist prospective.   He encouraged students 

to engage in the community.  Equally important for Dewey was  the participation of the 

journalist, who would report on the processes  taking place between the studio and the 

community, adding value to the process by creating news about the interactions taking 

place.  He writes in The Public and its Problems, “communication alone can create the 

great community.” 13   I believe he is  referring to the creation of transparent public 

dialogues that empower people through sharing of knowledge in an attempt to build 

greater social understanding and unity among a socially and economically diverse 

citizen body. 

 The principals of situated learning as promoted by Jean Lave and Etienne 

Wenger in their book Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, have 

contributed significantly to the teachings of Dewey by emphasizing the importance of 

learning by doing.    The authors suggest that the complex dynamics between 

individuals and the social world are inseparable.  They believe that all activity is situated 

in a social context and that learning is  inseparable from practice.  One of the goals  of 

situated learning is to increase the public interactions between learners and 

professionals  in order to promote meaningful dialogue about the task at hand. Lave and 

Wenger believe that learning institutions should promote these types of interactions with 

professionals  in the social environment.   In this way learning becomes inseparable from 

the the community of practice.  They argue for the community of practice to be  

considered a learning curriculum rather than a teaching curriculum.  This belief is 

central to the design of the Alley Flat Studio.  Students need to learn the application of 

13 Dewey (1927)
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their study in the real world.  This  can only be fully achieved by a learning process that 

is  based in serving real clients  under the guidance of trained and experienced 

professionals.  

2.3 The Design Build Movement in Academia

 The design/build strategy in education is aimed at the issue of decreasing the 

“gap” between designing and building in the words of Paul Armstrong.   In the design/

build studio, according to Michael Jemtrud, there is  an attempt to “actually replace the 

reflective process of design with the active process  of building.”14  When applied to the 

betterment of the community of practice, according to Corser and Gore, a new form of 

practice emerges.15  They contend that this  new practice of architecture that results in 

direct action in the built environment that serves to both enrich the community  educate 

students be called “insurgent architecture.”    Martin and Casault in their go further to 

call this new model of education architecture “thinking the other,” in relation to how 

design can interact with and solve the societal issues in cultural diverse environments.16  

This  model creates  challenges for students, who are tasked with learning to adapt their 

personal design approach to the culture in which they are serving.  

 One of the most prominent and well-documented of these programs  is  architect 

and educator Charles W. Moore’s seminal program the Yale Building Project.  Started in 

the 1960s, first year Yale architecture students are challenged to design and build 

socially responsible projects  in both their local community and places as far off as rural 

14 Erdman and Weddle (2002)

15 Insurgent Architecture: An Alternative Approach to Design-Build (2009)

16 Thinking the Other: Toward Cultural Diversity in Architecture (2005)
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Kentucky.  Chronicled in the text The Yale Building Project: The First 40 Years, is  the 

emergence of a dramatic shift within the institution of architectural education in which 

social activism challenged traditions of formal design training.  As an educator, Moore 

was concerned with the usefulness of architecture and pictured a learning environment 

in which students could address the building and social problems of the real world. 

  In the first year of this  program, students lived in rural Kentucky and designed 

and built houses for the poor in cooperation with, and inspired by, the Christian 

Appalachian Project.  F. Andrus Burr, a student on the first project, recalls, in an 

interview published in The Yale Building Project, that students dug the foundation by 

hand as well as performed the work of all building trades because of the lack of 

contractors in the area.17   The service-based learning studio of The Yale Building 

Project was articulated in a September 1967 journal article in Progressive Architecture.   

The article concluded that students on the project learned first hand that architecture 

“could change people’s lives.”  Several participants from this initial project have 

introduced design/build programs into university architecture programs, including David 

Sellers, a 1970 graduate who formed a design/build program at Goddard Collage, and 

John Connell, who went on to found Yestermorrow, an institution based on the principles 

of design/build.  

 Seeking to build on the principles  and academic design of Charles W. Moore’s 

classroom, numerous design educators and programs like those of Samuel Mockbee, 

Dan Rockhill, Steve Badanes, Brian Bell, and others, including many Solar Decathlon 

projects have built academic design/build programs that produce significant and well-

17 Hayes (2007)
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documented university-based projects.  To the movement’s detriment, a number of the 

larger projects  like the Solar Decathlon that have gained significant recognition in the 

media and journals are seen by educators like Dr. Moore as lacking the practical 

qualities of a rich social context.  For example, The Rural Studio is  the subject of two  

independent feature length documentaries in 2002 and 2010, and both have aired 

nationally on PBS. With regard to the Rural Studio press, Patricio Del Real says in the 

Journal of American Architecture that “people sit enjoying their gift, staging their lives in 

architecture.  The unease with which the furniture of the poor inhabit these houses 

clearly manifest the difficulty of ownership.”18    The Rural Studio is the most 

recognizable design build classroom, yet it lacks the wider community partners to have 

the impact of an urban based initiative. Therefore, while it has inspired aspiring 

architects like Cayce Bean, it has  set unrealistic expectations  for the design/build 

movements based in urban environments that must deal with building codes, 

stakeholders and a diverse socioeconomic community of practice.  

 Another problem in the movement is represented in the language of the most 

recent project by Studio 804 led by Dan Rockwell, the Galileo Pavilion at the Johnson 

County Community College.   It is  described on the Studio 804 website as a 

“Landmark,” a building that “is not simply one among many, but an icon that leads the 

rest of the campus by example.”19   This type of language is derived from the culture of 

“building worship,” as evidence by a language that bestows  a building as  holy in the 

canon of architecture.  The Galileo Pavilion is described not as a practical and 

18 Del Real (2009, 123)

19 http://www.studio804.com/projects/Galileo%20Pavilion/Project%20Overview/GP_2.htm
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sustainable project used to educate the community and students, but as a heroic feat 

that supersedes all neighboring projects.  An additional example that deviates from the  

practical but from a budgetary perspective is  the highly publicized 2009 Solar Decathlon 

winner,  Team Germany’s Darmstadt house which cost upwards of $850,000.20  In this 

project the idea of sustainability lacks real world budgetary constraint.  These high-

profile projects, stand in contrast to the Alley Flat Initiative, a studio which seek a holistic 

approach where emphasis is put on a prolonged engagement with the culture of 

building in a specific place, using the dialogue of practice and place to create 

educational opportunities for policy makers, planners, architects, landscape architects, 

law student, social workers, sustainable designers and architectural engineers.  

    In sum, my review of the literature indicates that service learning projects that are 

based in a real world context need to be further examined and documented so that the 

designers of educational programs will have the necessary research to decide if this 

method of teaching is compatible with the institutions goals.  While there is  extensive 

writing on the importance and production of service learning projects, as well as  films 

that give an overview of selected projects, there is  not a body of observational video 

that has documented the actual process. 

