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Reader’s guide

This PhD consists of five chapters. In a first chapter I contex-
tualise the topic, delineate the problem, and formulate cen-
tral research questions. The second chapter frames the study 
paradigmatically and methodologically. The actual research 
is reported over the next three chapters, which are the main 
chapters of this PhD, each of them addressing a particular scale 
level, as described above. Each of these three chapters end with 
a summary of the findings. After the fifth chapter I conclude 
this PhD with pointing to some implications, I propose some 
steps to be taken, and suggest further research. 

The reader will notice that from chapter three onwards – the 
moment when the actual research is reported - I nested head-
ings till the fifth level. I decided to do so, because I realized 
that, as the research is both explorative (looking for breadth) 
and fathoming (looking for depth), there is a risk of losing ori-
entation. Therefore, I took care of maintaining a strict and sys-
tematically structured outline, coherent across the three main 
chapters. For the same reason I first present a global table of 
content, that provides an overview of the whole structure of the 
PhD, and at the beginning of each chapter a fully detailed table 
of content of that chapter. 

I wish the persevering reader an elucidating journey!
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chapter 1  
context, problem statement and central 
research questions

In this chapter, the reader will find my motivation to undertake a PhD that addresses 
the issue of the research-foundation of the teaching in the architectural design studio 
(see point 1.1). 

Connections between research and teaching – conceptualized as the research-teaching 
nexus (RT-nexus) – are considered as a vital condition to provide academic higher edu-
cation. In first instance I suggest that also for the case of architectural design education, 
such connections should obviously be beneficial, and I invite the reader to ponder on it 
(see point 1.2). But then, I provide some more background about the context in which 
this PhD is situated, which is a context of transformations and educational reform that 
took place in architectural education in Flanders and Europe (see point 1.3). The ques-
tions, tensions and issues that arise in this period of transformation, demonstrate that 

– at least for the case of architectural design education - a principled adoption of a 
RT-nexus is not obvious at all, but complicated and problematic (see point 1.4), hence 
the need for a study. 

After this observation, I formulate the aims of this PhD, as well as a more precise prob-
lem statement and the central research questions that will guide the inquiry (see point 
1.5). I explain that the topic of a RT-nexus in the architectural design studio is involving 
several disciplinary fields and calls for adopting several perspectives. Rather than as-
piring for focal specialization, this PhD aims at bridging disciplinary fields and bring-
ing together discourses that have too strictly remained within their own boundaries 
(see point 1.6). 

At the end of this chapter, I provide an overview of the three research packages that 
provide the empirical ground of this PhD (see point 1.7).

1.1 a motivated inquiry into the nature of research in 
architectural design education
When I started teaching in the design studio, in the late 80’s, I had just finished 

my studies as an engineer-architect. From then till recently, I combined teaching with 
professional practice, convinced of mutual benefits. As a novice teacher, with no edu-
cational training, I was just mimicking the behavior of those who had taught me, fairly 
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reproducing the habits which I considered to be kernel features of teaching architec-
tural design. The didactic setting consisted of a long drawing room (‘de tekenzaal’) (it 
was always an attic), each student sitting on a drawing table, buckled down to its own 
individual design work. Students were offered a five year curriculum of role-playing a 
designing architect. Trial-and-error was the pedagogical model. Each course unit in 
the design studio provided functional briefs, gradually increasing in scale and com-
plexity - from the obligate flower stall on a generic square, to the hybrid high-rise in a 
complex metropolitan area. As studio teachers, we were acting as experts, cruising be-
tween rows of drawing tables in the elongated attic, responding to individual requests 
for assistance, with discussions resembling informal chats, commenting the actual 
stage of the student’s design proposal. This consult-on-demand, was alternated with 
slightly more formal check-up’s, to ensure that each of them where seen on a regular 
basis. In these moments, it was the teacher who was sitting at a table, and receiving the 
students.1 

During the last two decades however, I saw the design studio transforming to an envi-
ronment of group work, table discussions, wall presentations and peer review. Instead 
of studio briefs solely targeting the design of a building, the assignments now focus on 
architectural concepts and urban issues. The students are asked to develop a thesis and to 
convince peers and laymen, by argumentative discourse. The (individual) design proposal 
has become a vehicle for exploration, rather than an end in itself.

An increasing inclination towards pedagogy made me discontinue my professional 
practice, to fully engage in studio teaching and curriculum design. This step coincided 
with a personal move – in 2008 - from the University of Leuven, to the Artesis Univer-
sity college of Antwerp. From teaching engineer-architects, at a university in a faculty of 
engineering, I shifted towards teaching architects, at a university college in a department 
of design sciences, originating from a Beaux-Arts Academy. Yet, I met this department of 
design sciences in full transition, entangled in a process of so-called “ academization”. 

The academization process mainly consisted of an increased emphasis on the devel-
opment of research production within the institution, and integration of research in 
teaching. The legacy of the university colleges, contrary to the universities, was rather 
centered on teaching than on conducting research. So extra funding was provided for 
the integrating programmes to support the academization process. To develop aca-
demic research, doctorates are needed. Therefore, the Flemish authorities installed 
a doctorate in architecture.2 However, as the process went on, I was doubting whether 
the agency of this process, could, or would ever reach the design studio in another 
and more positive way than to provoke scepticism, incomprehension, and aversion 
by teaching practitioners, nevertheless good architects and good teachers. Instead of 
bringing the architecture programme, including its faculty, at a higher level, as an aca-

1 This behavior, resulting from the studio didactics of that time, or the absence of it, is strikingly described by Lo-
gan (2006, p. 334), later on referred to by Morton (2012, p. 102). The wording which I used is inspired on and 
partly borrowed from her description. 

2 The doctorate in architecture did not exist yet. The only doctorates in the study area of architecture at that 
time were delivered through the engineer faculties. The new doctorate resulted from the Higher Education Act 
on the restructuring of higher education in Flanders, 4 April 2003. 
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demic community, I had the impression that the academization process was creating a 
new kind of crew, aside of those taking care for studio teaching. 

On one side, I saw the focus of teaching in the architectural design studio shifting from 
an almost vocational design production, towards open-ended design-based inquiry, ex-
ploring architectural ideas and concepts. On the other side, I noticed an increasing gap 
between an emerging community of researching scholars, dedicated to the expansion of 
the epistemological body of the discipline, and designing practitioners teaching the design 
studio. The academization process has resulted in a displacement of the core: from the 
design studio – the “backbone”3 of the educational programme, but with a teaching 
staff becoming peripheral – towards a research commune, accommodated in a sepa-
rate room - with no students - each researcher sitting on a desk, buckled down to its 
own laptop and individual investigation.

I was worrying how to “academize” a programme and its faculty, so strongly centered 
on design education in the studio, while it was driven by a process which was affecting 
theory rather than practice, inducing the development of a new type of staff, increas-
ing the gap, without carrying any mechanism nor urge or benefit to unite both sides. 
As such, it was not clear to me how the academization process could manage, or even 
contribute, to bring design education at a higher (academic) level. 

Then, in 2009, a workshop of ECHO, the Centre of Expertise for Higher Education of the 
University of Antwerp, was the occasion which made me decide to take this worry 
seriously, and to further explore these problems. The workshop4 was focusing to the 
importance of an appropriate and purposeful curriculum management, in order to 
reach a strong nexus between teaching and research. The workshop was introducing 
the concepts of research-oriented, research-led, research-tutored and research-based teach-
ing activities.5 Research-based education – the most inclusive of the four, and the one 
which higher education at the university should strive for - is activating the students as 
participants, rather than having them listen as a passive audience. It is emphasizing re-
search processes and problems, rather than focusing solely on content. I tried to compare 
these qualities with the teaching in the architectural design studio, as I knew it. The in-
quiry-based, activating, student-centered, process-oriented, open-ended, design-driv-
en teaching of the design studio fully meets the aspirations which were expressed in 
this workshop. The teaching in the studio, indeed, was aiming at the development of 
student’s competencies for independent establishment of basic premises, critical analysis 
and intensive research, advancing hypotheses and working out syntheses.6 In an interview 
with the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, the American innova-
tive thinker and scholar, John Seeley Brown, even suggested to take the architectural 

3 “Alle opleidingen stellen expliciet dat het ontwerpen de ruggengraat is van het aangeboden Architectuuronder-
wijs.” (VLIR, 2011, p. 26)

4 22 April 2009, workshop organized by the Centre of Expertise for Higher Education (Expertise Centrum voor 
Hoger Onderwijs, ECHO) of the University of Antwerp, tutored by Prof. Joke Denekens, chair of the education 
board of the University of Antwerp.

5 a taxonomy, initiated by Griffiths (2004), and further developed by Healey (2005b; Jenkins & Healey, 2005).
6 This list of competencies is taken from Andrea Deplazes’ introduction to his book Constructing Architec-

ture.(Deplazes, 2005, p. 10)
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design studio as an example and a source for learning lessons on teaching.7 I found 
it extremely worrisome then, to notice that in the perspective of integration into the 
university “studio pedagogy and its accommodation are under pressure”8. I could not 
put my finger on the cause of the frenetic attempts of architecture departments in their 
struggle to demonstrate the “academic quality”9 of design, and - by extension - of design 
education. 

This personal unease eventually brought me to undertake this study, fathom the issue, 
and write this dissertation, - Genus, Locus, Nexus, an inquiry into the nature of research in 
architectural design education.

Unlike those endeavours of scientific research which contribute to the discipline by 
narrowing down to radical specialization, this dissertation aims to share new insights 
by bringing together different areas. It reports of a process of coming to know that 
results from bridging fields and disciplines: architecture, architectural practice and 
educational design are linked with higher education studies, educational philosophy. It 
not only links different fields and disciplines, it also brings together three perspectives: 
a policy perspective, an historical perspective, and a philosophical perspective.

1.2 the architectural design studio: the backbone of 
research and teaching
The aim of research is to generate new knowledge. The university is the sanc-

tuary of independent thinking and knowing. Research therefore is considered of par-
amount importance. Immune by the principle of academic freedom, the university is 
creating optimal conditions to attract researchers, allowing them to develop scholar-
ship through full dedication to their field of study. It is this concentration of knowledge 
and excellence, which grants the university the legitimation to provide the highest lev-
el of education.

In 2012, the General Assembly of the European Association for Architectural Educa-
tion (EAAE) endorsed the claim that society needs and deserves architectural research, 

7 John Seely Brown,23-25 October 2008, “Tinkering as a mode of knowledge production” , on http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=9u-MczVpkUA, last accessed 07 March 2014, cited inTurckes, S. & Kahl, L. (2011). Be 
a teen design hero: 4 lessons the classroom can learn from the design studio. [online] http://www.fastcodesign.
com/1665654/4-lessons-the-classroom-can-learn-from-the-design-studio (accessed 07 March 2014)

8 Hannah Vowles, Jim Low, and Holly Rose Doron investigated the position of studio culture in architecture 
higher education. In UK, architecture education is part of the university since 1972. Unlike in Flanders, they 
did not merge into faculties, but kept the notion “School of Architecture” as a discernable entity within the 
university, even when part of a bigger Faculty. Vowles, H., Low, J., & Doron, H. R. (2012). Investigating Ar-
chitecture Studio Culture in the UK: A Progress Report. Journal for Education in the Built Environment, 7(2), 
26-49.

9 I refer to the question of Prof. dr. Dirk Van Dijck, to one of the presenters at an internal research seminar on 
Research by design, 4 July 2011, to demonstrate the “academic quality of design” (het academisch gehalte van 
ontwerpen”). The Department of Design Sciences at that period, was fully involved in the preparation process 
towards integration into the university of Antwerp.
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by approving a Charter - the EAAE Charter on Architectural Research.10 The aim of the 
Charter was to serve as “a reference document for the use of universities, architecture 
schools, research institutions, funding agencies, professional bodies and architectural 
practices that are undertaking architectural research.”(EAAE, 2012) 

In their Charter, the EAAE defines the discipline of architecture as follows:

Architecture is the discipline devoted to the creation, transformation and interpre-
tation of the built environment and the articulation of space at various scales. It in-
volves art, science, design, conservation, planning, management, construction and 
representation, addressing issues of ethics, aesthetics, culture and society. The disci-
pline of architecture engages with the cultural, socio-economic and environmental 
conditions affecting our quality of life.(EAAE, 2012) 

The Charter then continues with explaining why research in this discipline is relevant 
and needed:

Architecture is facing challenges of climate change, globalization, urbanization and 
social transformation that necessitate vital research. In parallel, the horizons of 
architectural experimentation are expanding rapidly with the development of new 
technologies and media. If we are to understand, explain, anticipate and influence 
the consequences of these changes, research is essential. Moreover, research is essen-
tial for the continued expansion of the discipline’s knowledge base, the development 
of spatial understandings, and the improvement in teaching, learning and practice 
of architecture. (EAAE, 2012) 

Architecture thus, is inextricably bound to research. Since the university is the place par 
excellence for research, it is obvious that architecture is considering the university as 
a most appropriate environment to meet the needs and expectations of the discipline. 
After all, the beneficial research climate of academia will attract excellence in the field, 
leading to an established concentration of architectural knowledge. These conditions 
will foster cutting edge architectural research, offering the most revelatory insights in 
the field, thus allowing the discipline to cope with the challenges of the fast changing 
world. For this reason, the university is a most legitimate institution not only for con-
ducting architectural research, but also for offering the highest level of education in 
architecture.

The Charter also emphasizes the inextricable bound of the discipline to design. Thereby, 
it expands the teleological nature of design: design is not only aiming at the development 
of a final product, it can aim towards the generation of knowledge as well. As such, design 
is becoming a specific way of conducting research in its own rights: 

In research by design, the architectural design process forms the pathway for critical 
inquiry, through which new knowledge, insights, practices or products come into 
being. (EAAE, 2012)

The specific scope, modes and methods through which the architectural design process 
operates, is then included in critical inquiry, resulting in an expansion of knowledge.

10 The Charter was approved at the GA in Chania, Crete (Greece), on 03 September 2012
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By embracing aspects of rationality and intuition, objectivity and inter-subjectivity, 
technique and emotion, logic and creativity, architectural research enriches the un-
derstanding of the world. (EAAE, 2012)

Moreover, the Charter continues, since architecture is such an encompassing field, 
“reaching out to and incorporating knowledge of other disciplines, architectural re-
search is fertile for trans- and inter-disciplinary research.” This means that not only 
the academic research environment is offering benefits to architecture, but also ar-
chitectural research in itself is offering opportunities to the university. By including 
architectural research approaches, the university expands its ways of exploring the 
world, adding new fields of knowledge and new modes of understanding, bridging and 
transgressing disciplinary borders, hence establishing new ways for “understanding, 
explaining, anticipating and influence the consequences of the societal and environ-
mental changes of our world.” (all quotes from EAAE, 2012)

It is in this vibrant arena of research and commitment, that the architectural design 
studio operates as “the backbone of the education programme” (VLIR, 2011, p. 26), 
adopting the capacity of architectural design for critically exploring the world. As such, 
the architectural design studio is the place where research and teaching are united, 
through design. It is the academic learning environment par excellence, to offer the 
conditions for inducing disciplinary learning at the highest level.

Indeed, research is the constitutive force for architectural design education, to belong 
with academia, and flourish.

1.3 the context of teaching design studio: transitions of 
architectural education in Flanders and Europe
This study started at the eve of the actual integration of the non-university pro-

grammes into the university. For the non-university programmes, it was the achieve-
ment of a 10-year long academization process, implied by the government. For the 
university programmes, it was a moment in which the debates about academization 
induced a reflection about their own nature, profile and academic position. With field-
work and interviews taking place during the academic years 2011-2012 and 2013, this 
study thus is grounded in a period when the debate about the academic profile of archi-
tecture education reached a momentary climax. 

For a good comprehension of the relevance of the topic that this PhD focusses on, a bet-
ter insight in the context in which the problems and questions are situated is helpful. 
Therefore, I shed some light on the history of the division into university and non-uni-
versity programmes (see 1.3.1.), I point to some central issues relating to the academiza-
tion campaign (see 1.3.2.), and position this Flemish academization campaign within 
the ongoing debate about architectural education at the bigger scale of Europe (see 
1.3.3.). 
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1.3.1 architectural education in Flanders:  
convergence into two families

Since October 2013, all architecture programmes in Flanders belong to a university.11 
Before that date, it was possible to study architecture either at a non-university insti-
tute – a so-called “university college” (hogeschool) - or at a faculty of engineering at 
a university. The programme at the university college led to the diploma of architect, 
the programme at the faculty of engineering led to the diploma of engineer-architect 
(ingenieur-architect). The current institutional uniformization of both “families”12 is the 
culmination of ongoing reforms of architectural education since its formalization in 
the nineteenth century. A concise chronicle of the genealogy of both families is helpful 
to have a clearer view on the historical background of the subject that is studied. It is a 
story of continuous reform, and commuting between technical, artistic, and academic 
identities, connections and institutional contexts.

a. from institutional splintering towards two study plans of uniform duration

The first engineer programme in Belgium traces back to 1836, at the Ecole du génie civil, 
which was part of the University of Ghent, followed by the universities of Leuven and 
Brussels in respectively 1864 and 1873. The term “engineer-architect” was established 
by a law in 1890. The degree was considered as a “scientific” degree, not as an “academ-
ic” degree. Duration of study was five year at the university of Ghent, and four year at 
the university of Leuven. A reform induced by the law of 21 May 1929, recognized the 
title of “civil engineer-architect” as an academic degree, and uniformized the duration 
of study at five year (De Caigny, Nevejans, Van de Voorde, Van Impe, & Van Regenmor-
tel, 2012).

Institutionalized architectural education outside the university traces back to the foun-
dation of the Academies in the 17th century (De Vos & Lombaerde, 2013; Van de Voorde, 
2013). But as the title of architect was not protected, the educational origins of who 
called himself “architect” of “master builder” could be very diverse – it could be ma-
sonry, drawing, carpentry, engineering, or artistic studies. Similar to the engineering 
programmes, it was only in the middle of the 19th century that attempts were under-
taken to regularize architectural education outside the university. However, clear steps 
towards regularization of non-university architectural education were only taken in 
the twentieth century, with the Royal Decree of 5 May 1936 protecting the diploma of 
architect.

The decree of 1936 established a uniform study plan for all non-university schools (the 
engineering programmes already been unified since 1929, cf above). Duration of study 
was seven years, and the study could be commenced at the age of fourteen (De Caig-
ny et al., 2012). However, already from its implementation, it was feared that, in spite 
of the study duration of seven years, the level of education of this programme would 

11 The integration of these programmes into the university was a result of the Higher Education Act on the 
restructuring of higher education in Flanders, 4 April 2003.

12 The term “families” has been introduced by VLIR/VLHORA in the debate about the subject-specific learning 
outcomes for each programm
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be too low. It took till 1949 however, to face this concern. To realize a higher level in 
a shorter time, the decree of 18 November 1949 increased the minimum age to start 
the study from fourteen to seventeen years, and provided an obligatory five-year study 
plan. (De Caigny et al., 2012, p. 32). 

The study duration for all programmes was now equal - five years – and all programmes 
provided equal access to the protected profession of architect (after internship). But 
still, architecture education was dispersed over eleven schools, depending on different 
institutional structures. Some of these schools have discontinued, or merged with oth-
ers, and new schools have been founded.

b. looking for a profile under constantly changing institutional contexts

The decree of 1936 had far reaching implication. In order to provide architectural ed-
ucation, the schools had to be formally recognised (“erkend”) by the minister of edu-
cation. The imposition of a uniform study plan, and the requirement of formal recog-
nition, reduced the distinction between the different types of architectural education, 
but increased the distance with other disciplines of Arts education (De Caigny et al., 
2012, p. 31). Indeed, till then, teaching of the architectural programme was embedded 
and interwoven with the organizational structures and pedagogies of the other artistic 
disciplines. This however did no longer comply with the imposed study plan, and the 
architectural programmes had to dissociate from them, and develop a proper curric-
ulum, delineating an own educational area detached from the arts (De Caigny et al., 
2012; Van de Voorde, 2013).

The convergence of the architecture programmes across schools, and the formal disso-
ciation from the Arts, renewed the debate about the nature of architectural education, 
either technical or artistic. A leitmotiv in the further developments of the architecture 
programmes, is the tension between on the one hand, the actual directions that the 
schools aim for, and on the other hand, the institutional framework were they were 
formally belonging to. I illustrate this tension by focussing on the three non-university 
institutes that existed at the moment of this PhD: the programme in Antwerp, the pro-
grammes of the St-Lucas schools, and the programme in Limburg.

In Antwerp, the architecture programme resolutely disassociated itself from its origins 
in and administrative bounds with fine arts education shortly after the second world 
war. It was the conviction of the then-director of the institute, Léon Stynen, that the 
architecture programme should become more scientific and that the artistic environ-
ment of arts schools was not compliant with this need (De Walsche, 2013; Spitaels & 
Eyckerman, 2013). Stynen succeeded in splitting off the architectural programme from 
its artistic academy origins, into a separate school, “School voor Bouwkunst en Steden-
bouw” (10 August 1946), which merged in 1952, with the urban programme into NHIBS 
(Nationaal Hoger Instituut voor Bouwkunst en Stedenbouw).

In contrast, the programmes at the St-Lucas schools of Brussels and Ghent, originating 
as a Christian answer to the emerging arts and crafts movement, were technically cate-
gorized as “technical education” (De Caigny et al., 2012, p. 92). However, in spite of this 
categorization, they have kept, the strongest and most explicit of the three – empha-
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sized the artistic nature of the programme. links with the strongest artistic connotation 
with craftsmanship in favour of a more resolute artistic profile. 

The “Provinciale Technische School voor Ambachtelijke Kunsten en Bouwkundig Te-
kenen”, newly founded in 1955, in order to improve geographical coverage and allow 
good access to higher education in the province of Limburg, (1955) was inspired by the 
model of the Sint-Lucas school of Ghent (De Caigny et al., 2012, p. 98). Initially, this 
school was also classified under “technical education”, but aimed for more artistic au-
tonomy, and in 1961 – while the Sint-Lucas schools were , at least formally, still part of 
technical education – the Limburg programme moved to “artistic education” (Van de 
Voorde, 2013, p. 99). However, with key teachers as Francis Strauven and Sieg Vlaminck, 
the school gradually developed a humanities profile, with a strong sociological empha-
sis. 

c. rationalisation of higher education: non-university architectural programmes on the 
move

The post-war splintering of higher education types and institutions was drastically 
tackled with a new national rationalisation campaign for higher education that took 
place in the ‘70s. 

A first reform – the law of 7 July 1970 - distinguished eight types of education: university 
education, and seven types of non-university higher education.13 The engineer-archi-
tect programme was affirmed as university education. For the non-university architec-
ture programmes the situation was more confused: part of them belonged to artistic 
higher education, others to technical higher education. 

In 1977, a second educational reform – the law of 18 February - classified all non-univer-
sity architecture programmes into - literally translated from the Dutch term - artistic 
higher education of the long type (“Artistiek Hoger Onderwijs van het Lange Type” (Ar-
HOLT)). The architecture programmes were now taught at recognised “higher institu-
tions”, submitted to study plans of artistic education, and operating under the authority 
of a “Higher council of artistic education” (Hoge raad voor artistiek onderwijs). The 
indication “long type” meant that the programme consisted of two cycles, similar to 
university studies. Although the ArHOLT architectural programme was not provided 
by universities, its level was validated as “equal with a university level”(De Caigny et 
al., 2012, p. 35; Van de Voorde, 2013, p. 24). The architecture programmes at the engi-
neering faculties remained categorized as “university education”, operating within the 
autonomy of the universities.

In order to provide the ArHOLT programme, schools had to comply with criteria for 
formal recognition. One of the criteria was a minimum number of students, which 
gave way to a new reshuffling of the non-university programmes in the ‘80s, result-
ing in continuation and fusion. The eventual fusion of the architecture programmes of 
Sint-Lucas schools of Schaarbeek and Ghent in 1987 stems from this reshuffling.

13 The seven types of non-university education were: technical, economic, agrarian, paramedical, social, artistic, 
and pedagogic higher education.
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The decree of 12 June 199114 and the decree of 13 July 199415 replaced the eight fields of 
higher education by 29 study areas (studiegebieden), 18 of which belonging to a universi-
ty, 11 belonging to university colleges and higher institutes. The study area of Architecture 
belonged to the realm of the non-university institutions and included both architec-
ture and interior architecture programmes. The programmes of engineer-architect be-
longed to the study area of Applied Science. 

