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Reflective Inquiry in Architecture Education: The Place to Begin 
 
ANUBHUTI BHATIA 
Florida State University 
 
 
Introduction 

Meaning-making in architecture is a consequence of the interaction of human beings with 
the built environment 1. Meaning is not an inherent property of a building. Architecture can provide 
immense values to the social structure if it responds to social needs, and architects need a 
theoretical understanding of the way people impart meaning through their values to the physical 
environment 2. This interaction of human beings with the built environment affects every aspect of 
life – psychological, behavioral, social, and cultural 3. If designers are “master builders”, as the 
term architect translates 4, the behavioral and psychological responses of end users should 
obviously be their foremost concern. Scholars have emphasized the need for students to realize 
the importance of the design process, to consider clients’ needs beyond basic functional 
requirements, and to apply studies of history, psychology, environmental concerns, and human 
behavior to design concepts 5,6. 

These concepts form the basis of this paper. The theory that forms the basis of the 
concepts presented in this paper is pragmatism in art and art education. In the following sections I 
will discuss in detail the concept of pragmatism and its application in architecture education. The 
study that has influenced interpretations in this paper is part of a pilot study conducted for a future 
extended study. Final year architecture students were interviewed about beliefs about 
architecture they had brought with them to the field and what criteria they emphasized during the 
design process. The opinions presented by final year students provided important insights into 
what they should have been taught at the beginning of their architecture program. 
 
Architecture Education – Its Needs 
 There is a need for the study of psychology in architecture in order to enhance the 
evaluation of pre-theoretical personal experiences in the formation of convictions and 
assumptions during professional practice 7. The need for incorporating theories of behavioral 
psychology and the interaction of human beings with the built environment as important stages in 
the architectural design process has been emphasized and studied 1,2. Some of the other 
concerns addressed as being important to design education include professional ethics towards 
issues of biological, social, and cultural environment 8, cultural forces, societal laws, and nature 1.  

The claims that architecture makes should go beyond making sure that the building will 
be structurally sound and resistant to problems such as leakage 9. One ought to be able to take 
these things for granted and focus on concerns like social, cultural, and environmental issues. 
This approach would give rise to a refined set of standards for architects. These standards will 
embrace societal traditions, and reflect the entire society as well as the values of all who are part 
of the culture. Clearly architecture education needs to go further than basic functions, structural 
concerns, legal guidelines, and anthropometric data. Architecture needs aspects that relate more 
to the end user – the occupant who is going to get directly affected physically as well as 
psychologically by the spaces that these students will design as practicing architects.  
 
Methodology 

The study that this paper derives from is aimed at identifying the extent to which 
architecture schools incorporate concepts of social, psychological, behavioral, cultural, and client 
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considerations in their curriculum. This paper was based on inferences derived from the analysis 
of six interviews and observations of their interaction with faculty as part of a pilot study 
conducted at an architecture program at a state university in a county in Florida. The pilot study 
focused on deriving an understanding of students’ design process and concept formulation.   
 
Sample Selection 

Six students were interviewed for this study. All students were seniors in an 
undergraduate architecture program. The fourth-year studio was chosen for this study because 
this is the studio in which some serious design process takes place 10. Selecting seniors for the 
study would minimize trivialization of the study because seniors will be well aware of traditional 
knowledge and skills 11. The six students volunteered for the interviews and were from varied 
ethnic backgrounds and age groups – one 53 year old white male, one African American female, 
one half Palestinian male, one half Puerto Rican half African American male, one white male, and 
one African American male. Except for one student, all students were between 23 and 25 years 
old. The male to female ratio in the group was representative of the ratio in the entire group. 
Students came from different towns like Pensacola, Chicago, and a small town in Alabama. 
 
Data Collection 
 The interview protocol for the semi-structured interviews for the study was developed on 
two aspects: students’ opinions about architecture as a profession, and concerns addressed in 
the project they were working on at that time. All participants signed consent forms and the 
interviews were tape recorded and later transcribed.  

The interviews were followed by observations of students in their studio and their 
interaction with each other. I went to the studio five times over the course of a fortnight. Student 
presentations were postponed three times during these five visits. During the course of the 
research, two critiques by faculty were held. I participated in both critiques in order to observe the 
concerns that were being emphasized by students and professors in these critiques. Students 
presented projects to a panel including their faculty and a guest critic. The presentations were 
followed by discussion of projects, questions and comments by the jury members. I also sat with 
students during their discussions with each other, while they were working on their projects, or 
just waiting for the professors. Each visit to the studio was between two to three hours. After each 
visit to the studio, field notes were typed from memory and from notes taken during the visits. 
 
Data Analysis 
 The analysis of interviews with students identified beliefs that students brought to the 
architecture program. Students talked about ideas they had held when they began their 
architecture program. Another aspect identified was the concerns that students addressed in the 
process of design. Interesting themes emerged when the two categories were compared with 
each other.  