20 The Associated Press
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Chapter 3

3.0 Methodology and Methods

 Two years ago in 2010, I fondly remember in my first graduate class Research 

Design with Dr. Steven Moore, where he instilled in the incoming students the 

distinctions between methods and Methodology.  Once the research question has been 

stated,  tactical means, know as methods, are defines as  a mechanism for the  collect 

researchable data.  Methodology is the paradigm of inquiry used for the investigation.  

 

3.1 Methodology

 In order to adopt a methodology that reflected the interdisciplinary approach of 

my study, I choose to work in the emancipatory paradigm defined by the tradition of 

critical theory and participatory systems of inquiry.  My approach to researching the way 

in which student’s learn in ARC 696: Advanced Architectural Design Studio: Alley Flat 

Initiative, took its design from the  observational  documentary filmmaking mode, in 

particular the direct cinema method that was defined in the 1960ʼs by documentary 

filmmakers Robert Drew and Frederick Wiseman.  In my case, direct cinema involved 

using the technology of a digital video camera and an onboard microphone to create a 

chronological record of the events that unfolded over the course of one semester.  This 

mode of filmmaking is based on creating a visual representation of the subject matter 

while being as unobtrusive as possible.  Achieving this  goal, required working alone or 

with a small technical crew, hand holding the camera while recording in order to 

promote free movement  and act in an unobtrusively manner making a conscious effort 

to blend into the environment of the studio.   
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 In order to gain permission to interact with the studio, I proposed the idea of  a 

documentary film project on the studio to Alley Flat Initiative co-founder Dr. Steven 

Moore in the Winter of 2009 and with his permission to studio instructor Prof. Louise 

Harpman before the start of the Spring 2010 studio.    Louise was  receptive and  

granted me permission to approach her students with the proposal during the first class.   

Being that the idea of recording a design studio was a new and an unfamiliar process  

within the academic context, the students asked for a week to come to a consensus on 

the proposition.  During this  first week, I attended the studio as an observer without 

recording equipment to familiarize myself with the particular studio dynamics including  

the studio layout,  identifying students that I felt would be receptive to  documentation 

and additionally as an effort to make the students comfortable with my presence.   

Midway through the second week of the studio, the class tentatively agreed to my 

documentary proposal.  

 Below is the core group of five students out of the twelve enrolled that were most 

receptive to the my presence as observer. 
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1. Everett Hollander - Everett is in the final semester of his bachelor's degree in 
architecture.  He interned for Prof. Louise Harpmanʼs architecture film.  He has just 
returned from a semester abroad in Mumbai, India.  Everett has commented that he 
has a fund which he has used to pay his rent while living in Austin.

2. Sarah Hafley - Sarah is in her final semester of the graduate architecture program for 
the degree of MArch I. She previously  lived in the Clarksville neighborhood.  She 
demonstrates a positive attitude and speaks very clearly  about her goals for the 
studio.  She is married. 
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3. Justin Campbell - Justin is in his final semester of the graduate architecture program 
as an MAarch I.  He grew up on a dairy farm outside of Syracuse NY with his father 
and two sisters in a mobile home after his mother left without notice.  He speaks very 
clearly  and is eager to be in a studio where he can give back to the community.  He 
has over $100k in student loans. 

4. Justin Dowhower - Justin is in his final semester of the post professional  masters 
degree in Sustainable Design.  He is interested in energy  efficiency, energy  modeling, 
solar energy, and sustainable design.  He is soft spoken but is the most 
knowledgeable student on the Alley Flat Initiative.  He has interviewed most of the 
Alley Flat stakeholders and worked on a summer build of the first GNDC  alley flat.  
He is married and a member of a religious faith called Bahaʼi that requires him to fast 
for 19 days during the month of March.   
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5. Lauren Kolehoff -  Lauren is in the final semester of her MArch I.  She has lived in 
Clarksville and is just returning from a semester internship in Peru where she worked 
on affordable housing.  She grew-up in a well to do suburb of Houston and is excited 
to work on a project that will be beneficial to the city  of Austin.  She previously 
attended Vassar College, a school with a tuition and boarding rate of over $50k per 
year.

" These students represented main characters in my empirical research based 

constructivist approach to the question of “if a documentary film can contribute new 

knowledge to a selected-service leaning project?” In my preliminary observations of the  

students, these five demonstrated an awareness of the purpose of the studio which 

stated on the UTSOA website is the advancement of three goals, “design innovation, 

environmental sustainability, and affordability.”21 These students  were also in the final 

semester of their architectural degrees.   The level of their university experience was a  

manner by which to quantify previous  learning at the university level.   Working within 

constructivist notions of reality, I believe that each student is a unique learner and their 

backgrounds are composed of a complex set of socioeconomic predispositions that 

shape the way  that they experience the world.  

21 The UTSOA website page http://soa.utexas.edu/courses/2010s/522
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 My approach to learning about the educational process had core parallels to the 

to the design of the Alley Flat studio learning experience.   In both cases, within the 

studio context and my own research,  there is the attempt to hybridize the manner by 

which people investigate and experience a learning process.  The Alley Flat studio 

hybridizes the educational studio’s deign question with the needs of real clients on a 

real sites  that have real world limitations like property subdivisions and budget.   My 

stated method of inquiry, using the observational cinema mode, sought to hybridize my 

understanding of documentary filmmaking with the goal of creating new knowledge in 

the field of both architectural education and selected-service learning.  In both project 

designs, there were a number of questions that could only be answered by active 

engagement of the research question, or learning by doing.   I did not know if the 

students would accept my presence for the duration of the studio and also if my 

recordings of the Alley Flat studio process  would amount to a body of researchable  

recordings that could be studied and reveal answers to my research question.  The 

Alley Flat studio similarly did not know if the student’s  participation with real world clients 

would result in designs that would be adopted by the clients, financed and built. 

 The emancipatory paradigm enabled the interdisciplinary approach which 

favored the traditions of critical theory and participatory system of inquiry.   Groat and 

Wang write the “emancipatory researcher also share with the naturalists a recognition of 

the interactive dynamic between researcher and participants.”22   This statement is 

representative of my inquiry in that I am in direct contact with the subjects of the study 

through my presence in their environment which is compounded in significance by my 

22 Groat and Wang (2001, 33)  
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use of a video camera.  By interacting with them in this manner, the camera is creating 

a unique dynamic that must be mediated by the method with which it is used in the 

environment of the study.   