Although the rationalisation campaigns from the ‘70s on where meant to clear out the 
disperse field of higher education, for the non-university programmes it was the start 
of a period of constant institutional removal. In Antwerp the programme belonged sub-
sequently to NHIBS (1952-1977), HAIR (1977-1991), “Hoger Architectuurinstituut Henry 
van de Velde “(1991-1996), University College Antwerp (1996-2008), Artesis University 
College Antwerp (2008-2013). The Sint-Lucas schools were able to keep “Sint-Lucas” as 
a brand, but after the fusion between Schaarbeek and Ghent became part of the “Ho-
geschool voor Wetenschap en Kunst” (W&K or WENK) (1987-2012), and “LUCA-Faculteit 
Kunsten”, in 2012. The architecture programme in Limburg was founded as “Provin-
ciaal Hoger Instituut voor Architectuur en Toegepaste Kunsten” (1957-1970), was then 
split over two places “Provinciaal Hoger Instituut foor Kunstonderwijs” (PHIKO) and 

“Provinciaal Hoger Instituut voor Architectuur” (PHIA) (1970-1977), that was renamed 
into “Provinciaal Hoger Architectuurinstituut” (PHAI) (1977-1995), then became a de-
partment of Architecture and Interior Architecture under the “Provinciale Hogeschool 
Limburg” (PHL) (1995-2000). In 2000 the departments of Architecture and Interior Ar-
chitecture were merged with the department of Fine Arts into “Departement Architec-
tuur en Beeldende Kunsten”. In 2010, this department split again into the MAD faculty 
(Media, Arts and Design) and the PhL-Architecture department.

d. the impact of Bologna: the new implied superstructure of an “association”

The decree of 4 April 2003 implemented the Bologna model in Flanders’ higher edu-
cation. From the academic year 2004-2005 on,16 both architecture programmes – engi-
neer-architect, and architect - provide a bachelor-master structure, comprising a first 
cycle of three bachelor years, with a study load of 180 ECTS – compliant with level 6 
of the European Qualifications Framework - and a second cycle of two master years, 
with a study load of 120 ECTS - compliant with level 7 of the European Qualifications 
Framework.

14 Decree regarding the universities in the Flemish Community. The study areas for universities are: philosophy 
and ethics; theology, religious sciences and canon law; linguistics and literature; history; archaeology and 
arts; law, notarial law and criminology; psychology and pedagogical sciences; economic and applied economic 
sciences; political and social sciences; social health sciences; physical education, motor rehabilitation and 
physiotherapy; sciences; applied sciences; applied biological sciences; medicine; dentistry; veterinary science; 
pharmaceutical sciences; and biomedical sciences.(De Wit, 2006)

15 Decree regarding the university colleges in the Flemish Community. For the university colleges, these study ar-
eas are: architecture; health care; industrial sciences, technology and nautical sciences; audio-visual and fine 
arts; music and drama; biotechnology; education; social and pedagogical work; business science and business 
administration; and traffic knowledge. (De Wit, 2006)

16 The Bologna two-cycle bachelor-master model was implemented by the decree of 4 April 2003 (“Higher Educa-
tion Act on the restructuring of higher education in Flanders”) and 30 April 2004 (“Higher Education Act on 
the flexible organization of education”) (De Wit, 2006).



27

At that moment, architecture in Flanders was taught at six institutions, three in each 
“family”. The universities of Leuven, Ghent, and Brussels were providing the pro-
gramme of engineer-architect.17 The university colleges of St-Lucas (with locations in 
Brussels and Ghent), PHL in Hasselt18 and Artesis19 in Antwerp were delivering the di-
ploma of architect.20 

The academization act of 200321 prepared the integration of the non-university pro-
grammes these programmes into the universities by 2013. The non-university pro-
grammes had to develop an inter-institutional co-operation with a university, a so-
called association, to be dissolved at the factual moment of integration.22 

One of the goals of these obligatory associations was to facilitate the development of 
research and service provision in the non-university master programmes, and to allow 
delivery of doctorates for those programmes of which the master degree was taught 
outside the university (De Wit, 2006). This new challenge implied another straddle: be-
ing at the same time outside the university - as department of a university college - and 
inside the university – as part of an association faculty. From 2003 on all non-univer-
sity programme thus operated under the hybrid condition of being taught outside the 
university, but belonging to an association faculty, modelled following the template of 
a university faculty. And again, this was the start of a new area of educational and insti-
tutional transformations, including uncertainty, hybridity and confusion. 

For the case of Antwerp the association faculty merged the study areas of product de-
velopment and of architecture into the “Association Faculty of Design Science”, and re-
mained disconnected from the development of research in the arts, which was situated 
in the newly erected Faculty of Arts Association (“Associatiefaculteit Kunsten”) within 
the same University of Antwerp. 

The programmes of Sint-Lucas and Hasselt resolutely used the obligatory association 
structure to re-establish formal connections with the arts – for the case of St-Lucas 
through the founding of the “Geassocieerde Faculteit Kunsten & Architectuur (FAK), in 
Limburg by the close cooperation with MAD (artistic research in Media, Arts and De-
sign) and ArcK, a research institute for architecture and the arts, preceding the name 
of the new faculty, namely “Faculteit Architectuur en Kunst” (ARK) (Faculty of Archi-
tecture and Arts). 

17 In fact, at that time, they were called “Faculties of Applied Sciences”, and delivering the title of “civil engineer” 
(“Burgerlijk Ingenieur”). Today they are called “Faculty of Engineering Science (including architectural 
engineering)” (KUL) providing a “master of science in engineering: architecture”; “Faculty of Engineering and 
Architecture” (UGent), providing a “master of science in engineering: architecture” , and “Faculty of Engineer-
ing“(VUB) delivering the degree of “master of science in architectural engineering”.
Until 2008_2009 architecture in Ghent was under a faculty of “applied sciences”, the official name of the study 
area. In 2008-2009 the faculty changed its name in “faculty of engineering” and from 2010-2011 onwards 

“faculty of engineering and architecture”.
18 PHL: Provinciale Hogeschool Limburg
19 The programme in Antwerp was subject of different restructuring processes, and often changed its name, from 

NHIBS (1952-1977), HAIR (1977-1991), Higher Institute for Architectural Sciences Henry van de Velde (1991-
2008), Artesis University College (2008-2013).

20  These programmes all delivered the degree of “Master of Science in Architecture”. 
21 The Higher Education Act on the restructuring of higher education in Flanders of 4 April 2003
22 Higher Education Act on the restructuring of higher education in Flanders, 4 April, 2003.
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After the integration, induced by the decree of 12 July 2012, in Flanders architecture 
is taught exclusively at universities. The universities of Leuven, Ghent and Brussels 
have hold their architecture programmes within their engineering faculties, deliver-
ing the diploma of Master of Science in Architectural Engineering; the architecture 
programmes of the former university colleges have become either new entire faculties 
or part of a new faculty, and delivering the diploma of Master of Science in Architec-
ture. The former St-Lucas schools of Brussels and Ghent (WENK) have turned into the 
new Faculty of Architecture at KULeuven, coexisting next to the faculty of engineering, 
which hosts the programme of the engineer-architects; the programme of the PhL at 
Diepenbeek turned into a Faculty of Architecture and Arts; the programme of the Artesis 
university college in Antwerp became part of a new Faculty of Design Sciences, fusing 
with the study areas of product development and conservation-restoration. 

e. convergence towards two families with hardly distinct learning outcomes

During this PhD, I was involved in an inter-institutional working group, commissioned 
by VLIR/VLHORA, for formulating a set of subject-specific learning outcomes for each 
family. The working group consisted of representatives of both families and all six 
institutions, including the deans and head of departments. The request to formulate 
subject-specific learning outcomes for both families was a result of the Decree of 30 
April 2009 regarding the implementation of a Flemish Qualification Structure (Vlaamse 
Kwalificatiestructuur VKS). At the same time, the process would allow for clarifying the 
distinction between both programmes, and legitimize the co-existence of both pro-
grammes under distinct subject-areas (namely the subject area of architecture for the 
architect family, and the subject area of applied science for the engineer-architect fami-
ly). The writing of the outcomes spanned from May 2011 till November 2012. Although 
one might intuitively find it obvious that for both families the professional profiles 

– architects and engineers – and thus also the subject-specific learning outcomes differ, 
it turned out to be a complicated and delicate job to comprehensively point out the 
differences. 

An anecdote will illustrate the hybridity of the mind-set of that moment. At a certain 
moment, there was a discussion about the types of research that would be conducted at 
each family after integration. A representative of the existing university programmes 
found it obvious that they would provide fundamental research in architecture, while 
the integrating programmes would focus on applied research in architecture. The casu-
alness with which this assertion was done is remarkable, since the existing university 
programmes were actually engineering programmes taught at a department – a subdi-
vision thus - of an engineering faculty (which nota bene is a faculty of applied science). 
Apparently, at that moment, it was more obvious that fundamental research in architec-
ture would take place at a faculty of engineering than at a faculty of architecture, and that 
applied research would be found, not in a faculty of applied sciences, but in the faculty 
of architecture. 
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It took more than four extra years to have the subject-specific learning outcomes vali-
dated – validation happened on 10 April 2017. It is striking to notice that in the end, both 
sets hardly differ.23

f. architectural education in Flanders: a chronicle of hybrid existence under shifting 
institutional labels 

The above chronicle demonstrates that, since its formalization in the middle of the 
19th century, architectural education in Flanders has been subject of continuing in-
stitutional reform. This is particularly the case for the programmes taught at non-uni-
versity institutes. While the position of the university programmes was stabilized in 
faculties of engineering from 1929 onwards, the non-university programmes remained 
dispersed over many diverse institutions. It remained unclear where to classify these 
programmes, either under technical or under artistic higher education. 

Classification in either technical or artistic higher education, was often rather a deci-
sion on political or administrative ground, than related to the profile and content of 
what was actually taught (De Caigny et al., 2012). For instance, while the Sint-Lucas 
schools were formally classified under technical higher education, they did never lose 
their strong bounds with arts; and while the architecture programme of Limburg for-
mally was classified as artistic higher education, for years it developed a strong societal 
profile, rather related to the humanities. And meanwhile, the architecture departments 
at the faculties of engineering transgressed the fields of engineering, and developed 
strong research activity in the flourishing fields of cultural studies and critical theory – 
so genuinely part of the humanities.

Broadly speaking, in can be stated that the continuing transformation of architectural 
education in Flanders – and particularly of the family of non-university programmes 

- is characterized by a constant commuting between places of belonging: technical, ar-
tistic, or scientific environments. When looking at the hardly differing subject-specific 
learning outcomes of both families as indicators of the actual goals of each programme, 

23 The formulation of subject-specific learning outcomes is a process spanning the whole area of higher educa-
tion in Flanders. The process is coordinated by VLUHR (http://www.vluhr.be/p242), and was finished by the 
end of the academic year 2017-2018. When the process took off, in May 2011, I was involved in the working 
group for writing the subject-specific learning outcomes for both families. A draft proposal was discussed in a 
stakeholders panel on 6 July 2012, and a consolidated version of both sets of subject-specific learning outcomes 
was available in November 2012. Both sets were approved by the VLUHR (Raad Van Bestuur), on 6 February 
2013. In order to agree upon an eventual validation by the Accreditation Organisation of the Netherlands and 
Flanders (NVAO), VLUHR re-activated the debate in March 2016. Validation of the subject-specific learning 
outcomes of each family eventually was achieved on 10 April 2017.
The subject-specific learning outcomes for the Bachelor of Science in Architecture can be found at https://www.
nvao.net/sites/default/files/documents/DLR%20Bachelor%20of%20Science%20in%20de%20architectuur.pdf.
Those of the Bachelor of Science in Architectural Engineering at https://www.nvao.net/sites/default/files/docu-
ments/DLR%20Bachelor%20of%20Science%20in%20de%20ingenieurswetenschappen%20architectuur.pdf.
The subject-specific learning outcomes for the Master of Science in Architecture can be found at https://www.
nvao.net/sites/default/files/documents/DLR%20Master%20of%20Science%20in%20de%20architectuur-Mas-
ter%20of%20Science%20in%20Architecture.pdf; Master of Science in Architectural Engineering at https://
www.nvao.net/sites/default/files/documents/DLR%20Master%20of%20Science%20in%20de%20ingenieur-
swetenschappen%20architectuur-Master%20of%20Science%20in%20Architectural%20Engineering_0.pdf
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it has to be concluded that the transformation eventually has led to a strong education-
al convergence. However, at the level of research, the academization process induced a 
process of divergence. This is the topic of next point.

1.3.2 two families of master programmes, but one to be academised
The law of 1977 provided a temporary end at the confusing classification of architecture 
programmes into either technical or artistic education. From now on all non-university 
programmes were belonging to Artistic Higher Education, within a clear and common 
institutional framework. The programmes of the engineering faculties remained “uni-
versity higher education”, operating within the autonomy of the universities. 

The academization act however confronted the architecture programmes with a new 
challenge: as a preparation for their envisioned integration into the universities, ten 
years later, they were required to develop academic research. 

Indeed, in order to comply with the features of higher education at the university, the 
integrating architecture programmes had to proof their academic orientation,24 which 
means: to proof that they were “based on scientific research”.25 Inherent to its founda-
tional principles, research is a core mission of the university; the legacy of the university 
colleges however, was rather centred on teaching. 

One of the main prerequisites to develop academic research is to have doctorates. How-
ever, the doctorate in architecture did not exist yet. Till then, doctorates in the field of ar-
chitecture were delivered at the faculties of engineering, as doctorates in engineering. 
But the architecture programmes in these faculties were not restricted to engineering 
aspects of architecture. On the contrary, at the architecture departments of both the 
university of Leuven and Ghent, increasingly architectural theory and history became 
flourishing and central research areas. This led to the confusing situation that doctor-
ates in these field of architectural theory or history – although so genuinely situated 
in the humanities – were validated as a Doctorate in Applied Sciences or as Doctorate in 
Engineering. 

The act of 2003 finally established a doctorate in architecture,26 compliant with the Bolo-
gna structure, as a third cycle in the study area of architecture. The content and condi-
tions were to be filled in by the institutions to which this area was assigned. However, 
since the university colleges were not legitimized to deliver doctorates, they were – as 
explained in previous section - affiliated to a university, in the framework of a university 
association. 

24 Translated in Dutch as “academische gerichtheid”
25 The Higher Education Act on the restructuring of higher education in Flanders, 4 April 2003, art12, §3: “§ 3. 

Academische gerichtheid houdt in dat de opleidingen gericht zijn op de algemene vorming en op de verwerving 
van academische of artistieke kennis en competenties eigen aan het functioneren in een domein van de weten-
schappen of van de kunsten. Academisch gerichte opleidingen zijn op wetenschappelijk onderzoek gebaseerd.”

26 Higher Education Act on the restructuring of higher education in Flanders, 4 April, 2003.
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To stimulate the development of research, and the delivery of doctorates in architec-
ture, the act provided a ten-year long campaign of earmarked funding. And again, it 
was an occasion of taking sides about the nature of architecture. In Antwerp, the de-
velopment of academic research was understood in terms of traditional scientific re-
search conduct, by launching separate PhD trajectories, dispersed over the different 
fields – mainly architecture history, building techniques and architectural theory. 

The Antwerp association faculty of design sciences dissociated itself from develop-
ments in artistic research (which was part of another association faculty – the Faculty 
of Arts Association), and did not develop practice or design-based doctorates. 

PhL and St-Lucas both interpreted the obligation to develop proper academic research 
as an occasion of developing artistic research. In Limburg, this happened through the 
establishment of a joined research institute with the arts, in St-Lucas the academiza-
tion fund was applied to develop an international research training network, focusing 
on creative practice and design, as particular cases of artistic research.27 

The obligation to develop proper academic research was linked to an expectation of 
increasing the academic orientation of the teaching. In this way the academization 
campaign was not only a matter of fostering research development, it also affected 
the position and appreciation of the actual corps of teaching staff. The profile of the 
teachers, particularly of studio teachers – an important part of the teaching staff - was 
not compliant with the profile of teaching academics – they do not hold a PhD, and 
their merits are not reflected through the type of bibliometrics which the university 
applies. Nevertheless, they have a strong autonomy in running the studio, both con-
tent-wise and methodologically. In doing so, they do not align with the hierarchic ac-
ademic structure of a professor and his/her assistants. The teaching format of the stu-
dio, its close connection with model workshops and exhibition space, its cultivation of 
aesthetics and creative-practice, the whole studio culture, differs significantly from the 
habitual academic culture. 

It is in this context of transition and disarrangement that the origins and motives of this 
PhD are situated.

1.3.3 academising architectural education: the ongoing European 
debate

The academization of architecture education should not be seen as a regional phenom-
enon of Flanders. It results from the homogenisation of higher education in Europe, 
induced by the Bologna process. The Bologna process, launched in 1999, aimed at in-
troducing a more comparable, compatible and coherent system for European high-
er education. The main objective of the first ten years was to establish a harmonized 
European Higher Education Area (EHEA). The EHEA was effectively launched in 2010 

27 The development of this network led to an approved European ITN FP7 research project – ADAPT-r – to which 
I come back later in this PhD. 
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with the Budapest-Vienna Declaration, but still it is in need of further consolidation.28 
Even at the moment of writing, the educational reform still affects many schools and 
countries. Particularly for those programmes, which did not belong to a university, but 
nevertheless have been validated as academic master degrees, EQF level 7,29 the reform 
challenged their traditions and culture. It implied a process of transition and transfor-
mation in order to “become academic” – a so-called “ academization process” – that, in 
many cases, still is unaccomplished. Architectural education is one of them.

The Bologna reform is not the only driving force for educational challenge and change. 
In its Charter on Architectural Research, the EAAE points to challenges of climate 
change, globalization, urbanization and social transformations, as well as to rapid de-
velopment of new technologies and media. It argues that, in order face these societal, 
environmental and technological challenges, architecture – and hence also architec-
tural education - needs research. 

Several initiatives, described below, demonstrate that architectural education is “hot”. 
They all have common ground in acknowledging the dual condition that on the one 
hand there is a need for responding to changing societal, environmental and techno-
logical conditions, and on the other hand that this has to be done under changing insti-
tutional and supra-institutional settings. The idea of academization is an emanation of 
this dual condition. However, the superimposition of adopting the university features 
as a model, as well as emphasizing the research-base of education are central issues in 
the contemporary discourse of architectural education. These issues are complicated 
and have caused tensions and confusions. 

The impact of academization and homogenization of higher education on architectural 
education has been subject of scholarly studies. 

 – NeST – acronym for “New Schools of Thought” is a research project run by the 
university of Liechtenstein, with a consortium comprising the AA school of 
London, the Academy of fine Arts Vienna, Umea University School of Architec-
ture (Sweden), and the Faculty of Design Sciences of the University of Antwerp. 
The project identified the emergence of “new schools of thought”, as responses 
to tendencies of homogenization and academization.30 

 – In Switzerland STS-scientist Monika Kurath Centre for Research on Architec-
ture, Society & the Built Environment of the ETH-Zürich (ETH CASE), investi-
gates the impact of academization of Architectural Education as a result of the 
Bologna reform through a research project entitled “Academising Architecture: 
Design as a Research Practice”.31 Their first results about of the impact of ac-
ademization of architectural education in Switzerland – but in many regards 
transferable to other countries - can be found in (Gisler & Kurath, 2015; Kurath, 

28 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM:c11088, retrieved 11 June 2018
29 European Qualifications Framework
30 Its first results were presented in the Swiss Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 2016. The findings were published 

in the form of a newspaper (Staub, Kaps, & Papathanasiou, 2016), a journal article (Staub, Kaps, & De 
Walsche, 2016) and a book (Kaps, Nagibina, & De Walsche, 2018). More info can be found at: https://www.
uni.li/de/thema/architektur/architekturvermittlung-1/nest-1

31 http://www.wohnforum.arch.ethz.ch/en/academizing-architecture-design-research-practice
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2015). The project started in 2015 and runs till 2017. 
 – In 2014 the prominent presence of Beatrice Colomina’s research project “radi-

cal pedagogies”32 at the Venice Biennale boosted the debate on the ever-exist-
ing tension between architectural education and institutionalization. Moreover, 
the project was awarded with a Special Mention by the Biennale’s International 
Awards Jury.33 

 – A similar reflex - namely to reconsider alternative pedagogies from the past, in 
order to better cope with contemporary issues of architectural education - was 
subject of the conference “pedagogies of space”, organized by the Royal Insti-
tute of Art, Stockholm, in February 2016.34

 – In 2015, Froud & Harris published a book with the same title as Colomina’s proj-
ect – radical pedagogies – but focusing on architectural education in UK (Har-
riss & Froud, 2015). The books holds a plea for better attuning architectural ed-
ucation to the demands and circumstances of contemporary society, critically 
questioning the established models of architectural education.

Among institutions of architectural education, apparently, a need is also felt to gather 
and discuss architectural education and its relation to research and society. Associa-
tions have been founded or restructured; and several conferences, symposia, work-
shops and research projects witness of the increased interest in the issue. 

 – In 2013, AEDES/ANCB organized their 3rd International Architectural Educa-
tion Summit in Berlin, addressing the rationale that “limited by their institu-
tional structures most universities are not able to react in their curriculum or 
with their teaching methods to acute architectural, social and environmental 
demands.”35 

 – In 2013, the Association of Architectural Educators (AAE)36 was founded; it 
covers UK and Ireland. Their annual conference of 2016 was centered on “Re-
search-based architectural education”. 37 

 – In 2014, an International Conference on Architectural Education with the 
theme of “Unspoken Issues in Architectural Education” was held at the Faculty 
of Architecture, Eastern Mediterranean University in Gazimagusa (Famagusta). 
The call for papers mentions “ the (ir)relevance of architectural education to 
the real world, […], questioning the methodology of teaching in architecture”. 
A selection of papers was published in Open House International, a Web of Sci-
ence indexed journal.

 – In 2015 the European Association for Architectural Education (EAAE) restruc-
tures itself by launching an “Education Academy”, next to a “Research Acad-
emy”, in order to explicitly address these two main pillars of an “academised 

32 http://radical-pedagogies.com/
33 http://soa.princeton.edu/content/14th-venice-biennale%3A-radical-pedagogies-special-mention
34 http://www.kkh.se/conference-pedagogies-of-space/
35 http://www.ancb.de/sixcms/detail.php?id=9708635#.WPXWf2ekKUk, retrieved 18/4/2017
36 https://architecturaleducators.wordpress.com/
37 https://architecturaleducators.wordpress.com/conference-2016/
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field”. Since its inception, the EAAE Education Academy has organized inter-
national workshops in Reading (February 2016), Delft (September 2016), Porto 
(November 2016), Amsterdam (March 2017), Bordeaux (August 2017), and Ath-
ens (October 2017). 

 – In Switzerland, March 2016, a “Symposium für Architekturpädagogik” was held 
at the University of Applied Sciences and Art, Luzern, addressing an interna-
tional audience of academics and practitioners involved in architectural edu-
cation.38 

 – The 10th EAAE/ARCC International Conference in 2016, Lisbon, addressed the 
theme of ”Architectural Research Addressing Societal Challenges”39 and dedi-
cated one its five main themes to architectural education. This topic, although 
in the margin of the conference theme, turned out to count for the second high-
est number of contributions40 (da Costa, Roseta, Lages, & da Costa, 2017).

 – Outside Europe, but operating under the British RIBA accreditation, the Beirut 
Arab University, Lebanon, organised in 2016 their 1st international conference 
on architectural education, with the title “Rethinking Architectural Educa-
tion”.41

1.4 the challenge for the architectural design studio: a 
research-teaching nexus is not evident
In this paragraph, I will elaborate the ambiguity that on the one hand archi-

tectural education – which basically is design-education – is effectively accredited as 
academic higher education, but on the other hand that it is difficult, dubious, inappro-
priate and to some extent even impossible to apply prevailing conceptions about re-
search-based education to what is considered as the backbone of the programme: the 
architectural design studio. Although apparently obvious, this paragraph will illustrate 
that the introductory statements of point 1.2, which pictured the architectural design 
studio as the backbone of the programme, and an ideal locus for research and teaching 
to meet, was simplifying reality, and thus, misleading. The principled statement that 
architectural education is, or should be “research-based”, is far from evident. 

There is no doubt that architecture is intrinsically bound to research and science, at 
least since Vitruvius treatise ‘De Architectura’. Nor is it questioned that architectural 
design is a kernel feature of the field. When in the introduction, I postulated the ar-

38 http://www.archithese.ch/de/ansicht/strategien-fuer-die-kuenftige-archluzeitekturausbildung
39 http://www.eaae-arcc2016.fa.ulisboa.pt/ ARCC is the abbreviation of “Architecture Research Centers Consor-

tium”. An American association, which participates in a biannual international conference, jointly organized 
with EAAE.

40 The five topics were: “Changing Society” (55 papers); “In transit - global migration” (9 papers); “Renatu-
ralization of the city” (24 papers); “emerging fields of architectural practice” (25 papers); and “research on 
architectural education” (51 papers).

41 http://rae2016.com/index.html
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chitectural design studio as an academic locus par excellence, it was based upon a 
belief in research as common ground for both architecture and academia. Therefore, I 
argued, architectural education belongs with academia. But this optimist and idealist 
statement is misleading. Its rationale is based on a manifesto on architectural research, 
which then is superimposed on an idealistic view on the university. The result of this 
reasoning is a simplified picture of reality, which sharply contrasts with experiences 
within both the vocational field and the academic field. 