Categories that emerged from students’ responses to questions about their opinions 
about architecture as a profession included: (1) sustainability or environmental responsibility, (2) 
behavioral, (3) social, (4) spatial experience, (5) business aspect and clients, (6) form of building, 
and (7) reference to other architects (cases). It may be said that students had brought with them 
an understanding of architecture as a profession that is client-oriented and that should concern 
itself with the well-being of the end-user and of the environment. They talked about experience 
and about the environment. Some of the comments included statements like, “(Architecture) is 
something you experience, not something you just see”; and “An architect can offer a client a 
great deal in energy savings and economics as well as aesthetics”; “(Architecture) is a way to 
design people’s lives”; and “(Architecture) develops the whole social life of people”. 



         PROCEEDINGS:  21st National Conference on the Beginning Design Student    San Antonio 2005  11 

Another set of categories emerged from students’ responses to questions pertaining to 
the concerns they had addressed in their designs. These categories were also derived from 
students’ presentations during critiques and the aspects of their designs which they emphasized 
when they presented their projects. These concerns include: (1) site context, (2) personal 
preferences, (3) technical, (4) form of building, (5) culture, and (6) technical skills. Students 
comments included statements like, “I wanted to do something different.” 
 
Discussion 
 Comparing the two sets of categories that emerged, it is interesting to note that students 
had ideas that were consistent with what literature suggests architecture education should focus 
on. However, somewhere during the course of the design process these ideas about client 
psychology, architecture as an experience, and the responsibilities of architecture as a profession 
were overshadowed by technical concerns. It is essential to nurture the ideas that students bring 
to the program in the early stages so that they do not get lost in technical concerns. Students 
bring interesting concepts about architecture to the program and it becomes the responsibility of 
architecture programs to ensure that these ideas and concepts are developed further and 
students are taught to incorporate them in their designs. The solution to this problem lies in a 
theory in art and art education. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 Suggestions for architecture education may be derived pragmatism and the incorporation 
of its concepts to fulfill the gaps in architecture education. This section provides an overview of 
pragmatism in art and art education, and its relevance to architecture education.  Pragmatism is 
based on the effect that art has on its audience – the social, cultural, and psychological aspects 
of art. 

 
Pragmatism in Art 
 Art exists in order to achieve certain designed purposes in terms of its effect on the 
audience 12. Neo-pragmatic art educators identify the pragmatic method of instruction as one 
through which students can reorient their beliefs towards themselves and the events that they 
encounter 13. It goes beyond the impressions brought to the work of art or the first impressions. 
Therefore, pragmatism may be stated as an approach to art that delves into the meaning that the 
viewer arrives at after interacting with the work of art. This meaning may include societal and 
world views, opinions about one’s own position in the world, and various other aspects of life, 
society, culture, etc.  
 
Reflective Inquiry in Art and Architecture 
 Encouraging students to actively analyze and experience will be a great way of teaching 
certain concepts 14. The concept of reflective inquiry derives from the pragmatic view of art. 
Human interaction with a work of art leads the viewer through a process of inquiry based on what 
he brought to the work, what his experiences with the work led him to believe, and how this 
interaction influenced his beliefs of himself and of the world. It is the process of reflecting upon 
one’s psyche and how it gets affected at various stages of the interaction that takes place 
between viewer and art work.  

In classrooms reflective inquiry will involve exploring stories from students’ lives and 
experiences, and to explore the relationships between art and the lives of people. The same may 
be applicable to architecture. Encouraging students to explore their feelings, emotions, and 
sensory as well as psychological responses in spaces they encounter will make them more aware 
of the impact that built spaces have on occupants. Just as art is capable of reorienting the 
viewer’s beliefs, architecture is capable of influencing the occupants in a manner greater than 
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students and architects can perceive without reflecting on their personal experiences in spaces 
and analyzing these experiences. This approach to architecture education would be a step 
towards a complete architecture education – education that produces architects geared towards 
socially responsible designs that respond to more than the occupants’ requirements in terms of 
functionality 3.  

This reinforcement is extremely important in the beginning semesters of their program. 
Students will be able to identify their ideas about architecture, explore these ideas and beliefs in 
detail, and analyze these beliefs. Students will be able to identify a theoretical framework within 
which they can place their beliefs about architecture and design. This approach, I believe, will 
also introduce students to research and theoretical studies and reinforce theory in architecture as 
being equally important to design.  
 
Conclusion 

Encouraging reflective inquiry among first year students will orient them to the extent to 
which their designs influence the end-users. It will ensure that ideas that students bring to 
architecture about the responsibility of architecture towards clients and environment are nurtured. 
Students can be encouraged to recognize their ideas, their importance and their incorporation in 
design. It will ensure that architecture schools produce graduates who are committed to designs 
that acknowledge clients’ social, cultural, psychological, and behavioral needs; and address 
environmental concerns. This should be an important aspect of architecture programs. In fact, I 
believe that it should be the first step in architecture education – it is the place to begin. 
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