    Grimshaw and Ravats in their book, Observational Cinema, discuss the myth that 

observation is  synonymous with objectivity and the belief by many documentary 

filmmakers that the act of documentary filmmaking creates a window into the real.  The 

authors correct this notion by categorizing observational documentary as a mode that 

was founded to be “suggestive rather then declarative.”23 I believe that recording subject 

with their consent and knowledge creates a subjective dialog between the recordist and 

the participants  that is characterized by individual choices that are being influenced as a 

direct result of the presence of the video camera.  Groat and Wang also point out three 

general quality concerns addressed by Guba and Lincoln regarding emancipatory 

research that are applicable to my research: “1) the historical situatedness of the 

inquiry; 2) the extent to which the inquiry acts to erode ignorance and 

misunderstanding; and 3) the transformative potential of the inquiry.”24   The real 

implications for my research to create a disruption to the educational process hinged on 

an active and disciplined engagement that was both sensitive to the institutional context 

of the studio and the rules of observational cinema.  Documentary film scholar Jay Ruby 

lays the foundation for filmmaking as a scholarly communication

 If film is conceptualized as a medium of communication, then it is potentially 
" capable of having many voices and intentions -- scholarly, artistic, and so on. 
" Each style or genre maintains different codes, which, when employed in an 
" expected context, cause people to understand the meaning of the film in a 

23 Grimshaw and Ravets (2010, 5)

24 Groat and Wang (2001, 40) 
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" culturally predictable manner.  This point of view offers the possibility of 
" conceptualizing film as a means of scholarly communication.25

 The research required that I become a professional observer.  Grimshaw and 

Ravats define it as “a complex phenomenon that encompasses the technical and the 

aesthetic, skill and intuition, discipline and innovation.”26  Observation for me means to 

be bare witness, you are waiting for things to happen while making conscious decisions 

not to overtly influence the events around you.  There are countless variables that 

involve where to place yourself in the environment, who to record, when not to record, 

and when it is appropriate to speak with people in the environment.  The operation of 

the camera was done in a hand held manner to allow myself the freedom of movement 

necessary to animate what is happening in the environment.   The objective is to 

develop a visual anthropology through the use of the camera to generate researchable 

data.  There is no pure image or notion of objectivity in documentary filmmaking.  As 

Donna Haraway writes there is no relativism “god tricks that promise vision from 

everywhere and nowhere at the same time.”27  For her, relativism is referring to the idea 

that there are not absolute truths. The position of the camera will always be influenced 

by the recordist.   All recordings are influenced by my own judgements.  Ruby states 

“like all other media of communication, film is a culturally constructed means of making 

statements about the world.”28  This body of work is essentially highly influenced by my 

unique notions about reality.  

25 Ruby (1990, 22)

26 Grimshaw and Ravets (2010, 26)

27 Haraway (1988, 586)

28 Ruby (1990, 52)
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 This  gives rise to the question of where exactly is the filmmaker situated in the 

world that he or she is attempting to represent.  My position at the time of the recording 

was as a thirty-three year old, former home building and remodeling contractor,  

documentary filmmaker and a student in the second semester in the University of Texas 

at Austin School of Architecture studying for a masters degree in Sustainable Design 

with Dr. Steven A. Moore the co-founder of the Alley Flat Initiative.  I was deeply situated 

in the Austin community of documentary filmmakers  while having a strong background 

in construction.  I was seen as a fellow student to the students but I was still an outsider 

because I was not in the professional architecture degree program.  My academic goal 

was not to be an architect but to research topics in architecture with an emphasis on 

sustainable design.  Additionally, I was older then all of the students and visiting 

professor Sarah Gamble.  This, combined with my extensive portfolio of building 

projects, created an unspoken respect for my position as observer because I had 

unique skills  which could benefit the designers.  In that way, I was positioned as a 

person that could yield new insight if necessary.  I became seen not only a recordist but 

a person who could participant in their educational experience if needed.  

Methods 2.1

 During the course of the semester I recorded 60 unique classes, events  and 

community interactions by students  involved in the Alley Flat studio.  I worked alone with 

an onboard microphone and rarely used a tripod to record.  In the process I recorded 

over 50 hours of information directly related to the studio.  This included the studio 

classrooms sessions, meetings with visiting professors, visits by the students to the 

Clarksville and the Guadalupe neighborhoods, student presentations, visits  with 
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affordable housing developers, an Austin City Hall exhibition on the Alley Flat Initiative, 

a focus group with featured civic leaders, academic, developers and city officials on the 

Alley Flat Initiative at City Hall conducted by Dr. Moore and Dr. Wilson, visits with 

subcontractors, community reviews, the final review and final presentation to the entire 

board of the Clarksville CDC.

 Following each recording, I transferred the raw data to a hard drive and 

uncompressed it using the video editing software Final Cut Pro.  I previewed the footage 

to make sure that my sound levels were correct and the video color had rendered 

properly.   I then labeled the footage in a folder, cataloged it in the file Alley Flat 

Documentary project folder and proceeded to back-up the information.   Because I was 

not certain that my footage would result in a body of work that could be assembled into 

a film I did not perform extensive footage categorizing or assembling individual 

recording sessions while I was in the act of recording the film.  

 In the Fall 2010 semester following the Spring recording of the Alley Flat studio,  I 

enrolled in RTF 346C - Intermediate Editing with Anne Lewis to design a method for 

watching and categorizing the footage.  Grimshaw and Ravets write in their book 

Observational Cinema, that “in many cases there was a commitment to the notion that 

editing was to be carried out by the original witness to the events rather then somebody 

outside of the relationship.”29   They  continue that Frederick Wiseman considered the 

editing process as a thinking though, “an analytical process that gives meaning to what 

has been recorded.  Editing was the crucial stage of the film when the intellectual work 

29 Grimshaw and Ravets (2010, 39)
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of the film occurs.”30   The step in the editing process  was to watch the entire body of 

recordings in chronological order and make hand written notes in a sketchpad.  In the 

notes I identified scenes in which I experienced an emotional response to the content, 

scenes in which parameters where expressed about the nature of the designs, how the 

students should design based on professional advising.   Upon completion of the 

footage I wrote about the various narratives that I saw in the footage.  I also looked 

critically at my footage to determine if my decision to focus on a select group of students 

hurt my ability to reconstruct the event that transpired in and around the studio.   

" The next phase of the editing was to watch the footage again and begin the 

process of subclipping.  Subclipping means selecting significant scenes from the raw 

footage, giving the selection a written label and then color coding the information based 

on type (B-roll, Close-up, important dialog....) and level of quality.   In the written labeling 

process, footage selections are noted for the type of camera shot (pan, zoom in, wide-

angle, close-up, medium close-up), person or persons in the footage and a brief quote 

or description of what is taking place in the clip.  This results in the creation of a new file 

called a subclip.  These subclips are then entered into an excel file with their specific 

time codes, recording date, explanation and a rating up  to five stars based on the 

perceived quality.  The excel document then becomes a searchable reference of the 

notes and reference of where to find the clip in the Final Cut Pro project file.  The 

process of subclipping is a means of grabbing, labeling and categorizing footage that 

can be used to build the narrative of the film.  One of the most important aspects of this 

exercise is  to eliminate footage that is not useful to the final editing process.  While 

30 Grimshaw and Ravets (2010, 45)
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subclipping I made content judgements that resulted in the eliminations of 70% of the 

recorded content.  

 After the footage has  been categorized, the subclips are then laid out 

chronologically in a timeline for viewing.  Each recoding session has  a unique timeline.  