The increasing emphasis on research in architectural design education, has led to ten-
sions, confusions, difficulties and controversies. A non-nuanced understanding of the 
concept of a research-teaching nexus (RT-nexus), is therefore problematic and in need 
for further elucidation.

I will first summarize three reflections of the vocational field (see 1.4.1., 1.4.2., 1.4.3.) 
and two reflections of the academic field (see 1.4.4. and 1.4.5.). Admittedly, the follow-
ing reflections point to divergence between the disciplinary culture of architecture and 
the academic culture of the contemporary European university. Yet, the available em-
pirical studies on the RT-nexus are grounded - both theoretically and empirically - in 
this academic culture of the contemporary European university. Therefore, it is not 
clear to which extent findings and approaches can validly be transferred to this “alien” 
disciplinary culture of architecture, an particularly not to the “backbone” of its educa-
tion: the architectural design studio. 

1.4.1 the balance between theory and practice is under threat
The European Directive on Professional Qualifications 2013/55/EU, Art.46 §2, points 
that the programme “shall maintain a balance between theoretical and practical as-
pects of architectural training.” (Directive 2013/55/EU Art.46 §2.) But, at the occasion 
of their General Assembly of 2009, the Nordic Association for Architectural Research 
expressed their concern about this balance. They are concerned about the ongoing 

“scientification” of architectural research. In a manifesto entitled “Statement on the 
Merits of Architectural Research”, they aver:

The best practitioners of architecture traditionally teach at the schools of architecture, 
while architectural researchers, are publishing their research in nationwide journals 
and books that are read by the whole profession of architects and by a large part of the 
surrounding society. This kind of dialogue between theory and practice is currently 
under threat. Rigid merit systems borrowed from the scientific world without close 
relations to architectural practice operate with very narrow definitions of research 
and research communication. By being forced to adapt to this, architectural research 
risks to be banned to an ivory tower and loose its meaning for both practice and soci-
ety. (Nordic Association for Architectural Research, 2009). 

The association warns for an increase of the gap between theory and practice, and an 
impediment of the social duty and nature of architecture, thus affecting the public role 
of the university. Since theory is linked to academic researchers, and practice to prac-
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titioners, the gap between theory and practice corresponds to a gap between research 
and design.

Indeed, the balance between theory and practice, prescribed by the European Direc-
tive, results in a curriculum in which theory courses on the one hand, and practice on 
the other hand get separated. Theory is taught by the traditional academic didactics 
of lectures and seminars, and taught by academics, leaving the practical aspects for 
studio work, taught by practitioners. Apparently this is leading to an evil polarization. 
In UK, the Research and Development Committee of the Royal Institute of British Architects 
(RIBA), expressed their concern for such polarisation through a memorandum, written 
by Jeremy Till: 

Architectural research may be seen to have two main contexts of its production, the 
academy and practice. Each has its own strengths and weaknesses, but it is vital 
that neither is privileged over the other as a superior form of research, and equally 
vital that neither is dismissed by the other for being irrelevant.(“You are all out of 
touch with reality”, says the practitioner. “ You are muddied by the market and phi-
listinism”, says the academic). There is unnecessary antipathy of the one camp to the 
other , which means that in the end the worth of research in developing a sustainable 
knowledge base is devaluated [...]. (Till, 2007, p. 4) 

It is remarkable that a professional body, such as the RIBA, feels a need to publish 
such and apparently obvious and tautological statement that “architecture is a form of 
knowledge that can and should be developed through research”(Till, 2007, p. 1). 

The increasing gap between practitioners and academics that is described by Till, goes 
along with polarisation and frustration. There is a risk that this situation will eventual-
ly lead to a loss of knowledge and human capacity. Bridging both positions seems not 
easy. To resolve this polarisation, there is an urgent need for a better understanding of 
the contribution of each of the protagonists to disciplinary knowledge construction, of 
the mutual interference between theory and practice, and of the transfers of each field 
into the didactics of the design studio.

1.4.2 research in the studio varies from aloofness to rejection
In the discourse of the Bologna process, academic higher education is equaled with 
didactics in which teaching is based upon research. What makes higher education “ac-
ademic” is that processes and content of teaching, as well as the profile of the teachers 
are embodying a close and inextricable connection with research. However, on the 
floor, architectural educators at the most renowned schools are heavily reacting to the 

“intrusion” of academic research into the design studio. Instead of embodying connec-
tions with research, conceptions exists which advocate a resolute rejection of research 
in the studio. 

In 2012, the AA School in London spent a whole issue of their school journal – AArchi-
tecture 18 – on the role of research in architectural design education. The issue provides 
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a revealing overview of viewpoints from academics and students, ranging from more 
favorable considerations to resolute rejection. 

The more favorable comments appreciate research as “a means for sharpening one’s 
practice, through discourse” (Fox & Shaw, 2013, p. 18). For Pier Vittorio Aureli, the ben-
efits of research are to be found in its capacity to temper the egocentric nature of the 
designing architect. He considers it as “a [necessary] excuse to slow down our creativity 
libido, our ‘spontaneity’, our private intuitions, our genius.” (Aureli, 2013, p. 3) It warns 
the architect not to take anything for granted, and helps to “improve our architectural 
literacy in terms of both how and why architecture is made” (Aureli, 2013, p. 3).

But next to these comments, it is said that the word research is “comically overused” 
(Cousins & Dodman, 2013, p. 23).

According to the 21st century’s most widely consulted backlit manuscript – Wikipedia 
- the term ‘research’ was first used in 1577. While its occurrence for the next several 
hundred years must have been regarded as unusual, today the word is used more fre-
quently than Michael Moore eats McDonald’s hamburgers. The last thing that Chris 
and I42 would ever want is for one of our students to be ‘researching’.[…] We’d put 

‘researching’ on par with ‘rendering’ – another self-delusional practice of grandeur 
or hypertrophic activity akin to poetry or pantomime”.[…] Neither Chris nor I could 
imagine two less compatible tasks than research and design. As Mark Cousins said to 
me the other day, ‘Gentlemen, don’t do research’. (Pierce, 2013, p. 2) 

For these teachers of the AA School, research is felt as a “flea in their ear”. They consid-
er it as belonging to “the lousy design tutor’s refuge – ‘pedagogy’.”(Pierce, 2013, p. 2). For 
them, research in the design studio is considered as 

a highly reductive model of intellectual enquiry, one that is humourless, sexless, in-
articulate and undiscerning(Weaver, 2013, p. 9);

unable to contribute to the necessary architectural knowledge that can only be in-
duced by learning from and acting within the complexity of urban life (Eid, 2013, p. 
17);

not able to present the “seductiveness”, nor the “engaging models of thinking”(Weav-
er, 2013, p. 9), nor the innovation (Spyropoulos, 2013, p. 29) and “polemical chal-
lenges” (Cousins & Dodman, 2013, p. 23) which contemporary society need.

The range of opinions in this – renowned – school, demonstrates to which extent to-
day research is contested. While for some studio teachers research is felt as beneficial 
(Fox, Shaw, Aureli), for others it is felt as alien, intruding the realm of the studio. Re-
search seems to have lost its obvious and intrinsic bound with architectural design and 
architectural education that I have described in point 1.2, earlier in this chapter. For 
conceiving and enacting an academic curriculum, in architecture, based upon research, 
this evolution is problematic. The question whether, to which extent, and under which 
circumstances, the architectural design studio is a locus of production of disciplinary 

42 it concerns Chris Pierce, and Chris Matthews, both teachers of a same unit at the AA.
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knowledge and insights – if not through these contested interpretations of research as 
mentioned above – remains an unanswered question. This question though, is inescap-
able and central to this PhD (see later).

1.4.3 a nexus with design practitioners as a substitute for a nexus with 
academic research

Teaching in the design studio is typified by an almost exclusive presence of teaching 
practitioners - “the best practitioners in architecture”, as expressed in the Nordic State-
ment. Universities of high renown, such as ETH Zürich and TU Delft, even attribute 
academic chairs to such practitioners – without the academic requirement of PhD ten-
ure - and some have become head of the department or even dean.43 

The rationale behind this policy is that this type of disciplinary excellence cannot be 
found within the realm of scientific academic research. These practitioners general-
ly don’t hold a PhD; the grounds of their merit is situated in (their own) professional 
practice, and their contribution to the disciplinary field of architecture is situated in 
that practice, outside academia. The legitimation of their position is based upon these 

“non-academic” merits. 

This however, does not mean that these practitioners act as “trainers” or “coaches” of 
professional practice. On the contrary, it are designers, which have demonstrated a 
capability of meta-reflection. Ungers, Rossi, Koolhaas, Deplazes, Zumthor, are iconic 
examples of such profiles of meta-reflective practitioners – all of them publishing semi-
nal books, handbooks and essays. 

Justification of asking such practitioners to run a design studio, is rather based upon 
(meta-reflection, induced by) their own practice, than upon connections with formal 
scientific research conduct. This might suggest that studio teaching is operating un-
der a Practice-Teaching nexus – albeit a Meta-Reflective-Practice - Teaching nexus - rather 
than under a Research-Teaching nexus. Are both nexuses comparable? Are they inter-
changeable? Are they both capable of providing the intended academic education? Or, 
do they coincide - i.e. is this reflective practice a type of research I itself, and thus this 
type of practice-based teaching a particular emanation of a RT-nexus? 

A similar reasoning could be done, when taking design as the central practice of these 
practitioners. It then could be said that studio teaching operates under a Design-Teach-
ing nexus, instead of under a Research-Teaching nexus. This leads to a similar set of 
questions: Are both nexuses comparable? Are they interchangeable? Are they both ca-
pable of providing the intended academic education? Or, do they coincide - i.e. is the 
type of design practice which is conducted in the studio to be considered as a type of 
research, and thus the a particular emanation of a RT-nexus?

43 Examples at ETH are (among many others): Andrea Deplazes, Dietmar Eberle, Adam Caruso, Kees Chris-
tiaanse, Pierre de Meuron (ETH); examples at TUDeflt are Michiel Riedijk, Daniel Rosbottom, Kees Kaan, 
Winy Maas.
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1.4.4 an uneasy cohabitation in view of ‘otherness’
The uneasy cohabitation of architectural education in the walls of academia is not a 
new phenomenon. In 1993 the five national architectural organizations coalesced 
around the need for an independent study on architectural education and practice in 
the US. Ernest Boyer and Lee Mitgang were committed to this task. In the introduction 
of their report, Boyer and Mitgang observe that architecture schools fit uncomfortably 
within the university culture. They refer to W. Cecil Steward, dean of the University of 
Nebraska’s College of Architecture, who witnesses that 

for many university administrators, especially those on research-driven campuses, 
[…] the architectural field [is seen] as a splintered and disputatious, and the design 
orientation of architecture faculty places architecture among the ‘soft’, ‘fuzzy’, and 
undervalued disciplines in the comprehensive universities.(W. Cecil Steward, cited in: 
Boyer & Mitgang, 1996, p. 9) 

Further on in the report, Boyer and Mitgang referred to the Walter Gropius Lecture of 
Henry N. Cobb, the then-chairman of Harvard’s Department of Architecture, to picture 
the relationship between architectural education and the university:

[…] with its curious studio-based teaching methods, with its paucity of scholarly 
research, and its dedication to serving the highly ‘contaminated’ professions of ar-
chitecture, landscape architecture and urban planning, must appear, to borrow the 
language op ‘Peanuts,’ as a kind of ‘Pig-Pen’, character in the university family – that 
is to say disreputable and more of less useless, but to be tolerated with appropriate 
condescension and frequent expressions of dismay. (Cobb, 1985, in: Boyer & Mitgang, 
1996, p. 10)

Otherness from traditional academic cultures and structures seems inherent to the na-
ture of architecture and architectural design education. How then, should one look 
upon this cohabitation? What can the academic context of the university offer, to be a 
better foundation for architectural design education? Or should architectural educa-
tion adopt itself to the culture and habits of the university? But why should this be done, 
if it is only to comply with university, rather than originating in a need from within, or 
from society?

1.4.5 academic drift, putting studio pedagogy under pressure
In several European countries, the academization process and its increasing empha-
sis on research had brought professionally oriented institutions, such as polytechnics, 
Fachhochschule, and professional programmes at university colleges, to a rabid adop-
tion of scientific research conduct. This process is referred to as “academic drift” (Bar-
nett, 1992, p. 621). Academic drift has caused a shift from teaching, to research, both in 
terms of human resources and financial resources (Reichert, 2009, p. 16). 

But teaching and research are not mutually interdependent. The increasing impact of 
research performance in allocation mechanisms, pushes institutes to give priority to 
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proficient research conduct over teaching. Teaching increasingly depends on what the 
university “can afford”, given the research capacity which it has to secure. Teaching 
intensive didactics, in a discipline with only negligibly contribution to university’s re-
search performance, are becoming unsustainable. It is argued that in today university 
policy and management, research has taken precedence over teaching. Subsequently, 
the financial pressure resulting from the academic drift and its managerial implica-
tions is impacting teaching-intensive pedagogies, such as the design studio. This made 
architectural educators Vowles, Low and Doron conclude that “studio pedagogy and its 
accommodation are under pressure” (Vowles, Low, & Doron, 2012, p. 27)

Specific didactics of artistic, creative and designing disciplines are not only too expen-
sive – i.e. in order to safeguard enough finances for research instead of teaching – but 
they are also alien to the academic habits and culture, and do not fit the existing proce-
dures and educational technologies. Examples can be found in the non-unidirectional 
way of teaching design studio, in visiting buildings as learning moments, in the use 
of wood and foam and many other materials as explorative media in model making, 
in a sensitivity and enhanced discernment of different types of paper and cardboard, 
in a tendency to inhabit the studio and freely walk in and out rather than to access a 
classroom for a lecture or seminar, in the way jury assessment takes place on a basis of 
negotiation instead of by check-boxing criteria etcetera.

Mewburn confirms this difficulty: 

As a place of creative ‘doings’, the architectural design studio does not fit easily with-
in the tradition of inquiry and empirical discovery, let alone the processes of exam-
ination that obtain in other disciplines within the academy, such as law or medicine. 
Teachers within an institutional framework such as this are called to account for 
their practices: this can be difficult. (Mewburn, 2012, p. 377)

Scholars have indicated that the academization of non-university programmes is not 
only understood as an adoption of the traditional academic research structures, but 
also as a tendency towards adoption of the traditional forms of academic teaching (Gis-
ler & Kurath, 2015).

1.5 defining the central problem statement and 
research questions
In the previous part (1.4), I have explored the difficulties about a RT-nexus in 

architectural design education from two perspectives: firstly by providing an overview 
from voices within the disciplinary field of architectural education, secondly from the 
perspective of the university as a biotope for research and teaching. In both explorations, 
problems arise which are related to (i) the nature (GENUS) of architecture as a disci-
pline; to (ii) the place (LOCUS) where disciplinary knowledge is produced and (iii) at-
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tempts to connect (NEXUS) both the epistemic culture of architecture with the features 
of what is understood as an academic biotope. 

Nevertheless, architectural education is accredited as “academic” higher education – 
level 7 in the European Qualifications Framework. Moreover, there are indications that 
architectural design education in the studio – commonly acknowledged as the back-
bone of the programme - is driven by inquiry. This however raises the question how 
such inquiry-driven but design-based didactics, deprived of connections with formal 
scientific research, can be considered as a case of academic higher education, fulfilling 
its intentions and securing that the formal qualifications are achieved.

Architectural design education faces the ambiguity that on the one hand it is effective-
ly accredited as academic higher education, but on the other hand that it is difficult, 
dubious, inappropriate and to some extent even impossible to apply prevailing con-
ceptions about research-based education to what is considered as the backbone of the 
programme: the architectural design studio.

In the architectural design studio, reference to formal scientific research conduct is 
scare or absent teaching is almost entirely provided by practitioners instead of aca-
demics, and not science, but design is the carrier of teaching. If we are to get clarity 
in the sense or non-sense of the prerequisite of a research-foundation in such learn-
ing environment, deprived of any tangible connections with formal scientific research 
conduct, fundamental questions have to be put and adequate methods have to be ap-
plied – methods that allow for acknowledging design as a practice of knowledge pro-
duction, of reaching understanding, and of generating insights. This quest however, 
should not neglect to question the goals and intentions, attributed to the very concept 
of a RT-nexus in itself. 

As it addresses these issues in a fundamental way, this PhD contributes to the devel-
opment of a discerning framework that provides a better insight in the sense or non-
sense of a RT-nexus, not only for the case of the architectural design studio, but also for 
practice-based didactics in other academic disciplines.

1.5.1 the central problem statement: a need for unravelling, 
understanding and framing

Relating to the issues and problems identified in the previous paragraphs, where the 
concept of a RT-nexus in architectural design education was problematized, the objec-
tives of this study are trifold: 

Firstly, the notion of a research-teaching nexus, particularly in architectural design 
education, is found to be a complicated and controversial, concept, insufficiently un-
raveled, and in need of clarification. This clarification concerns both the content of the 
concept of a RT-nexus (what it is) and its intentions (why it is emphasized that much). 
The discussion on the RT-nexus has to be opened up in a more nuanced way, and with 
a higher capacity for discernment of the many aspects that are involved. The expecta-
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tions behind the “mythical” belief in the RT-nexus have to be scrutinized, acknowledg-
ing disciplinary specificity. A first objective therefore is:

to unravel the complicated notion of the RT-nexus, in order to provide an outline for 
reframing the discourse about the intentions and benefits of a connection between 
research and teaching in architectural design education, including its implications 
for teaching.

Secondly, the majority of empirical studies on the RT-nexus, both quantitative and 
qualitative, are looking for evidence and correlations, thus black-boxing the learning 
processes that actually are taking place. Such studies are not able to contribute to a 
better comprehension of the educational capacities of research as triggers for intended 
learning. Few studies are looking at what actually takes place in the mind of the stu-
dent as a result of connections with research, and how these processes correspond to 
what the teacher actually is intending to induce. Moreover, previous paragraphs have 
uncovered that particularly for the disciplinary culture of architecture a lack exist in 
framing the practices of studio teaching as a case of such research-based, academic 
higher education. Therefore, a second objective of this study is: 

to provide a better understanding of how a RT-nexus induces intended learning, or is 
assumed to do so - in this study more particularly related to the architectural design 
studio.

While the first goal is aiming mainly at a teleological and epistemological understand-
ing of the RT-concept, and the second goal at an empirical grounding of the educational 
capacity of research, the third goal of this study is situated at a theoretical level. There 
are many indications to assume that the architectural design studio has the capacity to 
act as a comprehensive didactic setting. However, the pedagogical agency that actually 
occurs in this studio didactics remain tacit. Moreover, it can be assumed that, because 
of this tacit dimension, and because of the intuitive and implicit didactic practice of the 
teacher, its qualities not only remain unexploited, but even remain unappreciated and 
unacknowledged, especially in an environment to which it is deviant. Therefore, as a 
direct response to Mewburn’s call “to provide for adequate theories for contemporary 
pedagogical practice, to help design teachers to clearly articulate what they do and why” 
(Mewburn, 2012, p. 364) the third objective is:

to provide an appropriate and comprehensive theoretical framing of studio education 
as an inquiry-based pedagogy.

This PhD thus aims to enhance not only teachers’ awareness of the processes which 
they intuitively and implicitly are inducing and managing, but also the awareness of 
the broader academic community and stakeholders of educational policy.

It is clear that these three objectives are interconnected. The findings, resulting from 
the investigation dealing with the first objective, will contribute to the achievement of 
the second; the achievement of the second objective will consequently deepen the first. 
A similar intertwining exists with regard to the third objective.
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To conclude, the overall aim of this PhD thus is: 

to provide a new, theoretically underpinned and empirically grounded outline, for 
reframing the debate about the connection of research and teaching in architectural 
design education, and more particular, in the architectural design studio, being the 

“backbone” of architectural education. 

Moreover, as the architectural design studio can be considered as a comprehensive 
place for learning, and given the current interest in design as a pathway of inquiry, not 
only in the designing disciplines, but also in fields as engineering, business, marketing 
and computing, education and management studies, this study aims 

to inspire for further development of inquiry-based, design-driven didactics for high-
er education in practice-based disciplines beyond the scope of architecture.

The renewed interest in higher education teaching, very present in the field of archi-
tectural education, but also explicitly mentioned by the European University Associa-
tion (EUA), is offering a platform and an audience for reconsidering the capacities and 
limitations of inquiry-based, design-driven studio teaching, as a way to develop students’ 
abilities to face the issues and challenges of contemporary society. 

1.5.2 four central research questions: a set of interrelated quests
The three objectives, mentioned in previous paragraph, divide the PhD in two stages. 
The first two objectives aspire to develop an enhanced way of looking at the RT-nex-
us, in order to reach a new and refined understanding. This serves the third objective, 
namely to construct a new and more appropriate theoretical framework. 

The first stage asks what, why and how research questions. It is guided by three research 
questions, each of them relating to the first two objectives: 

 – What is the actual content of the RT-nexus, particularly in the architectural de-
sign studio? The what question includes an exploration of the context in which 
the concept appears. It relates to the objective for unraveling the complicated 
notion of a RT-nexus, within the broader picture in which it is advocated. This 
question is initially situated at the global level of European higher education, 
but will subsequently be applied to the field of interest, namely architectural 
design education (guided by underlying questions such as ‘What does this mean 
for architectural design education?’, or ‘How does this appear in architectural design 
education?’).

 – Why is research linked to teaching, particularly in the architectural design stu-
dio? The why question relates to the objective for better understanding the edu-
cational capacity attributed to (connections) to research. It includes both an ex-
ploration of contemporary expectations and an historical review of the origins 
of the belief. Also this question will initially be explored at the generic level of 
European higher education. In a later stadium, the answers of this question will 
be compared with the case of architectural education, and more particularly 
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with the results of investigating the architectural design studio.
 – How is research linked to teaching, particularly in the architectural design stu-

dio? The how question compliments the quest of the previous one. Reaching a 
better insight in the benefits of a RT-nexus cannot stay at the intentional stage 
of why connections are made. There is a need for “opening the black-box” of 
teaching practices that are meant to induce intended learning. This question 
could be explored in a generic way – e.g. looking for patterns that can be found 
in all higher education programmes – or it can be explored in a (discipline-)
specific way – e.g. looking for particular manifestations of a RT-nexus in re-
lation to the ontological, epistemological and praxeological body of the disci-
pline. Investigating particular manifestations of several fields transcends the 
scope and resources of the study at hand. But addressing the question from a 
generic perspective will only reaffirm the difficulties mentioned in the intro-
ductory problem statement. Therefore, this third question will be addressed in 
a discipline-specific way, only focusing on the unit of investigation, namely the 
architectural design studio. 

Once the research questions of the first stage are answered, the third objective of this 
study can be faced. The second and also final stage of this PhD then responds to the 
quest to provide an appropriate and comprehensive theoretical framework to recalibrate the 
debate on the educational role of research in practice-based higher education. It responds 
Mewburn’s call “to provide for adequate theories for contemporary pedagogical prac-
tice, to help design teachers to clearly articulate what they do and why”(Mewburn, 2012, 
p. 364). 

The final stage of the PhD thus consists of a process of theorizing. Further interpre-
tation of the findings of the fieldwork in the design studio leads to a meta-reflection 
which associates them with comprehensive theories of learning. Thus, the fourth and 
final research question is: 

How can the research-foundation of teaching in the architectural design studio be 
theoretically framed in relation to existing theories of learning?

1.6 the disciplinary positioning of the central problem 
statement and research questions
When considering the previously described central problem statement, this 

PhD relates to several disciplines and addresses different knowledge domains. Thus, it 
is situated at the overlap of different disciplines of study and practice. To clarify these 
disciplines we go back to the central locus of investigation, being the architectural de-
sign studio. At this locus, the phenomenon to be investigated is teaching. In this set-
ting, teaching is deliberately done through design. In the specific didactic setting of 
the design studio (LOCUS), this PhD scrutinizes teaching on its research-foundation, 
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by inquiring the nature (GENUS) of research, and how it is entangled (NEXUS) with this 
teaching. 

The discipline of architectural design is a particular area within the broader discipline 
of design. This broader discipline also includes, among others, product design, indus-
trial design, service design, graphic design, or fashion design. It implies that at certain 
moments, the PhD will refer to the particular ontology and epistemology of architecture, 
while, at other moments, the PhD will rely upon more generic accounts of design, irre-
spective of the disciplinary area.

As architectural design education is a particular form of academic higher education, 
the PhD also is related to the disciplinary field of Higher Education Studies. Within this 
field, a particular feature is focused upon, namely an assumed, but insufficiently un-
derstood Research-Teaching-nexus. In this PhD, this phenomenon is studied within the 
framework of the EHEA, and thus contextualized by the European educational reform 
of the Bologna process. In order to better understand the meaning of a RT-nexus, I am 
not only focusing on teaching, but particularly on the second component: (traces of ) 
research within teaching.