In the next stage of editing, I watched all of the timelines from start to finish placing 

markers on the timelines where significant events  occurred and making individual notes 

for each timeline markers.  Following the viewing of the subclipped footage I watched 

the footage an additional time in order to  transcribe significant conversations and add 

my notes to the end of each timeline transcription.   

 The transcription is then broken down into categories.  All conversations where 

design is  discussed were placed in a document labeled design discussion.  Next 

conversations related to the individual clients.  Followed by conversations related to 

individual students and their design process.  From these documents sub-narratives for 

each of the categories began to take shape.  In each of these categories  I began to 

articulate the implications of the decisions that were made by the participants on their 

ability realize the benefits of the selective-service learning studio.  I also made notations 

that I believed might benefit future instructors and studio designers.  

 After extensive content review I went back to the subclipped footage and in a 

chronological manner, I began to assemble the selected footage into scenes.  During 

this  process I eliminate additional content in each timeline and begin to merge the 

assembled scenes from each timeline creating a rough edit of the film.  The goal of 

editing is to manage the content to an acceptable duration or run time.  
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 Once I had a rudimentary assemblages of each timeline I hired a professional 

editor with a background in architecture documentaries, Sam Douglas, to work on the 

final edit of the footage.   Sam directed and edited the film Citizen Architect which was 

an overview of the the life and work of his father-in-law educator and architect Sambo 

Mockbee.  Sam is  the son of an architect as well which give him a unique insight into 

the culture and language of architecture.  Sam role is to assist in the construction of the 

narrative, make final content decisions, and perform the task of fine editing thus aiding 

in the watchability of the final product.  This is a delicate process by which each clip is 

assembled in an artistic and synchronous manner with the goal of creating a smooth 

flow between scenes.   This role is similar to that of a book editor who makes decisions 

based on readability and flow once the text has been throughly researched and laid out.  
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Chapter 4

Findings 4.0

 What did I discover while watching and reconstructing the unfolding of the 

studio?  I was often reminded as the students encountered real world stumbling blocks 

like the application of the a green roof about a line from Design by Society31 that I read 

early on in my initiation into graduate school. “Our starting point is the fact that design 

involves both professional designers as  well as what might be termed “design by 

society.”  In the case of the students working in a real world context,  there proved to be 

many variables which were out of the control of the studio’s designers and impeded the 

creation of real affordable housing.  The real world is not always predictable because of  

issues pertaining to community acceptance, financing, engineering, and building 

regulations that influence those who must choose a design and accept the potential 

successes and failures of that design.    

4.1 Summary of Findings  

Is observational documentary filmmaking research?

 As a first time practitioner or observational documentary recording, I believe that 

this  approach was  crucial to my ability to make sense of lived experiences that I did not 

recognize while the events were taking place.  Through observational filmmaking, I 

attempted to design a system that was as objective as possible while knowing that the 

process involves a high degree of  subjectivity.  The subsequent footage, much like a 

single frame of the film negative, does not immediately reveal what has been captured, 

it creates a record that when analyzed as a body of recordings provides a 

31 Woodhouse, E. & Patton, J.W. (2004)
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reconstruction of relationships and activities in a complete context that might otherwise 

not have been accurately recollected.   Through this  reconstruction, the raw  

observational video acts as  proof of the events that have transpired.  This provided me 

both a visual record, and through scene transcription, a written account to piece 

together.  The recording acts as  a form of indisputable proof of events  that took place, 

further it offers a means of assessment of information on the bases of body language, 

facial expressions, voice tonality and  through seeing the characteristics of the physical 

environment. Through viewing the raw content of the research design in the 

environment of my home editing studio, a framework was created in which the events of 

the studio can be replayed and better understood.  The studio no longer ends  at the 

final review.  It continues to play and be replayed thus revealing social dynamics, 

conflicts, mistakes, successes and the learning process that played out for each 

participant.  As Wiseman, a master filmmaker with over 50 observational documentaries 

notes, the true research takes place through the editing process. 

 Major findings related to my examination of the footage was supported  by  the 

transcripts of conversations and which allowed me to ask and answer key questions 

that provide new insight into the success and failures of the Alley Flat Initiatives exercise  

in social learning. 

The Precedent Study 

 Sustainability, high design, historic preservation, budget, new technology, 

building codes and site restrictions were all major factors in the design process for 

students.  As an observer and later an editor, I began to realize that a core conflict 

existed over which stakeholders in the design process  had the authority to mentor the 
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students to be successful in meeting the all of these criteria.  Dr. Moore, in the 

conclusion of A Useful Education, observes that conflict is a recurrent theme in the 

interpretation of the Alley Flat Initiative and the translation of the project goals from the 

educational studio to the real world.  Their were numerous authorities guiding their 

design process; Prof. Louise Harpman, visiting Prof. and Alley Flat Coordinator Sarah 

Gamble, reviewer and co-founder Dr. Steven A. Moore, ACDDC director Michael Gatto, 

GNDC director Mark Rogers, and CCDC president Mary Reed.   While multiple 

stakeholders and clients  accurately simulation of the demands placed on real world 

architects, the language that individual authorities used to express their design criteria 

was in conflict.  Neighborhood stakeholders  placed heavy emphasis on historic 

preservation while educators emphasize design innovation. 

 At the presentations for the studio lottery, Louise Harpman stated in her pitch that 

the goal for the semester is  to learn “how can we promote design innovation in an 

affordable context and create a learning laboratory in Austin.”  Here it is clearly 

expresses that affordable design innovation within the real context of Austin is a central 

tenant of the studio.  In the first class Sarah Gamble, an experienced visiting professor  

of a previous Alley Flat Studio stressed, “we want to design something that is great for 

them, great for their communities and what they want to see in their neighborhood.”  

Here, the goal of the design would be a project that represent what the clients want to 

see in their neighborhoods.  The students are thus charged with an innovative design 

that meets a budget and fits into the neighborhood context.  This is an incredibly 

challenging design question for students to answer successfully  in the context of an 

academic semester. 
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" The first major assignment for the students was to study precedents selected by 

Prof. Louise Harpman.  Louise stated, “the idea is to learn about an existing building, 

they were selected because they bring together a degree of design innovation and 

technical sophistication in a small envelope, those are the principals I am trying to get 

us to take forward.”  Three of the precedents were solar decathlon projects (The ZeRow 

House by Rice University, Team Germany by Universitat Darmstadt, and TriPod by 

Carnegie Mellon), another was Design Build Texas, a dog-trot house that Prof. Harpman 

lead UT students in the design  and building of in the rural Hill Country south of Austin, 

the final two were the ecoMod3 by the University of Virginia and The R House by 

Syracuse University.  The project required students to form teams, study the designs, 

make models of the individual products and produce five pin-up  boards that examine, 

construct-ability, Ecotect analysis for the site, adaptability  to the Austin sites and design 

take aways from the projects.   Louise suggested to the groups to “take what you can 

that has already  been done and test it yourself.  Sarah has brought-up that we have real 

sites and real clients, just because we think it is cool does it works. “Does it work? Does 

it make sense for Austin? Does it make sense for these neighborhoods?”  Louise is 

correct to question if these designs work for Austin, they are clearly  projects that do not 

fit the specifications of the Alley Flat clients but they do push design innovation.  While 

the project, ZeRow House, is based on the typology  of the row houses in Houstonʼs 

Third Ward, all of the precedents studied exceeded the stated $105,000 budget of the 

Alley Flat Initiative.  These projects were not designed to fit  a neighborhood context or 

an individual client or neighborhoods aesthetic guidelines.  Further, it is questionable 

why a previous Alley Flat was not part of this study.  The precedents, while looking 
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heavily at design innovation, caused students to loose grounding in the constraints of 

the real world component of the initiative.  I found that these projects while innovative 

did not translate to knowledge that was applicable to the needs and budgets of AFI 

clients and distracted students from examining what was successful in previous Alley 

Flat studios. I found that emphasizing these precedents contributed to students 

ambitions to press forward with roof designs that would not be appreciated by the 

clients.  Instead of using the precedents as a way to start a conversation with existing 

buildings in Austin the precedent studies were a two week exercise that focused the 

students on technology and designs that might not fully be applicable to the needs of 

their clients.   

Who is the client?

" The projects chosen for the precedent study are a clear indication of the conflict  

between design innovations adaptability  to the actual desires of Alley  Flat Clients.  This  

idea of the client and how these precedents are applicable hints to the issue of defining 

the client.  In one respect you could argue that the students are paying clients of the 

University  and thus they are clients of the University  of Texas and its staff who are 

charged with teaching deign innovation.  In this case the students are themselves 

clients of the learning component of the Initiative and at the same time charged with  

providing design service to architectural clients of the Initiative.  They fill a role as both a 

client and a service provider.  This fact underlies the complexity faced by instructors to 

satisfy the students educational expectations while mentoring them through the 

dynamics of designing for real clients.  
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" So, who is the client? Lynn Osgood in a presentation to the studio outlined how 

previous instructors have defined the clients.  “You are always trying to identify  the client 

but the client is not specific, so in the Sergio Palaroni studio the client became the 

neighborhood and the narrative became one of empowerment for the neighborhood.”  

She advised them to figure out who the neighborhood is to investigate and learn what 

there story is as a collective unit.  She discussed the idea of GNDC as the client, 

“Steven Moore looked at GNDC as the client and Mark became the voice of that client.”  

Here the students are introduced to the idea  of the neighborhood as an entity being the 

client, yet more specifically, a representative choose by the neighborhood to be the 

client.  The students were still confused throughout the studio over who was the client in 

the for the GNDC site.  Was it the Mexican American families of the neighborhood, Mark 

Rogers a non-hispanic thirty  year resident or the an elderly person much like the tenant 

in Alley Flat number two.  This lack of understanding was further compounded by 

students not meeting actual GNDC tenants or members of the GNDC board like Johnny 

Lemon during the course of the studio.  The students could observe the neighborhood 

and take photos of the buildings but they never actually interacted with real residents. 

" In Clarksville, the students had greater access to the CCDC board members and 

their actual voiced opinions regarding the neighborhood, but there was still a question of 

who the client was. On February 20th, 2010 they met with Mary Reed and two board 

members both of whom lived in the neighborhood, yet all of them had originally moved 

to Clarksville from other states.  The board members toured the students through the 

neighborhood starting at the proposed building site walking for three blocks examining 

houses and finishing at the CDC owned neighborhood meeting center.  There, the 
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students asked the board questions about its history as an organization, the  current  

neighborhood dynamics and what was important to them about their neighborhood.   In 

this exchange, a very interesting point was made by  Mary  that “the CCDC was establish 

and one of the goals was to buy housing to allow the people that had been displaced 

back into the neighborhood.”    After additional questioning about the changes she has 

witnessed in the neighborhood and how they find tenants, Mary  discusses the idea of 

broadening their client base,

" “One of the things I want us to review is our bi-laws because if one of our 

" missions to bring former Clarksville residents back into Clarksville that means 

" bringing African American back into Clarksville.  Some people think that anyone 

" black should get priority  in terms of moving into the neighborhood.  That mission 

" made sense when the CCDC was started, but not now.  I talk about our mission 

" as promoting the ethnic and economic diversity of the city, so that opens it up to 

" hispanics, poor white families and poor black families.  

Clearly there is an organizational client, but to the students there was uncertainty if the 

historical residents of Clarksville were their clients or a less specific person or family of 

low income.  There was a sense in the room that the students wanted to hear from 

African American families.  Mary Reed was clearly an authority but her account of the 

previous CCDC boardʼs “corrupt” agenda was her account and the students having 

studied the history  of the neighborhood wanted to connect their designs to the idea of 

African American families returning to live in affordable housing.   This created a conflict 

of authorship  for the students that was expressed in the studio following the CCDC visit.  

They asked themselves, do we want to design a house for a mostly white board who 
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appears to have distanced themselves from the historical residents of the 

neighborhood? 

" Mark Rogers and CCDC had been prescreened by Dr. Moore, Prof. Harpman, 

and Sarah Gable, agreed to meet students a predetermined number of time and agreed 

to further discuss building the student designs with ACDDC.  Therefore, I find that they 

are both real clients because there is a possibility  that they would engage the proper 

organizational steps to finance and build a suitable proposal.  In addition to being 

clients, the organizations are also partners in an educational project in which they 

receive multiple high quality student design proposal for their participation.  During the 

design process, the organizations were open to participating, sharing their 

neighborhoods and fostering a scenario to provided the Alley Flat Studio a meaningful 

case study from which to base and situate the designs in the context of the real world.  

The scenario may have been seeded by Dr. Moore and Prof. Harpman but the 

organizations made a clear choice to participate and be clients. In a real world client/

designer relationship, the client has the authority  to accept and build or not build the 

proposal.  Though the students did not have access to potential tenants or GNDC board 

members, they still had access to organizational leaders who have the power to  

recommend the project to their board for a vote. This fact clearly differentiates the Alley 

Flat Studio from a traditional design studio.  Even though, at times, the students claimed 

not to know who the clients were, what they really did not know is who the end users 

would be.  The end user is the client of the organization and not a direct client of the 

designers.  Yet, identifying the end user in the language of the clients would have been  
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critical information for designers and should have been addressed in writing by the 

organizations and the professors early on in the process.   

Can the time constraints of the academic semester be coordinated with real world 

projects?

 " “By the third year you are used to having your work torn apart. You get used to 

" presenting your ideas and listing to what people have to say. This is completely 

" different in that it is not theoretical.  In other studios, there is an element of 

" fantasy and unlimited budgets. I wanted something that is more balanced, with 

" real clients where there are things like a sewer main to consider.”