Most of the empirical studies of the RT-nexus are looking at the prevalence of connec-
tions between research and teaching (see for instance Hattie and Marsh (1996)), are try-
ing to categorize such connections (see for instance Brew (2003); Healey (2005a); Viss-
er-Wijnveen (2009)) or try to qualify how such connections are perceived by teachers 
and students (see for instance Jusoh and Abidin (2012); Karagiannis (2009); Neumann 

Figure 1: the disciplinary positioning of this PhD
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(1992); Robertson (2007); Robertson and Blackler (2006)). The ultimate objective of this 
PhD is to provide a new, theoretically underpinned and empirically grounded outline, for re-
framing the debate about the connection of research and teaching. Since I thereby question 
the what, why and how of this connection, I put more existential questions regarding 
the phenomenon than many previous – purely empirical - studies did. Inherently such 
a set of questions positions the PhD in the field of educational philosophy, rather than 
in for instance architectural theory, sociology of science, or higher education didactics.

In view of the disciplinary position of this PhD, it is important also to pay explicit atten-
tion to the context in which it is embedded, namely the Bologna reform, including its 
consequent tendency towards academization, and the increased emphasis on research 
conduct at the university. 

The Bologna policy discourses as reflected in statements and assertions of policy doc-
uments however, do not provide sufficient ground for explaining the observed compli-
cations and difficulties of the RT-nexus concept. Therefore, a more in-depth insight is 
needed into the underlying meanings of the nature of research The policy perspective 
is thus completed with an underlying philosophical view. 

As the Bologna policy discourses also refers to so-called historical grounds, the policy 
perspective is also complemented by a study of the historical grounds of these dis-
courses. 

Given these three contextual aspects of the Bologna reform, the full scope of this PhD – 
including both its disciplinary positions and contextual layering – can be schematized 
as depicted in figure 2. 

Figure 2 disciplinary and contextual positioning of this PhD
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1.7 the structure of this PhD
According to the previously described objectives and disciplinary and contex-

tual positions of this PhD, the structure of this PhD consists of three research packages, 
each of them responding to one of the three quests. Each quest is reported in a chapter. 

 – Chapter 3 unravels the complicated notion of a RT-nexus (see also 1.7.1.)
 – Chapter 4 consists of the quest for understanding the complications of a RT-nex-

us for architectural education (see also 1.7.2.)
 – Chapter 5 analyses the enacted teaching in the architectural design studio, and 

discusses and theoretically frames its research-foundation (see also 1.7.3.)
The PhD thus starts at the generic scale level of academic higher education in the con-
text of the EHEA, then gradually zooms in to the field of architectural education, and 
eventually focuses on the actual setting of the design studio. The final step then con-
sists of theorizing the findings. I will now clarify how each step is coherently connected 
with the objectives and research questions. 

1.7.1 first research package: unravelling the complicated notion of a 
RT-nexus

The first objective of this PhD consists of unravelling the complicated notion of a 
RT-nexus, and the first package of research activities is dedicated to this objective 
(chapter 3). This endeavour calls for scrutinizing the content of a nexus and rationales 
behind the belief in a beneficial relationship between research and teaching. This re-
search activity focusses on the what and why part of the research questions. 

Methodologically spoken, this chapter is a refinement of the problem statement. Cre-
swell (2007, p. 102) states that problematizing an issue, is a way to establish the need 
for a study. By refining the problem statement, as the complications gradually emerge 
and are listed, the need for a better understanding than what actually can be provided 
by existing studies, will steadily be confirmed. In this regard, it allows for better insight 
in the subject matter. Mortelmans (2011, p. 463) indicates that a refined problem state-
ment also contributes to delineating the scope of the study. 

But the chapter goes further than only being a refinement of the problem statement. 
It is a first step of the trifold empirical inquiry in prevailing policies and convictions 
about the benefits of a RT-nexus.

The affirmative statement that the studio, as backbone of the programme, is the ideal 
academic locus, where research and teaching meet (see 1.2) was tempered by the com-
plications, controversy and rejection that were revealed by looking at the actual teach-
ing practice and by listening to voices from both the academic and vocational field (see 
1.4). Their critical stance, the observation of the many difficulties and controversies, 
and the resulting problem statement, incite to further investigation of the underlying 
rationales and content of a beneficial RT-nexus.
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The PhD thus comprises both synchronic (What exists today?) and diachronic (Why has 
it been implemented, and how has the idea evolved through time?) analyses. 

The outcome of this package is a better insight concerning the complications regarding 
the rationales and content of the concept of a RT-nexus, as well as concerning the in-
conclusiveness and limitations of available empirical studies regarding the educational 
capacity of a RT-nexus. However, the findings of this step are situated at the generic 
level of higher education. To which extent they are relevant for, and applicable to the 
field of architectural education, is subject of the next step.

1.7.2 second research package: the RT-nexus and architectural design 
education 

The second endeavour of this PhD redirects the attention from the generic level of ac-
ademic higher education to the discipline of architecture, and the field of architectural 
education (chapter 4). 

This research activity still responds to the first objective of unraveling, but now ap-
plied to the particular discipline of architecture and the field of architectural education. 
Again, it focusses on the what and why part of the research questions, and still corre-
spond to the first . The refinement of the problem statement that is reached in previ-
ous research activity, provides a better insight in the complications and controversy 
regarding RT-nexus, and leads to an enhanced understanding regarding the rationales 
and content of a RT-nexus. This enhanced understanding, serves as a gaze and a struc-
ture to interrogate the particular field of architectural design education. 

For this second research package I reconsider each topic that has been explored in the 
first quest, and apply it to the case of architectural education. Coherent with previous 
step, I consequently adopt a policy perspective, a philosophical view, and trace histor-
ical grounds. In this way, I systematically investigate the meaning and actual content 
of the difficulties and complications that were uncovered in previous research package 
for the particular discipline and field under study. 

The outcome of this research activity consists of a better insight in the actual position 
of research in architecture and architectural education both in relation to higher ed-
ucation policy and in relation to university’s expectations of an academic discipline. 
The analysis also reveals the limited transferability of existing empirical studies of the 
RT-nexus to the case of architectural design education, which demonstrates the urge 
for the third step, namely an investigation of the natural setting where the actual teach-
ing is taking place: the architectural design studio.
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1.7.3 third research package: the RT-nexus in the architectural design 
studio

The third endevour of this PhD thus consists of an empirical study of the RT-nexus in 
the case of architectural design education. It is discussed in chapter 5. This part of the 
PhD responds to the second objective, namely to provide a better understanding of how 
a RT-nexus induced intended learning, particularly for the case of architectural design 
education. To do so, fieldwork is undertaken in the architectural design studio, the 

“backbone of the programme”.

The study design of this research activity is a multiple-case study, based upon field-
work in a selection of first master year studios in Flanders. The fieldwork relies upon 
observations and field notes, teachers interviews and student focus groups, as well as 
document analysis and informal talks with teachers and students. 

The first part of this research package deals with the how-question and responds to the 
second objective of this PhD, namely to provide a better understanding of how, par-
ticularly in the architectural design studio, a RT-nexus induces intended learning. In 
this part I analyse the enacted studio teaching, and provide theoretical framing of the 
findings of the fieldwork. This step responds to the overall aim of this PhD, namely to 
provide an appropriate and comprehensive theoretical framing of studio education as 
an inquiry-based pedagogy. 

However, this PhD also aims to respond to Mewburn’s call to help design studio teach-
ers not only to “clearly articulate what they do” but also why. Therefore, in a second part 
of this research package, I connect the what to the why question, and investigate the 
teachers’ intentions, in order to relate them to the actual teaching practices. In order to 
evaluate the teaching of the design studio in relation to expectations of academic edu-
cation in general, I frame the findings of the fieldwork within ideations of academics of 
other, traditional, academic disciplines, as well as within the policy frameworks of the 
Dublin Descriptors, the basis of the Framework for Qualifications of the EHEA (FQ-EHEA).
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chapter 2  
methodology:  
a qualitative quest of unraveling, 
understanding and framing

2.1 introduction: the need for a qualitative exploration 
of new approaches and theoretical framing
Chapter 1 has demonstrated that the advocacy of a RT-nexus in the disciplinary 

field of architecture, is not self-evident. The discourse is felt as inappropriate, the appli-
cation of the concept on the design-driven teaching on which architectural education 
relies, is problematic, and leads to controversy and confusion. Additionally, existing 
theories about the RT-nexus do not provide satisfactory arguments why to rely teaching 
upon research, nor in the learning processes that might be induced by this reliance, to 
provide strong advocacy for its application on the case of architectural education, par-
ticularly in the design studio, the backbone of the programme. 

Apparently, other approaches are needed, that do take into account the features of the 
disciplinary field and its teaching methods, and that do allow for identifying of what 
could be understood as a research-foundation of design-driven teaching. Therefore, 
this study takes an exploratory stance, aiming at constructing an empirically grounded, 
new comprehensive theoretical framework, that allows for providing a deeper insight in 
how the concept of a RT-nexus might contribute to academic education.

Regarding attempts for construction theory, Alasuutari (1996) has argued that:

Theories are […] deconstructions of the way in which we construct realities and so-
cial conditions and ourselves as subjects in those realities. (1996 p.382, in: Charmaz, 
2014, p. 232)

In terms of Alasuutari, providing a new theoretical framework thus calls for a pro-
cess of decomposing – or deconstruction as he calls it - leading to the identification of 
substantial constituents and rationales, which subsequently can be reassembled – or 
constructed as he calls it - into a theoretical framework. In this approach, theory is not 
to be seen as a set of generalized statements about universals available for researchers 
to deduce hypotheses to explain or predict particular local phenomena. In contrast, 
theories are seen as interpretative frames through which realities are seen and grasped 
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(Charmaz, 2014, p. 232). This approach aligns with the essential features of a qualitative 
research paradigm.

In this chapter on methodology of the PhD, I explain the coherence between the objec-
tives of this PhD, as set out in previous chapter, and the adopted qualitative explorative 
research methodologies. In section 2.2, I clarify how the objective of unravelling the 
complicated notion of a RT-nexus (first objective), and the objective to provide a better 
understanding of how the RT-nexus is assumed to induce academic learning (second 
objective) inherently fit within a qualitative research paradigm. In section 2.3, I explain 
how the Grounded Theory approach is providing adequate methodological guidance 
for the objective to frame the findings into theory. And finally, in section 2.4, I present 
the overall research design as it results from the previous methodological consider-
ations. 

2.2 a qualitative research paradigm: unraveling and 
understanding the phenomenon
In contrast with quantitative research, that aims at objectifying a reality into 

a set of manageable parameters and variables, and generalizable assertions, qualita-
tive research is interested in understanding a phenomenon by the meanings people 
bring to it. Denzin and Lincoln, editors of the seminal series of Sage Handbooks of 
Qualitative Research, characterise research conduct under the qualitative paradigm in 
following terms:

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It con-
sists of a set of interpretive, material practices that makes the world visible. […] This 
means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting 
to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 
them. (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 3, in: Mortelmans, 2011, p.20)

Pope and Mays (1995) describe the goal of qualitative research as follows: 

 The goal of qualitative research is the development of concepts which help us to un-
derstand social phenomena in natural (rather than experimental) settings, giving 
due emphasis to the meanings, experiences, and views of all the participants.(Pope 
& Mays, 1995, p. 43)

The qualitative research paradigm allows participants to describe the subject-matter 
in their own words, and its observation methods allow for including behaviour, spatial 
settings and artefacts in an understanding of the phenomena under study (Boeije, 2010, 
p. 32). Thereby the information gained is not limited by preconceived questions and 
theoretically known categories only, but allows for looking towards a known phenom-
enon – viz. the RT-nexus - from a new vista, thus providing a new outline for further 
investigation. 
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Bowen emphasizes that:

Qqualitative research […] does not start with hypotheses or preconceived no-
tions. Instead, in accordance with its inductive nature, it involves the research-
er’s attempts to discover, understand, and interpret what is happening in the 
research context. (Bowen, 2006, p. 14) 

Hammersley (1993) points to the fact that all research involves philosophical (epistemo-
logical, ontological) assumptions of the researcher about the phenomena which (s)he 
studies, and that in the past little attention has been given to these assumptions. More-
over, in the qualitative research paradigm, it is also acknowledged that pursued inter-
est and the researcher’s self, affect the applied methods, tools and techniques, as well 
as the nature of the outcome (Hammersley, 1993, 2007; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2003). 
Therefore, Hammersley calls for more reflexivity about the interests and assumptions 
on which the researcher relies. 

Responding to his call for explicit reflexivity, I demonstrate how this PhD aligns with 
the qualitative research paradigm, by explaining how the nature of the research ques-
tions fits the above mentioned features of qualitative research (see 2.2.1), as well as by 
explicating the emancipatory interest I pursue (see 2.2.2), the constructivist ontology in 
which I operate as a researcher (see 2.2.3.), and my positionality as a researcher(see 
2.2.4).

2.2.1 the nature of the research questions
The qualitative research paradigms aims at reaching understanding about a phenom-
enon on the basis of the perspective of the person or group that is studied, instead of 
through the lens of existing literature or predefined evaluation tools (Mortelmans, 2011, 
p. 22). Such a stance impacts the formulation of the research questions. The research 
questions of this PhD comply with such a stance. 

 – With the first research question I aim at investigating the actual content of a 
RT-nexus (i.e. a “what” question). This quest however, does not consist of in-
ventorizing content, but consists of an exploration of how content relates to the 
context in which an idea emerges. It studies the idea of a RT-nexus in relation to 
the qualities that are attributed to it, by others, and in a specific natural (rather 
than experimental) contextual setting.

 – With the second research question I focus on the “why”. It explores the belief in 
a beneficial RT-nexus, and investigates the expectations of those who advocate 
the adoption of the concept, both in contemporary and historical perspective.

 – The third research question concerns the “how”. Here, I look at the process-
es that actually take place on the floor where teaching takes place, and thus 
corresponds to Bowen’s indication that qualitative research attempt to discover, 
understand and interpret what is actually happing in the context that is inves-
tigated. 

 – The fourth and final research question, namely to theoretically frame the teach-
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ing practices that actually take place, aligns with the quest described by Pope 
and Mayes to develop a framework of concepts which help us to understand the 
phenomena that are studied.

2.2.2 an emancipatory interest
By realizing this PhD, I wanted to provide the academic community with a better in-
sight in the activity in which I was involved so many years. Moreover, I undertook this 
PhD from a conviction that this enhanced understanding would contribute to a change 
for the better. Habermas (Habermas, 1968; Habermas & Shapiro, 1972) has argued that 
the pursuit for knowledge and insights cannot be understood irrespective of the cogni-
tive interests it pursues. Habermas distinguishes between a technical cognitive interest, 
aiming at prediction and control, a practical cognitive interest, aiming at understand-
ing a phenomenon in relation to culture and tradition – and an emancipatory cognitive 
interest – aiming at change resulting from understanding, and critical reflection upon an 
actual situation. 

In terms of Habermas, this PhD pursues an emancipatory interest. The problem state-
ment has pointed to a need for resolving the tensions and confusions that result from 
the superimposition of a RT-nexus in architectural design education. Thereby I ac-
knowledge that a better understanding of the phenomenon – viz. the idea of a RT-nexus 
- by the actors who are involved in the phenomenon – viz. teachers and education policy 
makers - will eventually lead to a change in the phenomena themselves – viz. better 
practice-based academic higher education. 

2.2.3 a constructivist ontology
The relativist view that knowledge cannot be understood independent from the inter-
est it pursues, implies a constructivist ontology. Constructivism addresses the question 
how realities are made - in this case, the reality of the design studio, and the teaching 
that takes place. It assumes that people, including the researcher, construct the reali-
ties in which they participate (Charmaz, 2014). 

Constructivist inquiry starts with the experience and asks how members con-
struct it. To the best of their ability, constructivists enter the phenomenon, 
gain multiple views of it, and locate it in its web of connections and constraints. 
Constructivists acknowledge that their interpretation of the studied phenome-
non is itself a construction. (Charmaz, 2014, p. 342) 

In this PhD, I am focussing on the “reality” of the design studio, which I consider as 
being the result of the interactions which take place between students, teachers, the 
physical place, and the physical artefacts which are involved, as well as with ideas, be-
liefs and representations of “other” realities which enters that process of interactions. 
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A similar constructivist ontology towards architectural education has been taken by 
Inger Mewburn (2012) and Monika Kurath (Gisler & Kurath, 2015; Kurath, 2015). Kurath 
operates from the detached perspective of an STS-scientist, and adopting an ethno-
graphic viewpoint. Drawing upon the methodology of Knorr Cetina’s study of epistemic 
cultures in natural sciences (Knorr Cetina, 1999) Kurath looks at architectural educa-
tion as an own epistemic culture, typified by specific empirical, ontological, and so-
cial/praxeologic factors. Mewburn has studied studio teaching from an Actor-Network 
Theory (ANT) perspective, in which she studies the design studio as an “assemblage” 
consisting of interactions between human actors (students, teachers) and non-human 
actors (the place of the studio, the models and drawings, but also conceptions about 
the profession, the idea of reflective practice, etcetera). 

Strengthened by the poor applicability and many shortcomings of so many empirical 
studies, which were looking for universally generalizable benefits of a RT-nexus, I re-
alized that instead of aiming for establishing objectified and principled truths about 
the benefits, a more relativist stance could be a more rewarding contribution to the 
debate. I decided not to hunt for understanding teaching in higher education as an 
objectifiable phenomenon; consequently, I decided not to consider the research-foun-
dation of academic teaching as a unified and universal principle. Instead, I decided to 
investigate it in its coherence with the intentions and ideals that are pursued, thereby 
completing scholarly contributions as those of Gisler & Kurath and Mewburn.

2.2.4 the researcher’s positionality
Qualitative research approaches do acknowledge the impact of the self on the outcome of 
the research (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Lempert, 2010). Positivist accounts 
of research presumed the research to be a neutral knower; post-positivist approaches 
which are designed to eliminate the influence of the researchers’ self on the outcome 
(Mortelmans, 2011, p. 64). None of them were acknowledging, nor accepting, that the 
researcher’s social and personal context and background affects the research process. 

Meanwhile it is extensively demonstrated that they do (Lempert, 2010, pp. 247-248). 
Rhoads argues that, in any endeavor – including research - a person always brings in 
his/her own histories, social standing, and cultural background (Rhoads, 1997, p. 480, 
in: O’Neill e.a., 2010, p. 482). This positionality of the researcher inescapably affects 
research conduct. Also Barnes has demonstrated that it impacts (1) how interviews are 
conducted, (2) what type of questions are asked, (3) how the interview is recorded, and 
(4) what observations are ultimately made (Barnes, 1996in: O’Neill e.a. p.482) (O’Neil 
Green, Creswell, Shope, & Plano Clark, 2010). Yin (Yin, 2014, p. 17) emphasizes that 
within a constructivist ontology, it is acknowledged that other observers could reveal 
other realities. 

The emancipatory interest that drives this PhD – explained in 2.2.2 - aims at provid-
ing a new view to a phenomenon that is supposed to be well-known – viz. the idea 
of a RT-nexus. The constructivist ontology in which this PhD is operating - explained 
in 2.2.3 - implies that attention is paid to reaching an understanding of how the phe-
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nomenon is understood by the involved actor him/herself. This calls for an hermeneutic 
stance. My positionality as a studio teacher facilitated this hermeneutic stance. 

Within this PhD, I conduct my research from the particular perspective of having been 
personally involved in the phenomenon of study for years, i.e. being a design studio 
teacher as an architect-practitioner in both a university and a non-university context.1 

From the moment I decided to take up this PhD, I left studio teaching, to take the de-
tached gaze of the researcher, looking upon a community of studio teachers and archi-
tectural educators which I knew from within. Thus, the studio environment was not 
alien to me. 

During the PhD, I was aware of the privileged position of being a studio teacher myself, 
but I was also aware of the fact that this particular position “from within” was deter-
mining the nature and content of this study. It is a drawback and a limitation for the 
study not to able to wonder about the jargon and the vocabulary that is used, or about 
the prominent use of artefacts such as drawings and models, as for me, these aspects 
where obvious. From this position, it is more difficult to appraise their particularity, 
as an outsider and a layman would definitely do. On the other hand, this positionality 
allows me for comprehending the processes and practices from within. I comprehend 
persisting attempts of teachers to provide students with discipline-specific entries to 
reach insights, because I recognize them, from my own experience as a studio teacher. 
In this PhD, sense-making thus happened from within and amongst. 

2.3 a grounded theory approach: framing the findings
The problem analysis revealed a need for developing a proper theoretical 

framework allowing a recalibration of the debate about the research-foundation of ar-
chitectural design education. It also revealed a need to provide studio teachers and the 
academic community with adequate theories of what they actually do in the studio and why 
(cf. Mewburn, 2012). This has led to the fourth research question, namely to theoretically 
frame the teaching in the architectural design studio in relation to existing theories of 
learning. Given this objective, I adopted the methodology of grounded theory. 

The Grounded Theory Method (GTM) comprises a systematic, inductive, and com-
parative approach for conducting inquiry for the purpose of constructing theory 
(Charmaz, 2006; Charmaz & Henwood, 2007; in: Bryant & Charmaz, 2010, p. 1)

Grounded theory often is understood as if theory construction “emerges” from the 
bare data only. This however, is an obstinate misunderstanding of the plea of Glaser 
& Strauss – initiators of the grounded theory approach - to “avoid any preconception” 
from literature (Charmaz, 2014, p. 306; Dey, 2010, p. 176). In next paragraphs, I explain 

1 First at the faculty of applied engineering of the Faculty of Leuven and after that at the department of design 
sciences of the Artesis University College of Antwerp.
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how this PhD fits the essential features of grounded theory, being an interpretive prac-
tice of theorizing (see 2.3.1.), following a cyclic process of conceptualization (see 2.3.2.)

2.3.1 theorizing as interpretive practice 
Given the deficit in available theory concerning the phenomenon under study, this PhD 
aims at theory building rather than theory testing. Therefore I look for adequate theory, 
allowing for grasping the research-foundation of studio teaching.

Theory building however, will not happen from scratch. To ground it in the actual re-
ality of teaching, the approach is ideographic and empirical: the study looks at par-
ticular cases of design studio teaching, in the particular context of the architecture 
programmes immersed in a process of academization. 

Interpretive theory contrasts with positivist accounts of theory, which aim for parsimo-
ny, with short and precise explanations, seeking for causes, looking for explanations, 
and emphasizing generality and universality. Interpretive theory – or theorizing -, on 
the contrary, favours abstract understanding over explanation, and allows for inde-
terminacy rather than seeking causality or theorize patterns. Positivist theory treats 
concepts as variables, with identified properties, and is looking for relationships be-
tween these concepts, aiming at predicting and explaining these relationships. In the 
interpretative approach, theoretical understanding is gained through the theorist’s in-
terpretation of the studied phenomenon. It calls for an imaginative understanding of 
the studied phenomenon. Positivist theory aims at systemizing knowledge; research 
consists of verifying theoretical relationships by generating and testing hypotheses. 
Interpretive theory assumes emergent, multiple realities, and considers truth as provi-
sional, and social interactions as processual. It acknowledges subjectivity in theorizing 
and it recognizes the role of experience, standpoints, and interactions, including the 
researcher’s own. (Charmaz, 2014, pp. 229-231)2 Theorizing is seen as a practice - a guid-
ing interpretive practice – “engaging the world in constructing abstract understandings 
about and within it” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 232) (p.233). 

With this PhD, I align with Charmaz’ preference for theorizing over theory. The aim of 
this dissertation is not to provide explanatory models, or theoretical blueprints ready 
for application, but a framework for understanding what one is actually doing, and 
how this is related to ideas, conceptions and intentions. Such a framework for under-
standing, can be considered as a specific type of theory (Charmaz, 2014). Alasuutari ar-
gues that this type of theory is instrumental in the process to make sense of how others 
think and act (Alasuutari, 1996, p. 382). 

2 Charmaz also charges against the obstinate problem in still treating positivism ant its versions of theory and 
method as interchangeable with science and scientific method. Instead of considering positivism as one rather 
than all ways of accomplishing scientific work (Charmaz p. 230)



60

2.3.2 a cyclic process from emergence towards theoretical 
conceptualization

In qualitative research, it is acknowledged that both process and provisional outcomes 
mutually impact each other during the research process, as they are both embodi-
ments of the underlying assumptions, epistemology and interpretive paradigm. To cite 
Hammersley: 

It is not that people first acquire epistemological and ontological assumptions and 
then decide how they are going to investigate the social world. Rather, they acquire 
particular research practices and various methodological and philosophical assump-
tions, consciously and unconsciously, more or less simultaneously, and each shapes 
the other. (Hammersley, 2007, p. 293)

Boeije (2010, p. 22) states that in those cases where preliminary statement of the prob-
lem relies upon available but limited knowledge, it may be appropriate to start research 
conduct on the basis of initial research questions which are not expected to determine 
the entire research process, but instead act as guidelines and may be adjusted during 
research. Or, to refer to Hammersley, what the researcher knows about the world (let 
us call this “theory”), and what (s)he is able to see and grasp of that world (let us call 
this “data”) more or less simultaneously shape each other. 

Ezzy (2002), and Boeije (2010) have conceptualized this process as an inductive cycle: 
data informs the construction of theory through conceptualization, whereas, in its turn, 
the enhanced theoretical sensitivity and the resulting insights will impact and enhance 
discernment and interpretation of data. 