" " - Sarah Hafley32

 " I found that students who choose to take the Alley Flat Studio made the decision 

based on several factors, the main being the opportunity to work with real clients on a 

project based in Austin.  Students engaged in the study of architecture are generally 

concerned  with the implementation of sustainable designs, but the access to the real 

world was the determining factor for all of the students I featured and interviewed for the 

film.  Justin Campbell said to classmates in the second week of the studio, “I choose 

this studio because I was interested in doing something outside of the class in the real 

world, so it is just not theory, and especially as a way to give back to the community 

because I know that a lot of the work I will be doing as an architect will be for well-off 

clients.”  Students were eager to apply  their design training to the real world.  Louise in 

her lottery presentation stated that “we as architects need to understand how our work 

32 This is from a video recorded interview with Sarah Hafley on March 5th, 2010. 

37



registers in the larger community.”  Through the observation video, I was able to 

examine the students attempt to register their work with clients and identify  a real 

disconnect between students training and the needs of real world clients.  In presenting 

this finding, I will examine the students design presentations to their clients. 

" After nearly two months of designing, the Clarksville design teams had their first 

presentation to Mary Reed and three members of the CCDC board.  There were two 

design teams that choose the Clarksville site.  One team featured Sarah Hafely and 

Lauren Kolehoff who were from my original selection of five students that I focused my 

recording efforts.  The other design team featured three students, Mike Lama, Ashley 

Elgie and Kirti Singh all of whom I choose not to feature in the film because their vocal 

projections in studio did not register audibly in my early recordings. Mike, acting as team 

leader, presented his groupʼs plans first,

"  “We want to add a community garden, there is an alley easement that runs 

" through the property. We want to annex that area for a community garden, our 

" design is organized around a 4ft module to reduce waist and expenses. We are 

" using "construction materials as finish materials, cladding and plywood. We are 

" interested in collecting rain water and using it in the community garden.”      

Mike speaks in a subdued manner with a very soft voice.  He is very concerned with the 

ideas of water collection and mentions the community garden three times in the first 

minute of his presentation.  His main design has a monolithic shed roof which is not 

present on any of the other houses on the block.  The clients are confused by the teams 

idea of using construction materials like plywood as finish material.  A board member 

named Terry commented, “It reminds me of a single trailer.  The single angle ceiling 



reminds me of a trailer. It is just the flat roof, it has the same layout as a trailer.”  An 

African American board member RuthAnne looking at and holding Mikeʼs model said,  

“That looks like a half of a house. It does not fit with the rest of the houses.”  At this early 

stage in the client presentation process, Mike overemphasized sustainable building 

components taken from his precedent study  which was defined by a giant shed roof for 

water-collection.  The emphasis on a  community garden and exposed plywood for the 

interior proved distracting to the importance of articulating how his design fit in with the 

houses in the neighborhood.  In their first meeting Mary stated, “we treasure what we 

have and we want to keep it.  Keep Clarksville, Clarksville. The neighborhood is quirky, 

we like quirky, people express themselves through their houses.”  Mike has focused on 

green building and sustainable design elements and not a language that conveys that 

he understands how Mary and the board relate to the houses they deem appropriate for 

Clarksville. 

 " Sarah and Lauren follow Mikeʼs group with a different approach.  They show a 

chart of the house typology from the neighborhood which influenced their design.  Sarah 

references the importance of the gable roof and discussed how they can appropriate it 

more effectively, “We looked a precedents and we want to use the gable roof. One 

problem with the gable roof is that air stacks-up and we thought that it would be to the 

our advantage to make the building taller.”   She then continued to support their design, 

“what you gain by a smaller footprint and a taller building is that you get a better yard.”  

The board was receptive because Sarah considered the language of the neighborhood 

in her design. Her teamʼs design was placed in alignment with the rest of the houses on 

the street. Mary  had mentioned early on that it was important  for the CCDC to support 
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families and Sarah responded to this by pointing out that their design was based on 

housing a small family.  The board members were genuinely impressed by Sarah and 

Laurenʼs design because they could relate to the form and language that was 

represented in the design.  RuthAnne commented, “that is a crib, I like that. The modern 

stuff, black folks donʼt understand that stuff.”   

" Because of the death of Mark Rogerʼs father, the GNDC design teams did not get 

to meet with their client until April 16th, more than two months into their design process.  

The three teams were composed of Daphne Yuanidis and Nishiel Patel, Justin 

Dowhower and Justin Campbell and Everett Hollander who worked alone.  Daphne and 

Nishiel presented first, “Our lot is this area right here and that is why  we made this L 

shape.  Our ʻL-shapeʼ is a gesture to the street signifying the importance of the church.” 

They presented a shed roof and placed the bedroom on the alley  side.  Mark 

commented that by making an L-shape they were impacting both the back and front 

yards of the existing house, “You have got to remember that there is a family  here (in 

the front house), this is their yard, they are losing their back yard. I love the idea of 

connecting to Lydia but you need to take it the path to the fence line (on the north side 

of the property).”   Daphne continued that they choose to do cedar siding and will leave 

the cedar natural below the window sills and paint it above.  Mark replied by asking 

them what inspired their use of cedar, additionally that he noted that he has not seen a 

lot of cedar in the neighborhood.  At this point in time, their design is not acceptable to 

Mark but he has given them adequate feedback.  Because of his access to previous AFI 

studios proposals, he is conditioned to ideas like the shed roof and has a he explains 
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that he has a basis to appreciate the efforts of the designers, but what is most important 

to him is to have projects that he tenants and the neighborhood will accept. 

" Next Everett presents his bar-shape deign with a full front trellis and green roof.  

At the first design review on March 10th, Dr. Moore told Everett directly, “Mark will 

retreat from the green roof.  We tried that on Alley Flat number one.  We also had a 

green roof donation and it got nixed.  The issue is who is going to go out and take care 

of it.”  Everett having not taken this advice, placed his model in front of Mark and 

discussed his dilemma to determine 

what should be the front of the 

building, the alley or the east side 

facing Lydia St.  Mark went strait to 

the green roof, “I have not seen a 

green roof on a residential house.”   

Justin Dowhower who also proposed 

the green roof in his proposal joined 

the conversation and said, “a roof is where you can do the most on energy savings.”   

Mark replied, “It is a small house so you already  have such a small benefit,  if it is tightly 

built you are not getting much cost benefit from a green roof.”   Markʼs final comment to 

Everett whose model was not on a site plan was, “I think you have got a really good 

design, it is like a hacienda, its tighter smaller and less expensive, your have got three 

good points, but as soon as you start talking about establishing a green roof I donʼt 

know. Of our 600 clients, I do not know one that would want to take care of it.”  
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" Justin D. and Justin C. presented last and their model was displayed in relation 

to the front house fully  rendering the site and proposed building.  When mark saw this 

relationship  which the other two groups did not demonstrate he became much more 

serious in his attitude toward the overall project.  Mark pointing at the model, “this 

becomes really  uncomfortable, we have to convince these people that they  lost their 

parking spot.” The design was heavily focused on implementing a solar panel array on a 

heavily framed back arbor, a full front porch, a green roof and a series of clearstory 

windows across the front of the house.  

Jus t i n Dowhower has the mos t 

knowledge about the AFI of the 

p a r t i c i p a t i n g s t u d e n t s , h e h a s 

interviewed Mark and worked on the 

construction of Alley Flat two for GNDC.  

Yet, he clearly is unable to put forth a 

design that captivates the client. Mark, 

looking at Justin’s model commented, “the back arbor is a lot of work. I do not see the 

benefit for what  we are doing long term for the clients.  We are overbuilding for the user 

on this.  The thing that strikes me most in your designs is that it is a house that is a lot 

more then the clients use.”   Mark in his concluding comments to the class spoke about 

the subdivision as being a big determinant of the project.  He clearly felt after looking at 

the site plan that the project is going to be a hard sell to the family renting the front 

house.  Compounding this issue will be the cost in subdividing the property and where 

to put the three required parking spaces.  
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 The GNDC design teams fundamentally struggled to captivate the interest of 

their client.  They left the meeting with Mark feeling like the consideration they had given 

their designs was not appreciated. The real world presented variables that are not 

predictable, like Mark’s father dying.  As an observer to the exchange, I felt that the 

students lost the interest of their client at this meeting.  The students presentations 

appeared  to convinced Mark that constructing an Alley Flat was not an good option for 

the site.  On the other hand, the positive reception that CCDC designers Sarah and 

Lauren received was due to the aesthetic choices  and the language they used to 

translate their deign to the level of the neighborhood.  This  opened a window to further 

the discussion and advance their design.    

 The majority of the students, though eager to engage in the real world, struggled 

to accept proven guidance and were let down by the clients reception of their proposals.  

In the case of the GNDC site, I found that the students  lack of a specific set of written 

guidelines from the client led them to use valuable time creating designs that were not 

what the client wanted.  Students  struggled to take guidance from Dr. Moore which led 

to them making an impression on the client that was not favorable.  It was know that 

Mark Roger’s did not want a green roof and he was presented with two green roof 

designs.  This distracted him from design elements that he might have liked and caused 

him to loose confidence in the student’s ability to offer his organization a viable  solution.

 Following this review, I recorded a conversation between Prof. Harpman, Sarah 

Gamble, Justin Campbell and Everett that highlights the difficulties of hybridizing the 

academic studio and the real world.  The conversation is based on a comment Mark 

made at the conclusion of the review as the group was leaving his office that the site is 
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better suited for a garage apartment.  Below is a transcription of the conversation that 

followed at the next class. 

Louise:    I think with the garage apartment thing, when you present what is possible to 
"      the client they have a chance to focus and say well here is what is diving this 
                it is the parking, therefore does a garage apartment make sense?
Sarah:     I think the timing was off, Mark was out of town, when he had the opportunity 
"      to see everything, it dawned on him. 
Louise:    We knew early on that Mark was going to have a limited amount of time to  
                meet with the studio, next year we need to have more client time earlier.  At
                this stage he is coming in late.
Sarah:     In retrospect we should have met earlier.
Louise:    He is pulled in so many directions and he does not really have time for what 
"      we need him for.  Should he delegate somebody else?
Sarah:     It is hard because in the academic setting we expect a lot, our mission is to 
"      teach and we have a very limited time frame and what we want is not always 
"      going to happen.
Justin:     Our specs and details will reflect the old design. Hopefully if this is not built, 
"      and it probably wont be built, maybe it will enter the data base and be built in       
"      five years. It will give me some feeling of accomplishment because we
               basically withheld hight-design to conform to a budget and someones practical             
               needs. It is something good for the portfolio but it is not great for the portfolio. 
               This semester is about giving back to the community and helping but knowing
               it is not likely to be built that put a damper on the whole spirit. 
Everett:  It will never be built.
Sarah:    You are devaluing my job.

" An argument can be made that the site proposed by GNDC might not have been 

appropriate, but Mark Rogers who has extensive experience in development and 

placement of secondary housing chose this site. Clearly, the instructors felt they needed 

more access to Mark early  in the design process in order to prevent future unsuccessful 

proposals at such a late date in the semester.  Students, including Everett and Justin 

were upset that Mark suggested an alternative building typology which they understood 

to mean that their projects would not be built.  Sarah Gamble interpreted the students 

comments personally, because she felt like they did not take into account that she 

would work to find alternative sites for their designs.  This exchange highlights the 
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difficulties of designing for real world clients under the time constraints of an academic 

semester.  It also demonstrated that a relationship  existed where clients are 

volunteering their time and at the same time students feel that they are volunteering 

their design time to the clients.  The students grew to see themselves as volunteers on  

social architecture projects and lost perspective of their position as students in an 

academic studio.  This does speaks to the successful creation of a real world design 

senario. It also suggests that students have not been properly informed about the 

preexisting AFI/client relationships and additionally their  roll in the Initiative. 

" I choose to focus on the GNDC relationship because although Sarah Hafely and 

Lauren made a favorable impression on the CCDC board at the final community review, 

the CCDC did not have very specific feedback other then that they like both design 

presentations a lot and wished they could build both.   Mark was quite the opposite.  He 

was  interested in learning why Nishiel and Daphne choose a rain screen and why 

Justin and Justin opted for the sun screen.  He commented to Nishiel, “They will not like 

a rain screen because it does not look like a house. It will look like a shed.  They really 

like what they grew up in, the tall ceilings, the gable roofs.”  Justin Dowhower 

demonstrated to Mark his energy  modeling of six types of siding and showed him on a 

chart that Hardy siding used in a sunscreen application is double the energy efficiency 

of a traditional siding application. Mark commented, “wow, that is a big difference.... I 

really  like the idea of a Hardie sunscreen. That is the kind of new technology I like.  

Show me why it is worth having and show me what the costs are and then I will like it.”  

Mark was very impressed with this information because the siding application 
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resembled the traditional appearance and doubled the efficiency with minimal additional 

cost.  "

" Everett presented his design by explaining to Mark, “I focused on using the 

language of the prototype in the final design.  I like the idea of having a prototype.”  

Mark looking at Everettʼs design in relation to the site plan said, “your house has such a 

big presence, and it is so crowded on the site.  I want a house that is going to 

disappear. This one does the opposite.  You have created a pseudo duplex.”  This 

demonstrated that Everettʼs design process was not able to adapt to needs of the client 

and illustrates the difficulty that studio based designers have in adapting their practice to 

the real world.  Mark was clear at the last presentation that the privacy of the front 

house was very important.  Everett choose to present a design that connected the two 

houses with a trellis which is in direct conflict of the expressed wishes of the client. 

" Everett received the Design Excellence Award for the studio but he was unable 

to provide the client with an acceptable design and his work was relegated to the status 

of a prototype.  I find it contradictory to the aim of the Alley  Flat Initiative that the design 

award was given to a project that did not meet the clientʼs needs or provide the client 

with valuable information like Justin Dowhowerʼs energy modeling of siding methods.  