 

This process has also been referred to as inductive analysis. Patton explains: 

Inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis come 
from the data; they emerge out of the data rather than being imposed on them prior 
to data collection and analysis. (Patton, 1980, p. 306)

Figure 3: empirical cycle of qualitative research, after Ezzy (2002) and Boeije (2010)

theory

… shapes the general 
interpretation of, and 
sensitises to …

data

… inform the 
development of … 
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Early stages of Grounded Theory advocated inductive analysis relying upon pure discovery 
of material within the bare data, only resulting from the very receptivity of the re-
searcher without involving existing theory and literature (Charmaz, 2014, p. 242). More 
mature approaches acknowledge that at any stage of this cyclic process, reliance upon 
existing insights and knowledge is involved. 

The adoption of the inductive cycle as research approach has several implications on 
the research design. It implies that, unlike in many other research designs, literature 
study is not prior to, but part of this process. Grounded theorists do not refer to any 
notion of systematic review. Instead, they favour a process of selection, based upon 
assessment and critique of literature from the vantage point of its significance for what 
is addressed at the moment (Charmaz, 2014, p. 308). Reference to theory and litera-
ture is tailored to fit the specific purpose and argument of the research. In this regard, 
Dick (2010, p. 405) states that literature and theory may take different positions as the 
research process unfolds. Literature which initially did not seem relevant can become 
relevant, as the insights change; and as the understanding grows it becomes easier 
to identify relevant literature. Particularly in phenomena of change, it is typical that 
knowledge about the actual condition is scarce, so that literature is used in a tentative 
way to test assumptions. Stern (2010, p. 123) even explains that instead of addressing 
literature as a prerequisite for constructing a theoretical framework, prior to the re-
search design, it might be helpful as well to review literature after the data analysis is 
done. Stern argues that it completes and enriches the research, and helps positioning 
the own work. He adds that this is particularly useful when, rather than verifying or 
corroborating existing theory, the role of the work is to add a new dimension, which 
was unknown.

This PhD started in the context of an ongoing process of academization. This context 
corresponds to Dick’s reference to a study of “phenomenon of change”, where typically 

“knowledge about the actual condition is scarce” (cf. Dick, 2010) and were the prelimi-
nary statement of the problem had to rely upon “available but limited knowledge” (cf. 
Boeije 2010). 

Indeed, already at an early stage of the research, it was found that the existing liter-
ature about the RT-nexus was only to a limited extent applicable to the design studio, 
and in any case insufficient to meet the problem statement and address the research 
questions. Studies and theory about design and design research exist, but do not ad-
dress the issue of a RT-nexus. Moreover, in this study, I looked upon the RT-nexus in 
an environment that was involved in a process of change – academization. This was 
a complication, since most RT-studies are studying the phenomenon in a context of 
established understandings of both research and teaching, which was an inadequate 
assumption for the study at stake. 

Theory and literature was screened and reviewed, not only in the initial stage in order 
to develop a theoretical framework to look at the phenomenon under study, but during 
the whole process of research conduct, in order to sustain the process of conceptualiz-
ing and theorizing. 
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The cyclic process of (re)conceptualization and (re)consideration of data was accompa-
nied by several sensitizing concepts. As an example I can refer to the notion “academic 
disposition”.

An example of a sensitizing concept in this study is the notion of an “academic disposi-
tion”. While initially I was focussing on the RT-nexus as a way to evaluate the academic 
quality of studio pedagogies, I discovered the existence of the notion “academic dispo-
sition”, a concept which was substantiated through empirical studies (Elen & Verburgh, 
2008; Visser-Wijnveen, van Driel, van der Rijst, Visser, & Verloop, 2012). I did consider 
it as a defined concept, but not as a definitive concept. The awareness about the existing 
of the notion, opened it up for reconsideration. In line with Charmaz’ suggestion – to 
use it “as points of departure from which to study the data,” an with Blumer’s explana-
tion that sensitising concepts “suggest directions along which to look”, the idea of an 

“academic disposition” brought me to the option to direct the attention to the intentions 
of a RT-nexus – a why-question - instead of focussing the study on links with formal 
scientific research – a what-question. Moreover, the notion of an “academic disposi-
tion” provided common ground for both academic’s conceptions about the intentions 
of academic higher education, and studio teachers’ conceptions - a kind of common 
ground which was impossible to find in an understanding of the RT-nexus in terms of 
connections with formal scientific research conduct.

Not only at the methodological side, but also content-wise sensitising concepts have 
been guiding this study. It happened that, while reading, I suddenly recognized simi-
larities between what was written, and what I had seen in the studio. A good example of 
such a sensitising concept can be found in Bente Elkjaer’s notion of “exercising playful 
anticipatory imagination”(Elkjaer, 2009, p. 75). Although Elkjaer is not at all referring 
to design education, but to Dewey’s theory of experience-based learning, the idea of in-
ducing learning by the use of “what-if” scenarios, rather than by causal thinking based 
upon a priori propositions (“if-then”), was seamlessly applicable to studio education. It 
opened up my mind to considering pragmatist theories of learning as a perspective to in-
vestigate studio education – or, to refer to Blumer’s own wording again, as a “suggested 
direction along which to look”.

2.4 research design: an inductive process of cycling 
progression through three research activities 
towards theoretical framing
The adoption of an inductive cycle implies that research conduct unfolds as a 

process of constant adjustment, based upon the outcome of the previous step. The out-
come of one step may require that for the next step another source has to addressed. As 
the tools and techniques of data collection and analysis may differ for different sourc-
es, the research conduct may consist of a combination and interaction of different 
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research activities, each relying upon different tools and techniques. As Hammersley 
indicates, the grounded theory approach acknowledges the involvement of (different) 

“particular research practices and various methodological and philosophical assump-
tions, more or less simultaneously shaping each other.” 

Previous paragraph discussed the position of theory and literature in grounded theo-
ry approach. When talking about sources and data, it has to be acknowledged that in 
the constructivist ontology of grounded theory, theories may be considered as sources, 
and be treated as data. Charmaz (2014) considers theory and literature as “an opportu-
nity to set the stage” in subsequent steps of the research. St. Pierre explains that in the 
cyclic process of inductive analysis during reflection and interpretation of data, theo-
retical and philosophical literature are used as “tools to think with” (Adams St.Pierre, 
2011, pp. 614, 621). 

In this PhD, the topic, the disciplinary positioning of the topic (see 1.6, as well as the 
resulting research questions, require a reliance upon a diverse set of sources and re-
search activities. Moreover, as this PhD addresses the topic through the multiple lenses 
of policy perspectives, philosophical views and historical grounds (see 1.6) and meanwhile 
is looking for empirical underpinning in the actual teaching practices of the design 
studio, research data stem from multiple and diverse contexts as well. 

In this PhD three sets of sources have been addressed, each of them entailing a set of 
“particular research practices” (to use Hammersley’s wording), or research activities (as 
I will call them). 

2.4.1 document analysis 
A first set of sources concerns the body of policy documents related to the higher educa-
tion reform of the Bologna process. These sources are the empirical basis for explora-
tion of the policy perspective, through discourse analysis.

2.4.2 literature study
A second set of sources consists of scholarly literature and available theory. This set is 
both extensive and comprehensive, as it provides data regarding the policy perspec-
tives, philosophical views as well as historical grounds. The set includes books and 
journal articles in the fields of higher education studies, philosophy and sociology of 
science, and educational philosophy, as well as empirical and theoretical studies of the 
RT-nexus and higher education policy. Next to its exploratory value, this set of sourc-
es is used as heuristics and a provider of sensitizing concepts, as explained earlier in 
this chapter, but also for theoretically framing the rationales and expectations of the 
assumed benefits of a RT-nexus. The research activity related to this set of sources is 
literature study.
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2.4.3 fieldwork
Finally, in order to study the processes as they actually take place in their natural set-
tings, and to give voice to the actors that actually are inducing and undergoing these 
processes, a third set of sources is found in the architectural design studio, were em-
pirical data about the actual teaching are collected through fieldwork. An extensive 
and detailed description about the study design of the fieldwork – including content and 
contextualization of the research object, selection and composition of a multiple-case 
study, delineation of the unit of investigation, data collection and data analysis - can be 
found in chapter 5. At this point, I indicate some global methodological rationales of 
the study design of the fieldwork.

I could have opted to investigate one studio in depth, hence adopting a single-case study. 
However, single-case studies typically concern unusual, extreme, or critical instances 
of a phenomenon (Yin, 2014, p. 57). But in this PhD, I am looking at commonalities 
in teaching across design studios, namely, commonalities regarding the presence – or 
absence – and nature of a RT-nexus, not at unusual, extreme, or critical instances. So, 
I needed to reach a good and comprehensive overview of teaching practices in differ-
ent studios - hence the adoption of a multiple-case study. Multiple-cases are preferred 
over single-case designs, since the evidence derived from multiple-cases is considered 
more compelling, and the overall study more robust (Yin, 2014, p.57). 

Case studies – both single-case studies and multiple-case studies – are, by definition, 
inquiries into particular appearances, in particular time setting, and particular con-
texts in space and time, aiming to expand and generalize theories, rather than to ex-
trapolate probabilities (Yin, 2014, p. 21). The selection of cases thus follows a replication 
logic based upon occurrence of the phenomenon, instead of a sample logic based upon 
a statistical logic of representativity (Yin, 2014, p. 57). Criteria for selection are substan-
tive propositions (such as occurrence of the phenomenon) rather than numeric propo-
sitions (such as representativeness) (Small, 2009; Yin, 2014, p. 68).

The composition of the multiple-case study of this PhD was based upon the following 
propositions (see chapter 5, point 5.2.1.b. for detailed explanation): 

 – geographical delineation in order to allow for frequent visits that an in-depth 
study requires;

 – contextual delineation in order to provide a strong coherence regarding institu-
tional, cultural and education policy context in which the cases operate. 

These two propositions led to delineation to design studios in Flanders. Further propo-
sitions that have determined the composition of the multiple-case study include:

 – diversification into university and non-university programmes;
 – the phenomenon of study has to be prominently present. This proposition re-

lates to the level of education. Based upon the policy framework of the EHEA 
(Dublin Descriptors), upon programme descriptions of architectural education, 
upon self-evaluation reports, and upon literature, it was concluded that, given 
the focus of investigation of this PhD, the master degree is a more appropriate 
educational level than the bachelor;
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 – Within the master programmes that are provided in Flanders, it was more fea-
sible to compose a coherent multiple-case set by restricting the selection to 
the first-year of the master degree than to focus on, or include the final year of 
study.

This set of propositions has led to a multiple-case set of 25 studios across 6 of the 7 in-
stitutions in Flanders where architectural programmes are taught – both university and 
non-university programmes -, involving 46 teachers. While this full set of 25 studios 
served as empirical ground for a preliminary quantitative study, which I explain below, 
an embedded set 12 studios – two in each of the six participating institutions - was de-
lineated for in-depth analysis through fieldwork. 

Since studios are selected following a logic of occurrence of the phenomenon, and not 
upon statistical grounds, the outcome of the multiple-case fieldwork has to be under-
stood within an logic of analytic generalization, rather than statistical generalizations 
(Yin, 2014, p.40).

Although the diversity among design studios is rich enough to study distinctions and 
variations among the different approaches across the studios, this PhD aims to respond 
to the primary need to find a way to open the black-box of teaching and learning in the 
studio, and to get a clearer view into basic features of its – potential – research-founda-
tion. Only when these ways or found - thus allowing for grasping the essential features 

- it makes sense to look for distinction and variety.

Conducting qualitative research does not exclude preliminary quantitative analyses. 
On the contrary, preliminary quantitative analysis can be helpful to render a good in-
sight in features and diversity of the research group. In this PhD, I prefaced the quali-
tative fieldwork by a preliminary quantitative study – conducted over the full set of 25 
studios - directed to reach a better insight into two basic assertions, namely the asser-
tion that the design studio is the backbone of the programme, and the assertion that 
in the design studio links with formal scientific research conduct are scarce or absent.

Consequently, I started a qualitative in-depth study consisting of fieldwork in the em-
bedded set of 12 studios. Data collection happened through observations, teachers in-
terviews and student focus groups, as well as through informal talks with teachers and 
students. Studio sessions were recorded, and documented through pictures and field 
notes. Teachers interviews and student focus groups were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim, for further analysis in NVIVO as well as through multiple reading. A detailed 
description about data collection and analysis can be found in respectively point 5.4.1.1. 
and 5.4.1.2. 

The fieldwork focuses on unraveling the processes of teaching that actually take place 
in the studio, and ends with revealing the educational intentions of studio teachers, 
hence closing the circle of the “what-is-taught” and the “how-is-taught” with answering 
the “why-is-taught”.

Methodologically spoken, as a third research package, the fieldwork triangulates, nu-
ances and substantiates the findings of the two previous research packages, and pro-
vides new empirical ground for theorizing and adjusting existing theory.
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Figure 4: the cyclic and inductive process of theoretical conceptualization through three sets of sources
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2.4.4 overview of the process of inquiry
Figure 4 shows the cyclic process of analytical induction through the three sets of 
sources that forms the empirical foundation of this PhD. It depicts the flow of research 
activities towards theoretical conceptualization – the type of outcome this study is aim-
ing for (cf. the overall aim of this study). 

The research commutes between theory and literature, policy documents and empiri-
cal data from fieldwork. As the process unfolds and as insights emerge also theoretical 
sensitivity (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser, 1978) is developed further. In line with the consider-
ations about the role and position of theory in the previous point, sensitising concepts 
(Blumer, 1954; Bowen, 2006) were adopted not only as underpinning, but also as heu-
ristics and interpretive devices. In fact they were preparing and substantiating the path 
toward the final stage of theorizing (green spiral line). 

The enhanced theoretical sensitivity, as well as the theoretical exploration which it in-
duces, makes it possible to relate the observed phenomena to existing theories, which 
until now had not or insufficiently been brought into relationship with either the de-
bate about the research-teaching nexus, or with the debate about design as a way of 
research-based teaching. 

With this PhD, I adopted a mitigated and evolved conception of grounded theory, fol-
lowing the advice of Stern (Stern, 2010), to continue screening of literature after data 
collection has taken place, particularly of those cases of research conduct that do not 
primarily aim at corroboration of existing theory, but rather at providing something 
new. This argument fits the overall objective of this PhD, namely to provide a new out-
line for the debate about the RT-nexus, and to inspire for further development of inqui-
ry-based didactics.
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chapter 3  
the RT-nexus in the EHEA: unraveling a 
complicated notion 

3.1 introduction: the need for unraveling 
The first objective of this PhD consists of unravelling the complicated notion of 

a RT-nexus. This endeavour calls for scrutinizing the content of a nexus and rationales 
behind the belief in a beneficial relationship between research and teaching. It thus 
responds to the what and why part of the central research questions that have been 
formulated in chapter 1. The results, at least at the general level of higher education 
within the EHEA, are reported in this chapter 3.

The introduction has indicated that it is too easy to assume that the concept of a RT-nex-
us can, just like that, be implemented in any instance of higher education - the obser-
vations regarding its implementation in the teaching of the architectural design studio 
demonstrates that such generic understanding of the RT-nexus turns out to reluctance, 
controversies and rejection. 

Apparently, the concept of a RT-nexus is more complicated than assumed, particularly 
regarding more or less specific pedagogies, such as studio teaching. In order to better 
understand the reasons and content of these difficulties, further research need to bring 
clarity in the grounds of these complications. Methodologically spoken, this chapter 
thus is a refinement of the problem statement, but goes further as well. This chapter 
also is an empirical exploration about prevailing policies and convictions about the 
assumed benefits of a RT-nexus. I provides a better understanding of the beliefs and 
rationales behind the concept, and deeper insight in who complicated the notion of a 
RT-nexus is.

As explained in 1.6, this further exploration of content and rationales behind the 
RT-nexus includes policy perspectives, contextualising the advocacy of the RT-nexus in 
recent European higher education and research policy (see 3.2 ), philosophical views, 
relating the concept of a RT-nexus to different conceptions about research and knowl-
edge (see 3.3), and historical grounds, tracing back to the origins of the belief in a ben-
eficial RT-nexus (see 3.4). Finally, I evaluate the state of the art concerning empirical 
studies of the RT-nexus (see 3.5). 
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3.2 the policy perspective:  
a RT-nexus in evolving European policies
The Bologna process was the first, and massive higher education reform in the 

history of centralized European policy. Universities were key players in the successful 
establishment of the European Higher Education Area that the Bologna process aimed 
to establish. But universities became also key players in reaching another pan-Europe-
an goal, namely to compete with the knowledge economies of the US and the emerging 
Asian countries – the Lisbon agenda. Moreover, the conditions in which universities 
are expected to conduct research evolve.

In this section, I first focus on the impact of the establishment of centralized European 
policies for research and teaching (see 3.2.1.), and then elaborate on how the evolving 
conditions in which research is conducted are affecting the concept of a RT-nexus as 
well (see 3.2.2.).

3.2.1 European Areas where research and teaching meet - the impact of 
European policy on the concept of a RT-nexus

In this section I picture the emergence of both the European Higher Education Area 
(EHEA) and the European Research Area (ERA) as the context in which the notion of 
a RT-nexus in European higher education is advocated and in which it has to operate 
(see point a.). I show how the agencies of the two policies that have given birth to these 
“areas” – respectively European higher education policy and European research poli-
cy - have converged and impacted each other (see point b.). I then problematize the 
transformations that took place as result of this convergence, regarding the role and 
position of research, and the appointed role and position for universities (see point 
c.). Finally, I summarize refinement the problem-statement in terms of findings of the 
exploratory inquiry (see point d.).

a. centralized European policies for teaching and research: two distinct “areas”.

By the end of previous century, the segmentation of the European higher education 
sector was considered harmful and outdated.1 The Treaty of Rome (1957) had not men-
tioned educational matters at all (Capano & Piattoni, 2011, p. 585), and the immense ed-
ucational diversity, and a high sensitivity to national educational policies and traditions, 
made countries hesitant to give up sovereignty in this field (Beerkens, 2008, p. 407; 
Huisman & Van Der Wende, 2004, p. 349). As a result, during the first decades of the Eu-
ropean integration process, higher education remained a taboo topic (Neave, 1984). But 
gradually, as strategies were found wherein each nation state remained responsible for 
its own higher education, national higher education policies accepted to be affected by 
central policies developed in the framework of the European Union (Capano & Piattoni, 

1 http://www.ehea.info/article-details.aspx?ArticleId=3, last retrieved 12 June 2018
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2011, p. 586; Keeling, 2006, p. 203). This change of attitude was a main condition for the 
development of an EU-wide higher education policy.

In 1988, the Bologna Magna Charta Universitatum had united European universities in 
a common plea for the universities’ independence and autonomy to ensure freedom 
in teaching and research. In 1997, the Lisbon Convention on the Recognition of Qualifica-
tions concerning Higher Education in the European Region (Lisbon Convention, 1997) point-
ed to the great cultural, social, political, philosophical, religious and economic diversity of 
Europe an “exceptional asset which should be fully respected”. In 1998, the Sorbonne 
Declaration stressed the central role of the Universities in the development of Europe, 
referring to Europe as the cradle of the university (“Sorbonne Declaration,” 1998). Both 
documents set the pace for the Bologna Declaration of June 1999. The Bologna declara-
tion initiated a process, aiming to “ensure comparable, compatible and coherent systems of 
higher education in Europe”2. This would eventually lead to the establishment of a Euro-
pean Higher Education Area (EHEA) by 2010. The process was based upon voluntary 
participation of each nation-state. The official launch of the EHEA took place in March 
2010, at the Ministerial Conference in Budapest-Vienna.3

In contrast with education, research was part of the European policy from the start 
(Beerkens, 2008, p. 416). Nevertheless, as for education, also for research it took till the 
turn of the century to start a similar process of consolidation of European policy. On 18 
January 2000, half a year after the Bologna Declaration, the Brussels Communication 
“Towards a European Research Area” endorsed the objective to strive for a European 
Research Area (ERA) (European Commission, 2000). 

The launch of the idea of such a coherent “research area”, was to remedy the lack of 
European policy on research, to push back the overlaps between national research pol-
icies and Union policies, and to endorse the establishment of common goals and stanc-
es regarding research. The ERA would foster a reorganisation of existing “excellence”, 
and bring forth coherence, cooperation, and coordination, leading to competitiveness. 
(Beerkens, 2008; Keeling, 2006). It would improve the attractiveness for researchers 
from the rest of the world, and stimulate cooperation between universities, research 
centers and companies on the one hand, and industry on the other (European Com-
mission, 2000).

b. from synergy to instrumentality: the “Lisbonisation” of the Bologna reform

Scholars have indicated that not only the Bologna process, but also the Lisbon agen-
da has been determinative in the actual implementation of the higher education re-
form. They argue that the Lisbon Agenda provided the European Commission with a 
rich elaborated vocabulary and an influential discourse of higher education (Beerkens, 
2008; Capano & Piattoni, 2011; Huijgh, 2007; Huisman & Van Der Wende, 2004; Keeling, 
2006; Makarovič, Šušteršič, & Rončević, 2014; Simons, 2007). 

2 http://www.ehea.info/article-details.aspx?ArticleId=3, last retrieved 12 June 2018
3 Budapest-Vienna Declaration on the European Higher Education Area, March 12, 2010, written by the Minis-

ters responsible for higher education in the countries participating in the Bologna Process. https://media.ehea.
info/file/2010_Budapest_Vienna/64/0/Budapest-Vienna_Declaration_598640.pdf, last retrieved 12 June 2018, 
written by the Ministers responsible for higher education in the countries participating in the Bologna Process
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Economic anxiety to which the Lisbon strategy responded preponderated the cultural 
arguments to which the Bologna Declaration referred. The vocabulary of the Lisbon 
agenda was directly adopted by national policy, and therefore more effective and suc-
cessful in its dissemination as the idealistic discourse of the Bologna process, that was 
operating on a non-binding basis (Capano & Piattoni, 2011, p. 600; Huisman & Van Der 
Wende, 2004, p. 352; Keeling, 2006, p. 208). 

With the introduction of the so-called Open Method of Coordination (OMC)4 – a form 
of intergovernmental policy-making that relies upon benchmarking, indicators and 
identification of best-practices, rather than on formal legal acts - in the area of high-
er education, the European Commission was put in a position for setting overarching 
goals for European higher education. For instance, the Bologna objectives to increase 
transferability of human capital by reducing diversity of higher education systems, was 
incorporated and rephrased in the Lisbon’s discourse of increasing labor mobility and 
migration of workers and students whose skills are needed in Europe (Mechtenberg & 
Strausz, 2012).

Eventually the ongoing debate about crisis in both European universities and European 
economy on the one hand, and the mutual dependency of knowledge, research, and 
higher education on the other hand, led to rapprochement of both processes, and fi-
nally, through a sense of obligation and mechanisms of coordinated monitoring, to the 
convergence of the Bologna process and the Lisbon strategy into one policy discourse 
(Beerkens, 2008, p. 417; Garben, 2010, pp. 220-221; Huisman & Van Der Wende, 2004, 
pp. 34-35, 352; Ravinet, 2008). 

From an initial focus on a mere coordination of curricula by national governments, 
the European higher education policy now transformed into a governance architecture, 
adopted from the Lisbon Agenda, impacting national policies, institutions and actors. 
Prevailing perception of higher education, so deeply rooted in national cultural and 
policy traditions, could finally be overcome. (Capano & Piattoni, 2011, p. 584) 

Some scholars report about an ‘effective blending’ of two policy fields (Huisman & Van 
Der Wende, 2004, p. 352) leading to an ‘enhancement of the political weight’ of both 
research and higher education, bringing a new status, political attention and money to 
the academy (Keeling, 2006, pp. 212, 216). Other, more critical, scholars say that grad-
ually the Bologna process has lost its idealist goals to consider higher education as “an 
investment in Europe’s future” and this investment as “a way to help European coun-
tries out of the economic crisis” (European University Association, 2013, p. 8) and that 
the convergence of the Bologna process and the Lisbon Strategy, particularly through 
the notion of employability, has resulted in a commercialization of higher education in 
terms of offer and demand (Garben, 2010, p. 209). They argue that the Bologna process 

4 “Originally developed to aid delivery of the Lisbon Strategy for economic reform, the ‘open method of coordi-
nation’ is a system for defining and pursuing policy objectives within the European Union without recourse to 
formal legal acts and in a way that often involves a range of actors beyond the EU institutions themselves. It re-
lies on guidelines and indicators, rather than formal, legal obligations, to achieve its goals. The open method is 
best adapted to policy-making in those areas where the competence of the Union is relatively weak, especially if 
the active involvement of regional and local authorities or non-governmental organisations (NGOs) is sought. 
Commitments made in the OMC process may be deemed examples of ‘soft law’.“ https://penguincompaniontoeu.
com/additional_entries/open-method-of-coordination-omc/
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is absorbed into the more general stream of the Lisbon Agenda (Capano & Piattoni, 2011, 
p. 586). The convergence of both policies rather consisted of a ‘Lisbonisation’ of the 
Bologna process, than a ‘Bolognification’ of the Lisbon strategy (Beerkens, 2008, p. 417). 

This Lisbonisation of the Bologna reform inflected the main focus of the university to 
the European economy itself (Beerkens, 2008, p. 416; Keeling, 2006, p. 211). As a re-
sult, not only knowledge, but also education is increasingly regarded as an economic 
commodity (Garben, 2010, p. 209) and suffering from a lack of societal ambition. Para-
doxically, this devaluation of higher education is caused by an increased emphasis on 
research, as it (research) moved from a logic of societal and scientific relevance, into 
the economic logic of the Lisbon strategy. 

c. a shifting discourse: from research as attractive emanation of culture to a producer 
of the commodity “knowledge”

The convergence of the two policies was not only providing a more robust implementa-
tion of the Bologna reform, or and enhancement of the status of the universities. It was 
also affecting the spirit and orientation of higher education in Europe. 

Although the Bologna process is often seen as a matter of developing compatible edu-
cational technologies, such as the implementation of the ECTS credit system, harmoni-
zation of qualifications and degrees, the arguments for consolidation were not techni-
cal nor administrative, but cultural. Indeed, the aim for stronger cohesion in European 
higher education was rooted in an discourse about Europe’s cultural and historical leg-
acy. The Lisbon Convention of 1997 had already pointed to the value of European higher 
education in terms of the great cultural, social, political, philosophical, religious and 
economic diversity of Europe. In 1998, the Sorbonne declaration had referred to Eu-
rope’s cultural and historical legacy as “the cradle of the university”, and in 1999 the 
Bologna Declaration itself stated that “the vitality and efficiency of any civilization can 
be measured by the appeal that its culture has for other countries”.5 

By stating that “we need to ensure that the European higher education system acquires 
a world-degree of attraction equal to our extraordinary cultural and scientific tradi-
tion”6, it can be said that the Bologna Declaration equally balances culture and science. 
Knowledge was considered as a result of culture, higher education was seen as an em-
bodiment of culture, and universities were seen as key players to secure and further 
develop this highly valuable European culture. 

In contrast, the policy regarding consolidation of European research, was based on 
economical rationales. Indeed, in Lisbon, March 2000, six months after the Bologna 
Declaration and three months after the inception of the European Research Area, the 
European Council launched another strategic goal: the establishment of a new economy. 
The European Council found that the existing post-industrial economy was no longer 
able to respond to “a quantum shift resulting from globalisation and the challenges of a 
new knowledge-driven economy”7. Therefore a transition to a knowledge-based econo-

5 European Ministers of Education (1999), Bologna Declaration §8
6 European Ministers of Education (1999), Bologna Declaration §8
7 Lisbon European Council 23 and 24 March 2000 - presidency conclusions. (Lisbon European Council, 2000)
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my was needed. It would operate under the umbrella of the “Lisbon strategy”. By 2010, 
Europe would be “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the 
world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater 
social cohesion”8. The goals of the ERA, as formulated in the Brussels Communication, 
perfectly aligned with the terms of this Lisbon-strategy. 

Also the Bologna declaration made reference to “knowledge” as a key element to real-
ize its goals. The notion of a “Europe of knowledge” was a key concept in the Bologna 
Declaration. This was seen as “an irreplaceable factor for social and human growth” 
and as “an indispensable component to consolidate and enrich the European citizen-
ship, capable of giving its citizens the necessary competences to face the challenges 
of the new millennium, together with an awareness of shared values and belonging 
to a common social and cultural space.”9 The establishment of a “more complete and 
far-reaching Europe”, would be realized by “building upon and strengthening its intel-
lectual, cultural, social and scientific and [sic] technological dimensions”.10 Higher educa-
tion was considered of paramount importance to reach this goals. (all quotes from the 
Bologna Declaration, 1999, own emphasis)

But gradually, Bologna’s idealistic discourse about universities as key players to se-
cure Europe’s rich and cultural and historical legacy, as an attractor for the rest of the 
world, shifted towards Lisbon’s discourse that considered the universities as “obvious 
key players” to reach the goals of the new knowledge economy (Keeling, 2006, p. 205). 
The report by the expert group of the European Commission at the Forum on Univer-
sity-based Research (2005) explains why universities are crucial for the success of the 
Lisbon strategy: 

To become the most competitive economy in the world, the European Union must 
capitalise on the creativity of its people by strengthening the three sides of the ‘knowl-
edge triangle’: research, education and innovation. In this context, universities are 
obvious key players. Firstly because they create knowledge: universities represent 20% 
of European research, the majority of fundamental research (80%) and employ one 
third of European researchers. Secondly because they transmit knowledge by educat-
ing and training researchers. Thirdly because universities have an increasing role in 
innovation and are becoming an essential factor in enhancing regional development. 
(European Commission, 2005, p. 5) 

The report thus calls for an alliance between Lisbon’s strategy and universities. Howev-
er, whereas Bologna aimed for a common area of “intellectual, cultural, social and scien-
tific and technological dimensions”, the objective of the Lisbon Agenda was to stand up to 
US economy, and the emerging Asian economies (Beerkens, 2008, p. 416). And whereas 
Bologna considered higher education instrumental to achieve a Europe of Knowledge, in 
which knowledge was seen as an embodiment of culture, the Lisbon strategy redirect-
ed this notion of knowledge instrumental to economic growth and an engine for policy 
change (Capano & Piattoni, 2011, p. 584). 

8 Lisbon European Council 23 and 24 March 2000 - presidency conclusions. (Lisbon European Council, 2000).
9 European Ministers of Education (1999), Bologna Declaration, §2
10 European Ministers of Education (1999), Bologna Declaration. §1
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The instrument which the Lisbon strategy is hunting for – research - is a duty of the 
university to provide. Universities are seen as indispensable providers of research, and 
of graduates who will conduct research. In the discourse about higher education and 
academic research the main conception of knowledge transformed from an attractive 
emanation of rich culture, to a precious economic commodity in a competitive run.

d. findings: the impact of centralized European policy on the notion of a RT-nexus

With this chronicle of the convergence of the Lisbon agenda and the Bologna process, 
I illustrate that actual models and conceptions of higher education and research con-
duct within the university are to be seen as the result of a number of factors, historical 
contingency and gradual institutional change, rather than a principled adoption of a 
superimposed model (Michelsen, 2010, p. 165).

The chronicle highlights the complex role of research in higher education policymak-
ing. The emphasis on research in higher education can not only be understood from 
the idealist aim of the Bologna discourse to secure Europe’s rich cultural and histori-
cal legacy, and great “cultural, social, political, philosophical, religious and economic 
diversity”. Increasingly it has been promoted as an instrument to reach economic and 
political goals of the European Lisbon strategy. 

The specific reading of the convergence of two major European policies - the education-
ally oriented Bologna Process and the research policy induced by the economic-orient-
ed Lisbon Agenda - makes clear that the connection of research and higher education 
is neither self-evident, nor neutral, nor univocal. In this context, the concept of a RT is 
ambivalent and even contradictory in itself.

When scrutinizing the content and rationales of the discourse about a RT-nexus, these 
ambivalences and contradictions have to be taken into consideration; both goals may 
cover different aims, agendas and expectations, and may lead to different priorities. 

3.2.2 research depends – the RT-nexus: a polysemic concept
Previous section has argued that conceptions about the role and purpose of universities 
as providers of both research and higher education, have been affected by centralised 
European policy, and that this, in its turn, has impacted conceptions about higher ed-
ucation in itself. In this part, I explore the impact of European policy on research itself. 
I will explicate how this policy not only has impacted the position of research at the 
university and its position regarding teaching (see 3.2.2.1), but also how it has affected 
conceptions about research itself, and how it has given way to the development of dis-
tinct strategies (see 3.2.2.2.).

3.2.2.1 The dual mission of the university: research takes over
The cohabitation of research and teaching is the legitimation for a university to provide 
academic higher education. In their often cited meta-analysis about the relationship 
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between research and teaching Hattie & Marsh state that “the claim that the universi-
ties exist for teaching and research seem incontrovertible to many, although the rela-
tive importance of each and the relationships between them have been hotly contested” 
(Hattie & Marsh, 1996, p. 507). In this section I will demonstrate that this relative im-
portance of each is not a matter of debate among academics, but increasingly depends 
on external – economic - factors. I shed a light on the increased necessity for univer-
sities to look for finances (see point a.), and explain how this happens in a context of 
a performance-based competition (see point b.). I uncover that this evolution has led 
to an ascendancy of research over teaching (see point c.), and I end with refining the 
problem statement in terms of findings (see point d.).

a. the universities’ hunt for money: research as income

In the field of higher education, the impact of the Bologna process to establish the 
EHEA had been regulative, and – through the soft OMC-approach of identification of 
best-practices, benchmarking and monitoring - had led to new legislation in the mem-
ber states. In research however, the impact was less visible, more distributive than reg-
ulative, and in contrast with the OMC approach, funding was considered as a major 
policy instrument (Beerkens, 2008, p. 411).

European policy has systematically increased research funding, since the first decade 
of this century.11 Research was considered as an effective response to the global crisis, 
as it was seen as a provider of innovation and a way to increase competitiveness. Since 
universities were seen as centres of research excellence, they were key players in this 
quest for innovation and competitiveness. 

All universities rely – to a greater or lesser extent – upon governmental funding. Dif-
fering allocation systems exist, but today, they all have in common that they do no 
longer cover universities’ expenditure and investments. As the governments expect the 
universities to conduct research, it is also assumed that it is through research that addi-
tional financing is to be found. But at a governmental level, nowhere in Europe, except 
for Sweden and Finland, the intended investment ratio for research and development 
of 3% of the GDP12 is attainted.13 So, if a university is to sustain, let alone to enhance 
competitiveness, is must rely upon additional funding. This funding is to be realized 
through research. The universities thus have to hunt for proficient research projects.

In this regard, the increased budgets of the European research programme are a wel-
come target. The European University Association indicate that in some countries, uni-
versities are expected to supplement the decrease of public funding with increased 
European funding from the EU research programmes – a remarkable example of the 
convergence of the two European “areas” (European University Association, 2014, p. 
21).

11 Look for instance at the motivation to launch the 7th Framework Programme (FP7), cited in the previous foot-
note: FP 7 almost doubled the budget to reach a total of € 50 billion on a time span of seven years, or a annual 
average of € 7.2 billion. Horizon 2020 invests €80 billion on a time span of seven years. A growth of 62% 

12 GDP: Gross Domestic Product 
13 http://www.oecd.org/sti/sci-tech/researchanddevelopmentstatisticsrds.htm
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But financially weaker universities are less able to take part in European research 
consortia because of their reduced capacity for investment in proposals. The existing 
funding allocation modalities and the financial pressure in which universities have to 
hunt for money, drive universities to diversify their sources of income. The European 
University Association (EUA) reports that external funding sources, both public and 
private, are accounting for ever higher proportions of university research budgets. 

Co-funding, whereby part of the activities has to be financed by the institution itself, 
is becoming more frequent, but, again, it is a drawback for smaller institutions (Ester-
mann & Bennetot Pruvot, 2011, pp. 7-8). Next to research funding from governmental 
sources and the EU research programmes, university research is targeting industry, 
and looking for cooperation with R&D centers. Unfortunately, exactly at the moment 
when universities have entered the economic market systems they have to undergo the 
effects of the economic downturn caused by the financial crisis (European University 
Association, 2013). 

Research has become big business (Barnett, 1992, p. 621) and universities are increas-
ingly becoming entrepreneurial, focussing on fund-rising, and exploring third part 
money, or ally with the private sector through partnerships in spin-off companies and 
science parks (Clark, 1998; Estermann & Bennetot Pruvot, 2011, p. 67). 

This evolution affects the content and nature of a RT-nexus in higher education. Smith 
(2010, p. 5) has demonstrated that the development of research conduct in lucrative 
areas, such as high-tech development and innovation, has become an economic argu-
ment to maintain teaching, while, for non-lucrative areas, it becomes more difficult 
to argue about maintaining their costs of subsistence. As the content and nature of 
the research conduct that is available at a university is shifting, determined by other 
than educational and/or disciplinary concerns, so will be the content and nature of the 
teaching that is founded on this research conduct. 

b. who weighs, wins: the ascent of performance-based research assessment 

Applications for research funding have become very competitive. Often the success-rate 
is discouraging low: for projects within the ERC the average success-rate of the period 
2007-2013 was about 10%,14 in Flanders, the success-rates of applications for research 
projects granted by the Research Foundation Flanders (FWO) decreased from about 
30% in 2006 to 15% in 2013.15 The assessment of applications is highly performance-ori-
ented. Quality and excellence are assessed through a specific set of output parameters, 
such as publications in international scientific peer-reviewed journals, citations, im-
pact factors, number of doctorates. 

Yet, the importance of parameter-based assessment still increases, as it is not only 
applied for competitive calls for projects. The same distribution keys are applied to 

14 Based on data of the ERC, for the period 2007-2013, 44 867 projects were submitted, 43 528 accepted for eval-
uation, and 4 553 are funded, which is an average of 10.4%. http://erc.europa.eu/statistics-0, last retrieved 21 
October 2014. Percentage calculated on the total number of accepted proposals, related to the funded projects; 
all categories taken into account (starting grants, consolidator grants, advanced grants, proof of concepts, 
synergy grants)

15 Fonds Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek Vlaanderen (FWO), 2013, p. 22



82

a number of other research financing mechanisms, such as the allocation of block 
grants16 (Timmermans, 2013). Ever more, public authorities organise competitive and 
targeted funding, and tend to use these performance criteria as well (Estermann & 
Bennetot Pruvot, 2011, p. 8). 

This evolution has led to an improper interest, and a disproportionally strong financial 
appreciation for the output of scientific research (Timmermans, 2013, p. 2). As a result, 
a tendency arise to focus research conduct towards awarding targets. For obvious rea-
sons, this evolution is evil. It is evil, not only for narrowing the scope of knowledge gen-
eration; disciplines whose performance in the academic output parameter assessment 
is less profitable, are becoming far less attractive for a university to support. 

The EUA confirms that funding formulas do influence the institutions’ research policy 
indeed. It provides two illustrations of this process, referring to UK’s Research Assess-
ment Exercise (RAE). The RAE criterion “internationally leading activities”, has led the 
institutions to primarily developed partnerships with international companies rather 
than with regionally or locally rooted businesses. A second criterion, “critical mass 
and good research track records” has driven institutions to invest in its best research 
niches rather than in further development of alternative dimensions of their missions. 
(Estermann & Bennetot Pruvot, 2011, p. 28) 

Disciplines which are less “parameter-performant”, are affected by this unfounded 
subordination. Willaert (2007) reported that the inclusion of journal publications as 
a key in the Flemish university funding allocation mechanism, was disappointing re-
searchers in the humanities to invest time in writing books, their natural medium for 
communicating new insights, and stimulating them to concentrate on shorter, and less 
in-depth, articles in journals (Ossenblok, Stevens, Spruyt, & Engels, 2011, p. 182; Wil-
laert, 2007).17

The escalating impact of research performance assessment mechanisms is heavi-
ly criticised, mainly by the scientific community itself. Academics complain that the 
extensive auditing of research output by means of performance management assess-
ment regimes has damaged individual scholarship and threatened academic freedom 
(Craig, Amernic, & Tourish, 2014, p. 1). Craig et al. (2014) point to the perverse effects 
of contemporary assessment protocols, where research conduct is affected by the 
success-rate of its outcome, within a rigid frame of performance parameters. In such 
system, it is the agency of external parameters that sets the agenda for research. The 
authors state that public universities are insufficiently encouraged to be accountable 
to the community, but instead, to markets or to the convenience of auditable measures 
(Craig et al., 2014, p. 20). Keeling (2006, p. 216) states that the growing resistance by 
academics to being defined quantitatively by their research output is an indicator of 

16 Block grant: a financial grant meant to cover several categories of expenditure such as teaching, ongoing oper-
ational costs and/or research. Universities are responsible for dividing and distributing such funding internally 
according to their needs (the flexibility may be curtailed by minor restrictions).(Estermann & Bennetot Pruvot, 
2011, p. 14)

17 In order to respond to this aberration, the Flemish government established by the end of 2008 the “Flemish 
Academic Bibliographic Database for the Social Sciences and Humanities” (VABB-SHW) , an additional data-
base, https://www.ecoom.be/sites/ecoom.be/files/FAQwhy_0.pdf, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
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how “strategic games” induced by EU-policies, have disconnected the notion “research” 
from its socially constructed meaning. 

The increased impact of performance-based assessment affects the concept of a 
RT-nexus on three levels. 

 – Firstly, seen from the research-side, it affects the type of research that universi-
ties, and more specifically a particular teacher, is likely to conduct. 

 – Secondly, seen from the educational side, teaching is increasingly felt as a 
factual hindrance for scholars, keeping them from producing performant re-
search output. 

 – And thirdly, as the assessment parameters are providing criteria on which 
teachers will eventually be assessed, they are likely to be also taken into ac-
count for selection and appointment of these teachers; as such, the perfor-
mance parameters impact the profile of who is actually teaching.

c. research competes with teaching, and takes over

While research is considered as a solution for the crisis, education has been put in a 
commercial logic (Garben, 2010) and considered as a cost consuming “expenditure” 
(European University Association, 2013, p. 8). Universities on governmental funding 
to secure the provision of both teaching and research, but the European University 
Association (EUA) warns for the strong tendencies in Europe to systematically decrease 
funding for teaching,18 or leave it to inflation,19 while student numbers are rising (Euro-
pean University Association, 2013, 2014). 

Funding mechanisms affect the way how in universities research and teaching are bal-
anced. Depending on the mechanism, this may happen at governmental or at insti-
tutional level. In case of earmarked funding, the government provides separately bud-
gets for teaching and budgets for research, and distinct allocation mechanisms may 
exist for each sector. Universities that are receiving block grants, are often allowed to 
freely re-allocate money between research and teaching (among other needs such as 
infrastructure and personnel). The decision then is taken not at governmental, but at 
institutional level. And hybrids exist as well: in 2006 in UK, research-intensive universi-
ties, receiving high research income through the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), 
were assumed to benefit from this research conduct sufficiently, to deliver the required 
academic teaching; as a result, they received less for teaching (Jenkins, Healey, & 
Zetter, 2007). In other words, having significant resources out of research, as a natural 
consequence of a research-intensive mission, is taken into account as a compensation 
for teaching costs (Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), 2006).

As universities suffer from financial pressure, tensions between the two sectors in-
crease. EUA’s 2013 report on public funding mentions that in systems with funding in-

18 A marked illustration of this tendency is reported in EUA’s public funding observatory of 2014: UK is on track 
to decrease the teaching grant from 64% of overall higher education funding in 2011-12 to 17% in 2015-16.

19 As is the case for Flanders, amongst others, where there was no nominal change in university funding between 
2008-2012, which de facto means a decrease of 7.9% due to inflation. http://www.eua.be/eua-work-and-policy-
area/governance-autonomy-and-funding/public-funding-observatory-tool.aspx
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crease, research always benefits more than teaching; in systems with funding decrease, 
it was not research, but staff and infrastructures which were most affected (Europe-
an University Association, 2013). The financial pressure thus particularly leads to an 
increasing difficulty in safeguarding teaching capacity. Moreover, EUA largely expect 
public funding for teaching to decrease over the coming years. They conclude that 
teaching is becoming more a collateral occupation than a central concern (Estermann 
& Bennetot Pruvot, 2011, p. 8).

Regarding the concept of a RT-nexus, the combination of the decreasing capacity and 
emphasis on teaching, and the increasing reliance upon funding-proficient research 
conduct, imply that the above mentioned concerns about the nature and content of the 
nexus are likely to become more severe in the near future.

d. findings: shifting incentives affecting the RT-nexus

In their often cited meta-analysis, Hattie & Marsh state that “the claim that the univer-
sities exist for teaching and research seem incontrovertible to many, although the rela-
tive importance of each and the relationships between them have been hotly contested” 
(Hattie & Marsh, 1996, p. 507). The observations above however, indicate that the de-
bate about the content, nature and raison d’être of a RT-nexus is not solely a matter of 
institutional or pedagogical balance. Much more is at stake. 

Advocating a strong reliance of teaching upon research, in circumstances in which 
research is determined by external imperative factors, implies that teaching will be 
affected by these imperatives as well. If these factors do not primarily entail education-
al or disciplinary considerations, nor societal accountability, and if these factors are 
not originating in scholarship and secured by academic freedom, but determined by 
external mechanisms of funding and esteem, then, uncritical adoption of a RT-nexus 
becomes a perilous and suspect undertaking, rather contributing to the affirmation of 
evil evolutions, than to an effective improvement of educating future citizens, as a core 
concern of the university. 

3.2.2.2 what “counts” as research?
Previous section has demonstrated that research has become the kernel of current 
higher education discourse, both in the light of the creation of a Knowledge Society, as 
for funding and esteem. It has become a precious “commodity” (Barnett, 1992, p. 622), 
of which university takes good care. Getting the work published to make it “count”(Bar-
nett, 1992, p. 633) by the peers is a significant step in its own rights. 

However, simultaneous with the increasing emphasis on measurement of research per-
formance, a what is taken into account as “research” has blurred, and what to “count” 
as research is no longer univocal (Colbeck, 1998; Jenkins et al., 2007; Reichert, 2009). 
While technocrats of research policy are optimizing indicators, critical scholars point 
to the need for more precision. For both the scholarly world as well as for policy mak-
ers, “What counts as research?” has become a pertinent question. 
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In next paragraphs, I will show how gradually, a more diverse scope of inquiry is ac-
knowledged as valuable endeavours of research, offering new insights and new knowl-
edge, which could not be gained otherwise. At the same time, the scope of activities and 
practices which are operating within this expanded notion of “research” is becoming 
more diverse and differentiated.

I will discuss four cases, demonstrating that differentiations are made, both on the in-
stitutional and on the national level. Firstly, I refer to a case of different interpretations 
among institutions (see a.); secondly I point to two cases of inclusive approaches – the 
Scandinavian case (see b.) and the case of UK (see c.). However such inclusive approach 
is not shared over Europe. I therefore point to the case of Flanders (see d.) and discuss 
the different strategies that one can discern (see e.). Finally I summarize the insights 
that have emerged from this inquiry (see f.).

a. a matter of institutional understanding – a case in US, and one in Flanders

What is understood as “research” depends on how it is institutionally defined. This 
is what Colbeck (1998) concluded after an empirical study of two contrasting pro-
grammes - English and Physics - at two contrasting types of institutions - a public compre-
hensive university, and an elite research university in the US. She demonstrated that de-
pending on the type of institution, different policies exist in what is taken into account 
as “research”. At the comprehensive university the standards of what was considered 
valuable research was listed in categories which were specific, but also broad - for in-
stance including text books and creative works. Also a broad spectrum of activities of 
staff members were acknowledged as “research”, not only frontier-level research. In 
contrast, the research intensive university, was not listing what should be taken into 
account, but was focusing on how the assessment of output should happen, in order to 
evaluate quality. Research activity of staff members was directed towards strict discov-
ery-oriented inquiry, assessed through outside evaluation in comparison with the very 
best persons in the field. Colbeck demonstrated that due to the different interpretation 
in what is counted as research, faculty of the comprehensive university were easier re-
lated to research than was the case for faculty of the research intensive university, for 
instance in evaluations of their research conduct and outcome for promotion, tenure 
and salary (Colbeck, 1998, pp. 660-661; Jenkins et al., 2007, p. 24).

Colbeck’s empirical findings are in line with the different status and mission of each 
institution. The elite research university is operating under a strict and rigid interpre-
tation of research. It is hierarchically situated above the comprehensive university, 
which is adopting a broad notion of what to consider as valuable research. This vertical 
differentiation is common. Basic research is generally considered of a higher scien-
tific level, and holding more academic esteem, than applied research. The case thus 
suggests a correlation between academic esteem and conceptions about research: the 
higher the academic esteem, the narrower the understanding, the lower the academic 
esteem, the broader the acknowledgement of what to consider research. 

Regarding the establishment of a RT-nexus however, the different conceptions about 
research have the opposite effect. Since in the comprehensive university more types of 
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practices and outputs, and more types of inquisitive activities of teachers are taken into 
account as research, establishing a RT-nexus is easier reached here, than it is in the 
research-intensive university. Uncritical inference then could lead to the contradictory 
assertion that at the comprehensive university the research-foundation of teaching is 
better developed than at the research-intensive university. 