Though a design was not chosen to be built by either client, Justin Dowhower 

contributed new knowledge that future studios will be able to incorporate in Alley Flat 

designs.  Additionally, Mark Rogers will now be able to discuss this with his contractor 

for larger projects like the Guadalupe-Saldaña Net Zero Subdivison, a project where if 

implemented the Hardie sunscreen could have an impact on the overall energy 

efficiency of the new homes. 
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Chapter 5

5.0 Conclusion

" I want to thank Mark for taking time out of his day to be here, I feel like it is a real 
" privilege to get his feedback. To be honest with you all, Mark can go to another 
" architecture firm and say, ʻI need an alley flatʼ and they will kick out a one sheet 
" set of drawings and it will happen like that.  In some ways, GNDC is giving more 
" then they are getting in this and what they are giving is a learning opportunity.
" " - Michael Gatto ACDDC Director33

" The construction of a learning experience in that involves real world variables like 

the Alley Flat students experienced is not always compatible with students expectations 

of what they believe a studio experience should be like.  Very few, if any architecture 

professors design their studios with the intention of creating an environment that leads 

to students unhappiness and frustration with the learning process.  Students were eager 

early in the semester because they believed that one or more of their designs would be 

built, a possibility that individually they  had not previously experienced at UT.  Justin 

Campbell in the final class while quite upset, honestly expressed his frustration about 

what he felt transpired to Everett, 

" We were led to believe that these had a real chance of being built two summers 
" from now and that we could give back to the community. I donʼt know if I would 
" have signed up for this studio if I thought it was just an exercise that was just for 
" our benefit.  I can learn and get paid to do that.  I would rather then just do high 
" design because some day it will be less expensive. They (Michael Gatto and Dr. 
" Moore) made it seem like it is not for the greater good but it is for our good and I 
" can get paid to do that somewhere else.

Justinʼs sentiment was shared by all of the GNDC designers.  His feelings reflected the 

fact that designers had put a lot of thought and effort into proposals for a real client with 

the belief that they could impact people in need of housing.  What the students were not 

prepared for was the reality  that the client might not accept their proposal, the client 

33 Michael made this statement following Markʼs final review of the student work.
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might not be able to get financing and the site might not me appropriate for an Alley 

Flat.  When teaching a studio in the real world, time needs to be devoted to discussing 

the possible outcomes that might arise when working with real clients.    

" In viewing the recordings of the studio, it is clear that the framework of the Alley 

Flat education curriculum did not allow teachers and students to adjust their rigorous 

design schedules to change orders by the client and other unforeseen delays in the 

process.  None of the students had previously  designed a residential house to the 

construction document set stage nor had the students previously participated in a social 

learning based studio.   The expectations that the students placed on the studio were 

very  high because they had seen images of Alley Flat one and two and believed that 

they would have similar results.   There was a very intense period of skill acquisition and 

cultural immersion which needed to translate into designs that incorporated traditional 

neighborhood aesthetics, affordability and sustainability.   This is a realistic gaol for a 

studio learning environment  but not necessarily a formula that will create designs that 

satisfy the needs of real clients outside of the university setting.  This is especially true 

when clients are not present in the studio environment.    In the last class Sarah Gamble 

said, “We asked Mark to commit to three meetings, he went to three meetings.  He did 

exactly what he was supposed to do.”  This statement reveals that Mark as a client was 

limited in the time he could be available to build a healthy designer/client relationship. 

This lack of visibility and interaction with students gave the impression that they  did not 

have a real client.  

" The CCDC client represented another serious issue, a client who was not 

receptive to exercise in contemporary architectural design that the students had to offer.   
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They clearly   favored historic preservation of the neighborhood and did not like new 

housing that did not incorporate the original facade or reference existing typologies.  

Mary Reed as a client repeatedly indicated that she liked the quirky aspects of the 

original houses and that her goal was to keep  Clarksville, Clarksville.  This proved 

insurmountable for students like Mike whose own agenda of designing with a shed roof 

for the purposes of water harvesting was in direct conflict with the client.  Both Mary  and 

Mike had blinders on and were two focused on their agendas to collaborate.  The fact 

that the CCDC as a client did not seek out the Alley Flat Initiative, affected their 

receptiveness of the student design proposals.  I continued to talk to Mary for one year 

after the semester and learned that funding the CCDC was receiving would not go 

toward the building of an Alley  Flat but the preservation of existing CDC housing.      In 

the year following the class, the CCDC was also not in contact with Sarah Gamble. 

" This suggests that a one semester, community based design studio alone does 

not have the time to substantially change building practices in a city or even a 

neighborhood.  What it does have the power to do is plant seeds for change.  The 

design exercise increase the options that  both organizations have for the development 

of their existing property.  Students learned in a concrete manner about the obstacles to 

advancing design innovation in the real world.  Both clients learned valuable information 

about their properties that allowed them to make informed decisions about how to 

proceed.  

" I recommend that future studios be conducted when clients agree to fully engage 

the students in the studio, throughout the review process and that clients provide a 

comprehensive document detailing their preferences and goals for the building.  
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Students  are limited by their lack of experience in the real world and need a clearly 

defined relationship  with the clients in order to design successfully.  Proper  direction 

from the real world decision makers is as important as the mentorship of their 

instructors.  Through the proposed increased interaction with students, the clients will 

have a deeper understanding of the  design process with the goal of fostering a 

collaborative learning experience.   A healthy relationship with a client who is able to 

provide an adequate site, meet with designers, communicate when needed and finance 

the construction is essential to the studios success.  

" An urban learning environment is very complex especially when the students are 

exploring from the confines of the the university and are not immersed in a professional 

studio environment.   As potential instructors grapple with the experiences represented 

in the documentary footage and report, I feel that the educational format of the initiative 

must adapt a more realistic approach to coordinating the needs of students with 

potential clients.  My recordings proved that it is problematic to pluck students from the 

culture of studio based education and expect them to adapt to the real world in one 

semester.  The Alley Flat Initiative, as a “useful education,” needs real clients who knock 

on the door, call ACDDC and want to partake in a collaborative learning process with 

the goal of building and promoting affordable sustainable housing.  The one semester 

studio experience proved too brief for students and clients to reach valuable 

compromises.

" I believe that the lessons learned from this Alley Flat Studio indicate that for 

social learning to be successful it must be approached by the educators with greater 

transparency.  Students should have an active role in selecting and approaching   
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potential clients perhaps in an introductory class that prepares students to participate in 

the Alley Flat design process. This would involve creating questioners for the clients, 

choosing precedents to present to the clients, and creating a design schedule. The 

second semester of the studio would  involve submitting their designs to the clients for 

periodic reviews and feedback.  Once a design has been selected by the clients to 

move forward then the students create the construction document sets.  To be a real 

world learning laboratory, an educational studio must be structured in a manner that 

accurately represents the processes by which services are provided in the real world.   
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