The example above, provided by Colbeck has been cited often in the scholarly litera-
ture about the RT-nexus. One might argue that the situation of US, with its principled 
distinction between comprehensive and research-intensive universities is specific, and 
the findings related to this situation hardly generalizable. However, also in Flanders 
institutional differences in what to take into account as a proper research basis for a 
RT-nexus have occurred. As soon as the new Flemish decree on higher education of 
2003 implemented the possibility of a doctorate in architecture, the university colleges 
of St-Lucas Ghent and Brussels launched and promoted practice-based PhD’s, relying 
upon artistic creative practice, as well as upon professional practice of its studio teach-
ers. Several studio teachers got involved in such a practice-based PhD trajectory. As a 
result, the studios that were taught by such practice-based PhD candidates were validly 
considered as a particular case of a RT-nexus, namely studio teaching, provided by a 
PhD candidate, related to his/her PhD research. In contrast, within the policy of the 
architecture department of Antwerp, professional practice was never promoted as a 
basis for development of a PhD. PhD’s were developed in the traditional scientific fields 
of theory and history on the one hand, and building construction on the other hand. 
As a result, it was much easier for the St-Lucas schools to establish a RT-nexus in their 
design studios, than it was for the programme in Antwerp, since there policies in what 
to develop as proper PhD research differed. A more extensive description of the recent 
higher education reform in Flanders, and deeper analysis of design studios in Flanders 
is subject of chapter 5.

b. a matter of categorization – the Scandinavian case

A European study of the EUA on diversity of Higher Education in the EHEA highlights 
the case of Norway as a proficient example of how an expanded understanding of re-
search, leads to an increase of research intensity. 

Norway traditionally had a rather horizontal landscape of higher education, consist-
ing of universities, university colleges, and specialised university institutions (Reichert, 
2009, p. 148). By law, the tasks of all these types of higher education institutions are the 
same and concern the conduct of research and academic and artistic development work 
(Reichert, 2009, p. 64). 

The notion of artistic development work allowed university colleges to provide outcomes 
that, at least in terms of principle, would be counted at the same level than traditional 
outcomes of scientific research (Reichert, 2009, p. 69). The option to provide such out-
comes implied that not only universities but also university colleges – on the condition 
of meeting certain requirements20 - are allowed to deliver doctoral degrees. Since the 

20 University colleges can apply for accreditation and become a university from the moment they are offering 
five master programmes and four doctoral programmes (Reichert, 2009, p. 64). The accreditation is done by 
NOKUT, the Norwegian Agency for Accreditation.
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inception of this regulation, the number of university colleges that is accredited to de-
liver doctoral programmes increased from 10 institutions in 1995, to 28 in 2012 (Bakken, 
2013). 

The implications are far-reaching. The traditional profile of the university colleges was 
a firm regional anchoring and an articulated functional diversification. However, by 
the increased value placed on international research competitiveness, university col-
leges are leaving their traditional profile, aiming to reach a better international posi-
tion, and therefore shift towards profiling themselves through research. The EUA con-
cludes that, although there might be a loss in regional anchorage, this shift has resulted 
in an increase of research diversity (Reichert, 2009, p. 63). Thereby, the research which 
plays the differentiating role is no longer traditional scientific research at the university, 
but an expanded interpretation, tailored to the specific needs of the endeavour, and 
situated in diverse environments, including non-university environments.

Further in this PhD, I come back to the Scandinavian case, and will elaborate on the 
meaning and impact of the this policy for the case of architecture and architectural ed-
ucation (see chapter 4, point 4.2.2.3.c.). At this point, I keep the argument at the generic 
level of differing national policies within Europe.

c. a plea for inclusiveness - the case of UK

The Norwegian case is broadening the spectrum of what to take into account by includ-
ing an extra category, namely “artistic developmental work”. An even further-reaching 
expansion, not limited to the creative sector, can be found in the case of UK. Here, the 
expansion of what to take into account as research is so inclusive that it covers all re-
search conduct. 

The inclusive comprehension about research is due to the inclusive definition of research, 
adopted in the most recent research assessment campaign, the REF2014.(Research Ex-
cellence Framework). For the REF2014, research is defined as : 

A process of investigation leading to new insights, effectively shared. (REF2014, 2011, 
p. 48)

The REF continues by listing what kind of processes can be taken into account as out-
come of definition of research. 

It [i.e. research] includes work of direct relevance to the needs of commerce, industry, 
and to the public and voluntary sectors; scholarship; the invention and generation of 
ideas, images, performances, artefacts including design, where these lead to new or 
substantially improved insights; and the use of existing knowledge in experimental 
development to produce new or substantially improved materials, devices, products 
and processes, including design and construction. (REF2014, 2011, p. 48)

The explicit reference to images, design and construction is remarkable. 

In sharp contrast with the increased adoption of bibliometric parameters as indicators 
of research quality, the REF2014 resolutely state that: 
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The sub-panels will assess all forms of output on an equal basis, with no preconcep-
tion of quality attached to the form or medium of an output. No sub-panel will use 
journal impact factors or any hierarchy of journals [emphasis added] in their assess-
ment of outputs. (REF2014, 2012, p. 64)

The inclusive stance has not been an overnight decision. The first attempts for a UK-
wide evaluation of research quality, date back to 1986, the first of the so-called Research 
Assessment Exercises (RAE). Further RAE’s were held in 1989, 1992, 1996, 2001 and 2008. 
After the fifth assessment, the RAE 2001, a thorough reflection on the previous editions 
was ordered by the four funding bodies. The consequent report, the “Joint funding bod-
ies’ Review of research assessment” was published in 2003, and formed the basis for a 
revision towards the next, and last RAE 2008. After 2008, the system was replaced with 
the Research Excellence Framework (REF). It resulted in a major review of the previ-
ous assessment system, after ample consultations. The first REF was accomplished in 
2014 (the REF2014)(2001, 2008; “Research Assessment Exercise (RAE),” 2008), the next 
campaign is scheduled for 2021.

Both RAE’s and REF are based on peer review. Allocation of funding is not based on 
quantification of outcome parameters, but on a qualitative judgment by disciplinary 
subpanels, of the submitted research outcome, based on three generic criteria: origi-
nality, significance and rigour. 

The many comments, reflections and critiques from the academic community, gath-
ered through joint consultation sessions of participating institutions, expert advisory 
groups, and the wider sector, and the thorough reflection made by the funding bodies 
and the academic world, have turned the UK research quality assessment into a dy-
namic process of pondering and judgment what to take into account as valid outcome 
of research in higher education institutions. The resulting expansion of the scope of 
research outcome, and its frequent adjustments of methods for assessing research 
quality and impact - accompanied by expert reports and scholarly literature - makes 
the history of UK’s research assessment campaigns a remarkable case. 

Further in this PhD, I will retake reference to the REF2014 to discuss the meaning of 
such inclusive stance more particular for the case of architecture and architectural ed-
ucation (see chapter 4, point 4.2.2.3.d.). At this point, I keep the argument at the generic 
level of differing national policies within Europe.

d. increasingly a matter of bibliometry - the case of Flanders

In Flanders, each university receives, additional to its basic operational budget, an 
additional funding dedicated to the development of basic research, the so-called “Bij-
zonder Onderzoeksfonds” (BOF).21 The allocation model for this fund is a mixed model 
consisting of parameters related to education, and parameters related to research. In 
2002, the allocation was based upon the numbers of delivered master degrees (35%), 
number of delivered doctoral degrees (50%), and a another total share of resources that 
universities could claim (15%). In 2003, bibliometric data were included – at that time 

21 The total budget for 2017 is about 150 million euros, to be allocated over five universities.
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for a weight of 10%.22 Meanwhile, the weight of delivered master degrees is reduced to 
23%, the number of delivered doctoral degrees to 35%, and the share of bibliometric 
data is increased to 40% (leaving another 2% for particular incentives).23 

The majority of this 40% is related to publications and citations that are included in one 
of the Web of Science (WoS) indexes (33.2%). A small share (6.8%) is reserved for pub-
lications that are listed in the so-called VABB-SHW, (Vlaams Academizch Bibliografisch 
Bestand – Sociale en Humane Wetenschappen - Flemish Academic Bibliography for the 
Social Sciences and Humanities) – a list approved by the so-called Authoritative Panel 
(Gezaghebbend Panel). 

In this fund, during the past 15 year, the share that relies upon bibliometric parameters 
thus has systematically increased from 10% to 40%, and the lion’s share relies only 
upon the indexes of WoS. This means that the criterion of double blind peer review is 
not satisfactory, and that peer reviewed journals that might be influential in a partic-
ular discipline, and that are indexed in Scopus, or Avery, but not in the WoS, are not 
taken into account. It is acknowledged though, that the WoS is covering mostly output 
from the Natural and Biomedical sciences, and that publication patterns in the Social 
Sciences and the Humanities (SSH) remarkably differ. Therefore, the allocation system 
has provided this modest compensation (for a total share of 6.8%) for a selection of 
publications in Social Sciences and Humanities. However, also here, only written pub-
lications that are peer reviewed by scientists considered to be experts in their field are 
included.24

The Flemish allocation mechanism sharply contrasts with the inclusive stance that is 
adopted in the REF2014. It is remarkable to notice that such differences can co-exist. It 
results in the alienating and confusing situation that outcomes in some countries with-
in Europe are taken into account as witnessing of high-end research, while the same 
outcomes are even not seen by research monitoring mechanisms in other countries. 

Or, to put it bluntly, within the unified “Europe of Knowledge”, an innovative and re-
vealing building, embodying original research, designed by an architect who teach-
ing in a school of architecture, can be taken into account as research outcome in one 
country, while in other regions – e.g. Flanders - this same building is not considered as 
a valid outcome of research. In UK, this building will be taken into account in allocat-
ing funding; in Flanders, this possibility does not exist. Not only will the work be “not 
counted”, on the academic track records, it will even not “be seen” and thus “not exist”. 
Instead, to “be seen”, the Flemish architect who is teaching in a school of architecture 
has to write an article; and to be of any (financial) merit for the university, this article 
has to be published in a journal indexed in the Web of Science, or listed on the compen-
satory VABB-SHW list. I will come back to this example in chapter 4, where I discuss the 
impact of differing conceptions on the field of architecture and architectural education.

22 https://www.ecoom.be/en/services/bof, last retrieved 12 June 2018
23 Besluit van de Vlaamse Regering betreffende de financiering van de Bijzondere Onderzoeksfondsen aan de 

universiteiten in de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, 21 December 2012, subsection 5, Art.41.
24 https://www.ecoom.be/en/services/vabb/faq#how



90

e.  a matter of strategy – towards a new scientism or a new humanism?

The four cases that have been discussed above illustrate the co-existence of different 
approaches in policies about what to take into account as research. Reflecting upon 
these cases, I distinguish two strategy. 

A first strategy adopts an exclusive and emphatic interpretation of scientific research. 
I relate this strategy to a scientistic view, as it is rooted in the positivist paradigm of the 
natural sciences, and the scientistic belief in the universal applicability of the scientific 
method and approach as a provider of a most authoritative worldview. Such strategy 
advocates the implementation of competitive ranking systems, based on quantitative 
performance indicators compliant with this positivist paradigm (Reichert, 2009). This 
approach typically is associated with the traditional picture of research-intensive uni-
versities, and bibliometric performance systems, but also with the current complaints 
of publication pressure and fraud. It results in a vertical, hierarchical differentiation of 
quality, value and esteem. The Flemish case, and Colbeck’s research-intensive univer-
sity are typical examples of this strategy.

In several European countries, the increased emphasis on research has brought 
non-university institutions - typically those with a professional orientation such as 
Fachhochschule, polytechnics and grandes écoles - to adhere such scientistic strategy. It 
corresponds to an aspiration of operating like universities. They associate this strategy 
with structure and norms typical of more prestigious universities, that are then put 
forward as ideals to strive for (Morphew, 2000; Morphew & Huisman, 2002) It is an 
emanation of an increasing tendency of a particular kind of “academization” of higher 
education. Critical scholars have referred to it as “academic drift” (Barnett, 1992, p. 621; 
Huisman & Van Der Wende, 2004; Morphew & Huisman, 2002; Reichert, 2009). 

Rhoades (Rhoades, 1990) has argued that this tendency of “isomorphism” is problem-
atic, since it leads higher education institutions to “conformity to prevailing models 
rather than attempts to distinguish themselves from their competitors”. 

Particularly for those disciplines, practices and outcomes that, within the scientistic 
understanding, are considered as being non-scientific, this conformity is problematic, 
since in this view, development of the discipline through research can only be found 
outside the discipline. As a result, establishing a RT-nexus will rely upon connections 
with scientific research conduct, that de facto to be found outside the own discipline. 

A second strategy adopts an inclusive interpretation of research as a collection of mul-
tiple ways of coming to know. I relate this strategy to a humanist view.25 Its rationale is 
that there is a need for science and society to open up towards valuing new and other 
ways of investigation and knowledge production, complementary to the existing ones. 
It argues that retaining too rigid and narrow interpretations of research, will lead to a 
loss of valuable knowledge and insights - a process which must be prevented. It advo-
cates an expansion of what to take into account as valuable research conduct, and a 
more comprehensive way of valuing research outcome. It corresponds to a horizontal 

25 I refer to Nowotny’s suggestion of the ascent of a “a new humanism” (Nowotny, 2010, p.xxvi).
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differentiation in terms of coexistence of diversity. The cases of Norway and UK are 
examples of such humanist strategy.

Criteria for research quality and intensity, including demarcation criteria, are allow-
ing a wide range of inquisitive practice, coherently attuned with either disciplinary 
specificity, or particular missions statements. Instead of adopting traditional accounts 
of scientific research based upon the established fields of natural and social sciences, 
and humanities, such policies open up for a more inclusive understanding of research 
conduct, and a more inclusive attitude towards the nature of the outcome. The accep-
tance of the category of academic and artistic developmental work as research conduct 

– meanwhile adopted in Norway, Sweden and Denmark – is an example of such inclu-
sive stance regarding outcome. The statement of REF2014 that in principle all types of 
outcome are welcomed, is an even more radical case of this strategy. 

While the scientistic view leads to institutional isomorphism (cf. Rhoades), the human-
ist view fosters diversity. It leads to a policy that does not consider the universities as 
exclusive gatekeepers of research conduct, because it does not adhere the proposition 
that scientific research conduct would be the only way to gain new knowledge and in-
sights. A subsequent impact of this stance, is that such policy tends to pay equal value 
to the different mission types of institutions –universities as well as non-universities.

While in the scientist strategy research intensity is reached through the adoption of 
narrow and strict delineations of “what counts as research”, the humanist strategy 
reaches research intensity through broadening the scope and bringing together divers 
ways of coming to know. 

Policies that adopt the humanist view tend to welcome newcomers for the increased 
and more differentiated research capacity that they bring in, while policies that adopt 
the scientist view adhere criteria of scientific demarcation that make them reluctant to 
the tendency of inclusion, as an evil proliferation of knowledge.

f. findings: polysemy of the RT-nexus: what is meant by “research”?

Previous observations demonstrate that within the context of European higher edu-
cation, the question what to take into account as “research”, is no longer a matter of 
science itself, nor a matter of philosophy of science. Increasingly it has become related 
to policy, either institutional, national, or European. 

Apparently, how to value research, and how to value expanded understandings of re-
search conduct depends. This perspectival stance towards research conduct is clearly 
expressed by Brew: 

Academic research is carried out according to conventions which define what counts 
as knowledge, what counts as an appropriate method for looking and what counts 
as evidence. So every research act is located in a tradition of coming to know. (Brew, 
2001b, p. 7)

There is a prevailing dominance of adherence to a scientistic view that is rooted in a 
positivist paradigm. This impacts research conduct and behaviour of researchers at 
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universities, particularly since this adherence is related to performance based eval-
uation mechanisms that affect funding and esteem. In 2005, the Swedish Research 
Council dissociated itself from such principled demarcation of “scientific research” as 
resulting from a unified “scientific method”, by specifying in their national research 
assessment report that: 

We prefer the word ‘scholarly’ as against ‘scientific’, since the latter implies, in En-
glish but not in Germanic languages, certain procedures and methods most appropri-
ate to the physical and biological sciences. (Formas 1995-2005, p.18)

The four cases that are discussed in previous points clearly illustrate the current diver-
gence of policies. In this light however, the principled advocacy at policy level for adop-
tion of a RT-nexus, becomes problematic. If, in terms of policy, “research” has become 
a polysemic notion, so does the very concept of a RT-nexus. If the notion of a RT-nexus is 
polysemic in itself, what then does it mean to advocate a generic adoption of a RT-nex-
us? A principled advocacy of its benefits makes little sense, since it may cover differing 
and even opposite beliefs and may lead to most diverse practices.

The observations made under this section 3.2.2.2. allows for refining the problem-state-
ment with the following questions: 

How to advocate an unnuanced and principled adoption of a RT-nexus as a basis 
of academic education, when there is no consensus about what to understand as 
research and when the nature of research at the university is increasingly dictated by 
other mechanisms and aspirations than education objectives? 

How to investigate the nature of a RT-nexus in fields that are affected by ambivalent, 
and even contradictory understandings of its foundational component, research?

3.3 the philosophical view: 
the RT-nexus and the shifting nature of research 
I will now scrutinize the concept of a RT-nexus, its content and the rationales 

behind it, from a philosophical perspective. This section is the most substantial part of 
this chapter. In this part, I argue that not only at policy level the notion of research has 
become polysemic, but also from epistemological point of view, from the perspective 
of philosophy of science, as well as sociology of science, shifts have occurred in how we 
look at the phenomenon research and science. 

I point to three different shifts. Firstly, I point to an increased discernment in the exis-
tence of many ways of knowing, which is reflected in policy definitions of research (see 
3.3.1.). I then focus on the increasing fragmentation of science and scientific research 
(see 3.3.2.). Thirdly, I discuss conceptual expansions of the notion knowledge, and the 
ascent of practice-based research and artistic research (see 3.3.3.). Finally, I point to 
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the physical sprawl of knowledge production sites, and discuss the distinction between 
research conduct inside and research conduct outside the university (see 3.3.4.).

3.3.1 many ways of coming to know: an increased discernment in the 
variegated nature of research

In this section, I argue that different conceptions of research, correspond to different 
conceptions about knowledge and knowing, and that different ways of conducting re-
search correspond to different ways of knowing and sharing insights.

Firstly, I reconnect to the policy perspective of previous section (point 3.2) by referring 
to definitions of research that have been adopted in European research policy and I 
point to some remarkable semantic shifts (see 3.3.1.1.). Subsequently, I analyze these 
semantic shifts, and show how the semantic shifts in fact correspond to differing con-
ceptions of research (see 3.3.1.2.). 

3.3.1.1 reconnecting to the policy perspective: semantic shifts in definitions 
of research

a. research to produce knowledge

The nature of research is teleological: it aims for reaching a goal. But what is this final 
result, goal or target (in Greek: telos) of research? It is interesting to compare defini-
tions of research, as they have appeared in the context of European policy. In all these 
cases, research is defined in a teleological way, but contain slight semantic shifts. In 
next paragraphs, I argue that these shifts reach beyond semantic differences, but are 
reflecting different conceptions of knowledge and knowing.

The Frascati manual – a manual developed by the OECD, and serving world-wide as 
a reference for monitoring and measuring research conduct since 1963 – defines re-
search in following terms:

Research and experimental development (R&D) comprise creative and systematic 
work undertaken in order to increase the stock of knowledge – including knowl-
edge of humankind, culture and society – and to devise new applications of available 
knowledge. (OECD, 2015, p. 44)26(emphasis added)

The Manual postulates a strict teleological relationship between research and knowl-
edge. In this, the manual witnesses of a clear externalist and reified view of knowledge. 
Knowledge exists somewhere, as “a stock”, to be picked up by others. It does not depend 

26 The first official version of the Proposed Standard Practice for Surveys of Research and Development, was 
published in 1963. The 2015 manual is the seventh edition. Its definition of R&D is an almost verbal repetition 
of the previous edition (2002): “Research and experimental development (R&D) comprise creative work 
undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, 
culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications.” (2002, p. 30) No need 
for refinement was felt. Moreover, the definitions of the 1994 edition (fifth edition) was identical to the one of 
2002. (OECD, 1994, p. 13)
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on a knower. The Manual witnesses of a view towards knowledge as a commodity. It is 
described as raw material - stored as a stock, in attendance of being processed in inno-
vative application. This reified view to knowledge makes it a concern of “availability”. 
Thereby, knowledge is mainly discerned on the basis of its subject-matter - knowledge 
“of”. Whether this knowledge of humankind, of culture, and of society differs from each 
other, or differs from knowledge “of” something else is no issue. The manual takes a 
unifying view toward all knowledge, resulting from research - no distinction is made 
between types of knowledge. 

b. research to gain understanding

Throughout the consequent editions of the Frascati Manuals the definitions of research 
have been very stable. Since 1994 - the fifth edition of the manual - no significant chang-
es have been adopted. This is different in the British context, where the definition has 
significantly changed from the first set of campaigns – the Research Assessment Exer-
cises (RAE) – to the most recent Research Excellence Framework (REF). In UK, from the 
90’s on, the Research Assessment Exercises were early attempt to measure and monitor 
research conduct in a comprehensive way, UK-wide. The first RAE was launched in 
1992. Four such campaigns have taken place - the RAE 1992, RAE 1996, RAE 2001 and 
RAE 2008. These campaigns adopted the following definition of research: 

Research is to be understood as original investigation undertaken in order to gain 
knowledge and understanding (RAE 2008) (emphasis added)

Compared to the Frascati definition, the emphasis on systematics is omitted, but more 
fundamental for the discussion now is that it expands the teleological nature of re-
search: not only knowledge is aimed for, but also understanding.27

The discernment between knowledge and understanding as distinct cognitive catego-
ries has been studied by Bloom (1956), later refined in collaboration with Anderson 
(Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). In this taxonomy, knowledge is closely related to re-
membering. Knowledge is understood as the exhibit of memory of previously-learning 
materials by recalling facts, terms, basic concepts, and answers without necessarily 
understanding what they mean. However, Bloom’s taxonomy has heavily been criti-
cized, both from educational and epistemological sides,28 and is too narrowly focused 
on didactic application to be appropriate for the quest of this PhD. 

More fertile ground for this PhD regarding the distinction between knowledge and un-
derstanding, than the instrumental theory development of Bloom and his followers, 
can be found in a debate that traces back to nineteenth century philosophy of science. 
This is further discussed in section 3.3.2. 

27 Nevertheless, the RAE 1992 still refers to the Frascati Manual for particular definition, for instance concerning 
the distinction between basic, strategic, and applied research. However, also this distinction is amended by 
the RAE, when it takes basic and strategic research together (RAE 1992, annex A).http://www.rae.ac.uk/1992/
c26_92.html#annexa, last retrieved 12 June 2018

28 For reference to Bloom in relation to design as a cognitive practice, see further in this PhD chapter 4, point 
4.3.2.1.a.
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c. research for having insights shared

The most recent edition of UK’s assessment campaigns, the Research Excellent Frame-
work 2014 (REF2014) pushes the teleological reach of research even pushed further. It 
states that: 

 for the purpose of the REF, research is defined as a process of investigation leading to 
new insights effectively shared (REF2014, 2011)(emphasis added)

In this definition two teleological expansions can be noted. A first expansion concerns 
the nature of its outcome. The goal of research is not expressed in terms of knowl-
edge, or understanding, but in terms of insights. A second expansion concerns the locus 
where this outcome is targeted at. In contrast with the OECD-definition, the goal of 
research is not to target an external stock; and in contrast with the RAE, it is not a mat-
ter of reaching understanding in the mind of the researcher only. For REF2014, research 
targets the mind of others. 

Insight relates to a deep and embodied level of knowing, not only about things, facts, 
processes and other phenomena, but also relating to a better understanding of how 
they are related and interact. For REF, the goal of research is reaching such embodi-
ment in the others.

In next section (3.3.2.) I elaborate on the inclusiveness of the term “insights”, compared 
to knowledge and understanding, and show how this inclusive term leads to an en-
hanced discernment of distinct research endeavours. 

3.3.1.2 philosophically framing the semantic shifts: unravelling the nature of 
research

The different formulations that are used to define research, are not just semantic nu-
ances; they cover distinct conceptions about research at several levels. In this section, 
I argue that they correspond to distinctions at the level of which reality is studied (an 
ontological distinction), what there is to know about this reality (an epistemological 
distinction), how this knowing is reached (a praxeological distinction) and the aim why 
the research is undertaken (a teleological distinction). 

a. studying different realities: ontological distinctions in ways of knowing

the nineteenth century debate

The shift from the aim of producing knowledge to the aim of gaining understanding re-
surfaces a mid-nineteenth century discussion, namely the attempts of contemporane-
ous philosophers of science to defend the specificities of the humanities (Kjørup, 2010, 
p. 28). The German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) argued that the problems 
of men and his way of living cannot be answered by Natural sciences. In his Einleitung 
in die Geisteswissenschaften (1883), he argued that human live has to be studied from a 
different approach, not external to it, but from within. Because these approaches are 
fundamentally different, Dilthey distinguished between two types of sciences: natural 
sciences, and Geisteswissenschaften – commonly translated in English as human sciences, 
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or humanities (e.g. history, theory of art, literature studies, and – at least for Dilthey - 
psychology29).

Dilthey argued that natural scientists are concerned with something that is alien to 
man, namely nature. Geisteswissenschaftler, on the contrary, are studying (the spiritual 
inside of) man and his cultural products. For both researchers, the object of study is 
distinct; for both sciences, the things there are to “grasp” or to “see” are different and 
of a different nature. The distinction between natural sciences and humanities thus 
responds to distinct sets of phenomena which constitute reality, and thus, to different 
realities - the difference between both ways of knowing is ontological. (Kjørup, 2010, pp. 
28-29)

Heinrich Rickert (1863-1936), German philosopher and pupil of Windelband, updated 
Dilthey’s distinction, by talking about Kulturwissenschaften, rather than Geisteswissen-
schaften, to prevent the obscure term Geist. Rickert defined Kulturwissenschaften as 

“the investigation of products of human activity in the course of time” (Vermeersch & 
Braeckman, 2014, p. 274, translation by the author). The object of study of these scienc-
es inherently relates to how phenomena are culturally valued.

Both Dilthey and Rickert introduced clarity in a fundamental distinctiveness in the na-
ture of research that studies the reality of men in his culture, and research that studies 
physical phenomena. The distinction they made is seen as the precursor of C.P. Snow’s 

“Two Cultures” – a discourse about an unresolvable split in science – and a forerunner 
of the so-called paradigm war. I come back to both later in this PhD.

twentieth century additions: Heidegger’s theory of binding and rigour

A remarkable analysis of research conduct from an ontological point of view can be 
found by Heidegger’s essay “Die Zeit des Weltbildes” (Heidegger, 1950).30 In this essay, 
Heidegger’s understanding of research relies on the rationale that any attempt to grasp 
reality is inextricably depending on how a relationship with that reality is constructed.

Heidegger relies upon the concepts of Vergegenständlichung, Bindung, and Strenge 
(rigour). I prefer referring to these concepts with the original German words, since the 
terms that have been used in the English translation of the work are problematic. In 
following paragraphs I summarize the key elements of this ontological understanding 
of research.

Heidegger considers research as a study of a particular part of reality – a “piece of the 
world”. He refers to the particular piece of the world that is under study as a “Bezirk”. 
Research conduct then implies that the researcher engages in a process of establishing 
a relationship with that piece of the world – a kind of entanglement (Bindung). Estab-
lishing such relationship with the Bezirk thus, is a process aiming at coming to know (das 
erkennende Vorgehen) about and within the Bezirk. 

29 In the conception of Windelband, psychology belonged to the nomothetic sciences. (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 
2014, p. 274)

30 The essay was written in 1938, and published after WWII in “Holzwege” (Heidegger, 1950). The essay has been 
translated in English under the title “The Age of the World Picture” (Heidegger, Young, & Haynes, 2002).
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(Because of the very specific vocabulary which Heidegger uses, I will present the quo-
tation of the original text in German (Heidegger, 1950), next to the translated version in 
English (Heidegger et al., 2002).)

31 http://www.dwds.de/?qu=Vergegenst%C3%A4ndlichung, http://www.dwds.de/?qu=vergegenst%C3%A4ndli-
chen, last retrieved 12 June 2018. 

32 This meaning of Vergegenständlichung aligns with the definition of research provided by the Flemish phi-
losophers Vermeersch and Braeckman as “the human activity which seeks to reach systematized and reliable 
representations, ideas, beliefs of which we assume that they conform to a certain ‘reality’.” See, further in this 
chapter. It is a representational conception of research, that, in the next section, that focusses on the praxeolog-
ical dimensions of studio teaching, will be countered by interactional conceptions of research.

33 Heidegger refers to this process of giving shape, as “Entwurf”. Young and Haynes have translated Entwurf as 
“projection” thus inducing an unavoidable Platonic reference. I see no reason why it could not – more literally – 

Procedure, here, does not just mean 
methodology, how things are done. For 
every procedure requires, in advance, an 
open region within which it operates. But 
precisely the opening up of such a region 
constitutes the fundamental occurrence in 
research. (Heidegger et al., 2002, p. 59)

Vorgehen meint hier nicht bloß die Meth-
ode, das Verfahren; denn jedes Vorgehen 
bedarf bereits eines offenen Bezirkes, in 
dem es sich bewegt. Aber gerade das Öff-
nen eines solchen Bezirkes ist der Grund-
vorgang der Forschung. (Heidegger, 1950, 
p. 71)

Within this Bindung of researcher with the Bezirk, a process of Vergegenständlichung 
takes place. This process of Vergegenständlichung is the constitutive act of research, and 
the process of Bindung includes the creation of the conditions in which – consequently 

– insight may emerge.

The German verb Vergegenständlichen is difficult to properly translate. The German dic-
tionary Das Digitale Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache des 20.Jh. gives as synonyms of 
Vergegenständlichung: Objektivation, Verdinglichung, Reifikation, Reifizierung. It explains 
Vergegenständlichen as: “jmd. vergegenständlicht sich, etw. in etw. jmd. verkörpert sich, etw. 
in etw., stellt sich, etw. in etw. dar – Beispiel: der Künstler vergegenständlichte sich, seine 
Ideen in seinem Werk.” 31

Vergegenständlichung refers to the act of rendering something – it might be an abstract 
notion – into such a concrete shape, - literally: to make a thing of it – that it can be-
come “subject of” another act - for instance to become subject of thought, discussion, 
critique, love, … (der Gegenstand seiner Liebe warden: becoming the object/subject of 
his love; zum Gegenstand der Kritik warden: becoming the target of critique). In the case 
of research conduct, Vergegenständlichung is the process through which something is 
rendered is such shape that it can become subject of thought/discussion/scrutiny/in-
vestigation/…..32 

As a transformation process of rendering things that could not be grasped yet, into 
such a shape which allow them to be grasped, Vergegenständlichung is thus a prerequi-
site of becoming known. 

To conceive such a shape, that makes things knowable, we rely on what we already 
know. Heidegger refers to this process of giving shape, based on a resemblance of 
things which are already known, as “Entwurfen” (design), and to the “designed” shape 
as a “Grundriss” (blueprint).33 The Grundriss is not designed “ex nihilo” or from a “tabula 
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rasa”, but framed in and constituted by the particular features of the Bezirk, that it aims 
to study.

have been translated as “design”. Heidegger refers to the “designed shape” as a “Grundriss”, which Young and 
Haynes have translated as “ground-plan”. The English translation of ”Grundriss” into “ground-plan” however, 
denotes a more literally reference to the layout of a building design, than is the case in the German language, 
where it has connotations of “sketch”, “overview”, “outline”. I therefor prefer the English word “blueprint” 
or “outline” over “ground-plan”, since it has a similar range of connotations as the German word Grundriss, 
without the embarrassing Platonic reference of projection.

Such a projection maps out in advance the 
way in which the procedure of knowing is 
to bind itself to the region that is opened 
up. This commitment [Bindung] is the 
rigour of research. Through the projection 
of the ground-plan and the prescribing of 
rigour, procedure secures for itself, within 
the realm of being, its sphere of objects. 
(Heidegger et al., 2002, p. 59)

Der Entwurf zeichnet vor, in welcher 
Weise das erkennende Vorgehen sich an 
den eröffneten Bezirk zu binden hat. Diese 
Bindung ist die Strenge der Forschung. 
Durch den Entwurf des Grundrisses und 
die Bestimmung der Strenge sichert sich 
das Vorgehen innerhalb des Seinsbereiches 
seinen Gegenstandsbezirk. (Heidegger, 
1950, p. 71)

The world is seen as a realm in which several “regions” (Bezirke) can be discerned. The 
process of Bindung is a process of opening up a particular Bezirk. Research thus, in this 
Heidegerrian view, is not to be understood from methodological ground, but primarily 
from ontological ground. 

Heidegger then proceeds to the notion of rigour in research conduct. 

Opening up a particular Bezirk relies upon what we are able to know and what we are 
able to see and grasp. The degree to which we thus will succeed in coming to know 
about a particular piece of the world, thus depends on our ability to see and grasp “the 
features of the things in themselves” of the Bezirk that is studied – one can only study 
a Bezirk to the extent that (s)he is able to see and grasp the features of the things that 
constitute the Bezirk. 

The nature of the established relationship – Bindung - with the piece of the world under 
study – Gegenstandsbezirk - is determinative for the nature of knowing. One can also 
state that the nature of phenomena dictates the Bindung, and thus determines the type 
of relationship that is established. Consequently, it dictates how and in which terms 
research will be conducted.

It is in this construct that rigour (Strenge) is to be situated. Rigour is a matter of respond-
ing coherently with the features of the things that constitute the Bezirk. Rigour thus 
also refers to coherence between the features of the Bezirk where the investigation is 
situated, and the framework that is built to open it up (the Entwurf of the Grundriss). 
Rigour thus, is a matter of BIndung. Rigour is determined by “the features of the things 
themselves” as they have become graspable by the way Bindung has taken place. Rigou-
rous research means that this coherence is acknowledged and respected. This implies 
that methods and techniques are adopted in line with what rigour means (for that spe-
cific binding). 
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For Heidegger, rigour is not situated at the methodological level. Method refers to how 
things are done, within a condition of “being bound” to the subject matter. Heidegger’s 
notion of rigour reaches beyond mere method, it includes the process of establishing 
the “binding”; it entails all steps, elements and components of the researcher’s process 
of establishing a relationship with the world. Rigour consists of coherence between 
the nature of phenomena which are studied on the one hand, and the actual research 
conduct on the other hand. 

In Heidegger’s ideation, it is thus Bindung, which constitutes rigour, and it is rigour that 
dictates method (Heidegger et al., 2002, p. 59).

Heidegger gives a thought-provoking example of rigour in the field of mathematical 
physics.34 

The rigour of mathematical science is exactitude. Every event, if it enters at all into 
representation as a natural event, is determined, in advance, as a magnitude of spa-
tio-temporal motion. Such determination is achieved by means of numbers and cal-
culation. Mathematical research into nature is not, however, exact because it calcu-
lates precisely; rather, it must calculate precisely because the way it is bound to its to 
its domain of objects has the character of exactness. The human sciences, by contrast, 
indeed all the sciences that deal with living things, precisely in order to remain dis-
ciplined and rigourous, are necessarily inexact. One can, indeed, view living things, 
too, as magnitudes of spatio--temporal motion, but what one apprehends is then no 
longer living. The inexactness of the historical human sciences is not a deficiency but 
rather the fulfilment of an essential requirement of this type of research. (Heidegger 
et al., 2002, p. 60). 

Rigour is a crucial feature of research, as it regulates and secures the process and its 
coherence with the object of study (cf the last sentence of the citation earlier: “Durch 
den Entwurf des Grundrisses und die Bestimmung der Strenge sichert sich das Vorge-
hen innerhalb des Seinsbereiches seinen Gegenstandsbezirk.“ (Heidegger, 1950, p. 71)). 

the impact on the understanding of a RT-nexus

Heidegger’s conception of research reaffirms the nineteenth century bifurcation into 
natural sciences and humanities as being two ontologically distinct sciences that study 
different realities, and therefore rely upon distinct methodologies, leading to distinct 
types of insights, but next to this, it opens up for a myriad of approaches. Each endeav-
our of research conduct is bound – and in Heidegerean terms this is literally translated 

34 Heidegger refers to “mathematical physics” as the earliest of modern sciences, and consequently considers “the 
mathematical” as a main feature of natural sciences. Further in this text he distinguishes this “mathemat-
ical” natural sciences from “human sciences”. This categorization however, is not generally shared. Earlier 
in this chapter was indicated how Vermeersch and Braeckman distinguish “formal” or “deductive” sciences 
from “empirical” or “inductive” sciences. The former rely on an a basis of axiomatic formulas. The latter rely 
on investigation of the world as we (want to) know it. Mathematics belongs to the former (together with logic), 
while physics is part of natural sciences, which belongs to the latter, together with Behavioural Sciences, and 
Cultural Sciences. In this regard Heidegger example might be confusing from Vermeersch and Braeckmans’s 
categorization, since in their taxonomy, natural science rely on induction related to empirical experimen-
tation, and mathematics on formal deduction in an axiomatic system. In the ISI Web of Science categories 
however, mathematical physics is a recognized subdiscipline of physics. 
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as Bindung – to the features of the subject-matter it studies. Rigourous research is a 
matter of coherent response to these features. Each research endeavour is regulated 
by the features of the Bindung that is has established and under which it operates. Re-
search conduct is thus mainly typified by this inherent principle of rigour; in such con-
ception, there is no need for further classification.

A RT-nexus that acknowledges such conception of research will take into account that 
insights that emerge from the process of research conduct, as well as the methods and 
techniques that are used to have these insights emerge, are not absolute, nor universal, 
but relate to a particular ontological constitution of reality. Teaching that is based upon 
such conception of research, will pay attention to carefully and precisely determining 
the ontological features of the piece of the world that is presented to the students, and 
pay attention to rigourous coherence between the features of this ontological consti-
tution, and the methods and techniques that are adopted to explore it. As a result the 
nature of a RT-nexus will be as diverse as there are ways of constituting a reality. 

Teaching that actively adopts this conception of research as a process of coming to 
know for the students, will pay attention on the creation of condition in which features 
of the things that are studied become graspable – i.e. the conditions that lead to the 
establishment of Bindung. Teachers will look upon the learning that they induce as a 
process in which insights emerge in the minds of the students, as a result of how they 
are “bound” to a particular piece of the world. How they are bound determines what 
they will be able to see, grasp, and learn. The role of the teacher then is rather to take 
care that the appropriate conditions for the appropriate Bindung are created, that the 
particular piece of the world has been ontologically delineated in line with what the 
intended learning aims for, and that the student establishes a strong bound with that 
piece of the world, coherent with the ontological features that the teacher has decided 
to bring under the attention. His/her role is to ensure that this Bindung is established 
so that it can become a referential ontological framework that, in its turn, constitutes 
teaching and determines learning. 

Rigour is not only a matter of research then, but becomes a matter of teaching and 
learning as well, as it relates to the capacity of the teacher and the student to adopt the 
appropriate methods to secure that the process of study remains authentically embed-
ded in the Bezirk (“gesichert” in “das Seinsbereiches seinen Gegenstandsbezirk”).

b. the nature and status of what is known: epistemological distinctions in ways of 
knowing

the nineteenth century debate

Another German philosopher and contemporary of Dilthey, Wilhelm Windelband (1848-
1915) elaborated on the same distinction as Dilthey. Windelband however distinguished 
the different nature of natural sciences and humanities by focusing on their epistemo-
logical distinction. He explained that natural sciences not only are studying a different 
reality (i.e. the ontological distinction that Dilthey and Rickert are referring to), but 
also have a distinct way of knowing about that reality. 
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Natural sciences grasp the reality that they are studying by formulating general laws. 
The nature of this science, in epistemological terms, is nomothetic. In the nomothetic 
sciences, knowledge ultimately is embedded in formulas and laws – external to any 
knower.

In contrast, Geisteswissenschaften and Kulturwissenschaften are studying phenomena 
which are culturally valued; this valuing is no matter of general natural laws. The phe-
nomena which are studied are always particular, related to a person in a culture at a 
certain moment of time. Generalization is no issue, and no aim. The interest is situated 
in reaching a better understanding of the particular process of valuing in those partic-
ular circumstances human sciences are interested in description of the specificity and 
particularity, and therefore are ideographic (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 274). 
The ideographic sciences do appeal to the knower, as they always need transfer of the 
specificity of what has been described, to what already exists in the mind of the knower. 

The discourse if these nineteenth century German philosophers has been considered 
as the precursor of C.P. Snow’s “Two Cultures” – a manifesto about an unresolvable 
split between the “sciences” and the “humanities” – and a forerunner of the so-called 
Paradigm War – an unbridgeable split between a positivist and a non-positivist scientific 
paradigm. 

a twentieth century refinement: the debate about truth, conformity, inference 
and justification

The definitions of research that have been provided above allow for the acknowledge-
ment of distinct epistemological goals – producing knowledge, gaining understanding, 
having insights shared – and the nineteenth century debate allows for acknowledging 
that for different categories of research conduct, what is known about reality is consoli-
dated in a different way – universal laws or ideographic descriptions. What still remains 
unanswered is the central epistemological question how cognition that is reached after 
a particular process of research conduct, relates to reality? 

To face this question, another type of definition of research is needed – a definition that 
describes research conduct in epistemological terms (and not in teleological terms, as 
the policy-based definitions do).

Such a definition is provided by Vermeersch & Braeckman. It is a definition or research 
articulated in two steps – knowledge and science. Out of these two steps, I compose an 
epistemologically-oriented definition of research. 

Vermeersch and Braeckman define knowledge as 

each representation, each idea, or any belief of which we assume that it conforms to a 
certain ‘reality’.35(Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 15, translation by the author)

35 Translation by the author of the Dutch definition of Vermeersch and Braeckman for knowledge (kennis): “Als 
kennis beschouwen we elke voorstelling, elk denkbeeld, of elke overtuiging waarvan we aannemen dat die 
met een zekere ‘werkelijkheid’ overeenkomt”. p.15 In this definition the authors use the Dutch word “overeen-
komen”. In the translation of their definition of “knowledge”, I translated the Dutch verb “overeenkomen” with 
to “conform to”. Other candidates, could be “to accord with, to fit with, to correspond to, to match, to concur 
with, to be consistent with. 
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Science, is defined as both 

the human activity which seeks to reach systematized and reliable knowledge, and 
the outcome of that activity.36 (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 15, translation 
by the author)

To be more coherent with the discourse of the dissertation I consider “the human activ-
ity which seeks to reach systematized and reliable knowledge” as a definition for “research”, 
and “the outcome of that activity” as “science”. By substitution, the definition of research 
then becomes: 

 the human activity which seeks to reach systematized and reliable representations, 
ideas, beliefs of which we assume that they conform to a certain ‘reality’.

Vermeersch & Braeckman’s definition provides an epistemological perspective to re-
search. Their definition focuses on the relationship between reality on the one hand, 
and representations, ideas, beliefs about reality, on the other hand. This relationship is ex-
pressed as “conformity”. When the process of coming to know has taken place through 
research, then, this process of reaching conformity with reality happens through infer-
ence. Justification thus relies on the process of inferring.37 

Based on different types of inference, Vermeersch & Braeckman amend and refine 
Windelband’s categorization. Vermeersch & Braeckman’ epistemological categoriza-
tion, based upon the types of inference that each category relies upon distinguishes 
between the formal sciences – based on deductive inference – and the empirical sciences 

–based on inductive inference.

The formal sciences38 include mathematics and logic. In these sciences, new knowledge 
consists of the construction of new theorems by logical inference, based on deduction 
from basic axioms. There is no link with experiences in a “real world”. As such, these 
sciences do not “uncover” any empirical reality. The kind of knowledge they provide 
consists of models, forms and symbol systems, which allow for “conformation to reali-
ty”. In these sciences, justification happens through demonstration that correct deduc-
tion has taken place within the axiomatic system.

The empirical sciences39 include natural sciences, behavioural sciences (also called social 
sciences, or human sciences – psychology, sociology, and economy), and cultural scienc-
es (humanities – including philosophy, art- and literature sciences, linguistic sciences, 
law, archaeology and history). 

36 Translation by the author of the Dutch definition of Vermeersch and Braeckman for “science” (wetenschap): 
“Onder wetenschap verstaan we de menselijke activiteit die erop gericht is tot gesystematiseerde en betrouwbare 
kennis te komen. Dezelfde term verwijst ook het resultaat van die activiteit in een bepaald gebied”.p.15 

37 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to extensively discuss the relationship between inference and justifica-
tion. Epistemologists distinguish between “immediate justification”, i.e. justification which does not rely on in-
ference, and justification which do rely on inference. See for instance the debate between Pryor and Comesaña 
in Steup, Turri, and Sosa (2014, pp. 202-243). For the types of justification which are discussed in this part of 
the PhD – justification of assertions related to research – it is not inaccurate to state that they are relying on 
inference. It becomes more complicated for the case of artistic research that is discussed further. 

38 “formele of deductieve wetenschappen” (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 16)
39 “ervaringswetenschappen, ook empirische of inductieve wetenschappen genoemd.”(Vermeersch & Braeckman, 

2014, p. 16)
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For natural sciences, justification is based on empirical experimentation. Knowledge re-
lies on induction out of the findings of experiments. However, only when the outcome 
of the experiment leads to falsification, a true assertion can be made. This means that 
induction, as a type of inference is problematic (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 
144). For experiments that do not lead to falsification, justification should include the 
full set of conditions, in time and space, under which the experiment has taken place, 
and under which a postulation is formulated. B only happens in the exact conditions 
in which A has occurred. Only then, it can be said that B will happen. Since exact rep-
lication of conditions is never the case, induction is never conclusive or absolute. It 
only holds to a certain degree, and till the moment of evidence to the contrary. Pos-
tulations which result from induction never reach a status of absolute truth, but are 
characterized by a degree of corroboration (Popper, 1973, in: Vermeersch & Braeckman, 
2014, p. 311) – the process of justification through which existing theories are improved, 
and strengthened through consequent corrections and adjustments after falsifications 
have taken place. Corroboration increases verisimilitude: the degree to which the pos-
tulation, or theory, can be assumed to conform to reality (Popper, 1973 in: Vermeersch 
& Braeckman, 2014, p. 312). 

For social and cultural sciences, the construction of conjectures and postulations which 
validly “conform to a certain reality” is an even much more complex and delicate en-
deavor. Although within these sciences researchers are studying phenomena with the 
methodologies similar to natural sciences, not all phenomena which these sciences 
can be addressed by the approach provided by the scientific method of the natural 
sciences. Nor is it possible to construct postulations or theories with a comparable 
degree of certainty, and a comparable claim of truth. Inference that out of a situation 
A always a situation B can be concluded is hard to generalize. It mostly “depends”. The 
type of phenomena which are studied in these fields are not always and only causally 
related. In many cases they are teleological: behaviour of people will depend on their 
intentions, goals and purposes.40 In other cases, the reason why has to be found in cul-
tural understandings of people (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, pp. 72-73). It is hard 
to understand behaviour of people, social practice, and creation of cultural artefacts 
without taking these conditions into consideration. Constructing an understanding of 
phenomena which are inscribed in such conditions, inescapably relate to subjective, 
intersubjective or collective cultural, normative and ethical frames, including those of 
the researcher’s self. 

Postulations in these domains rather rely on a degree of assertibility, than corroboration 
of general theory. Knowledge, understanding and insights are addressed to an audience 
of peers, who are to be convinced, based on a rational argumentation, and on their 
capability to share knowledge, understandings and insights.

Apparently, although both categories of empirical sciences – natural sciences and so-
cial sciences – rely upon the same mechanisms of assuring conformity to reality, name-
ly inductive inference, the degree of justification that is reachable in the distinct domains 
differs. 

40 or even not: cf the notion of “l’ acte gratuite”, described by the French writer André Gide
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The definition of Vermeersch & Braeckman is cautiously formulated. It carefully states 
that the outcome of research has the status of an assumption, that it is related to a “cer-
tain” reality – suggesting that there are more possible understandings of reality than 
one, and the word “reality” is put in quotation marks, indicating that the term refers 
to something “what people generally indicate with the term ‘reality’, whatever it might 
be”. 

With these careful formulation, the definition of Vermeersch & Braeckman is not clos-
ing the quest. Its opens up for a new set of epistemological questions. What is meant 
with “conform to a certain reality”? What does “conforms to” mean? How does this 
process of “conformation” happens? What kind of reality? A reality for whom? Does 
this makes a difference, anyway?

A clue to address these questions is to challenge the concept of truth, and the concep-
tion of research as an endeavour of reaching truth. 

Contemporary epistemologists, such as Jonathan Kvanvig, have opened up the notion 
of “true knowledge” towards an expanded concept of successful cognition (Kvanvig, 2014, 
p. 353). Thereby it is acknowledged that some types of cognition involve the concept of 
truth to be successful, while other types of cognition on the contrary, do not have the 
need to relate to truth to be successful. Cognition that relate to the concept of truth are 
knowledge, understanding, wisdom, likely hypotheses, and justified beliefs. For cognition 
that can be successful without relating to truth Kvanvig distinguishes two types: making 
sense of the course of experience, and having found an empirically adequate theory. 

According to Kvanvig, the first type of non-truth related cognition - making sense of the 
course of experience - happens by “developing a classification system for experiences 
together with a theory of explanation of how the various categories are explanatorily 
related” (Kvanvig, 2014, p. 360). The second type of non-truth related cognition – having 
found an empirically adequate theory – is explained by Kvanvig as a theory “that will 
never be refuted by the course of experience” (Kvanvig, 2014, p. 360).41

Vermeersch and Braeckman talk about an “assumption of conformity (with reality)”, 
Kvanvig talks about “empirical adequacy”. Both expressions indicate a state of sufficien-
cy and a degree of satisfaction, rather than the state of conclusiveness that the concept 
of truth is carrying. These types of cognition also contrast with the absolute character 
of the concept of truth, in that they relate to internal coherence of a limited set of expe-
riences and the particular appreciation (of sufficiency and satisfaction) by the involved 
actor(s) only (namely, by those that have to rely upon the assertion).42

The acceptance or non-acceptance of knowledge and truth as a matter of degree and 
dependency, is still a matter of dissent and controversy between positivist and non-pos-
itivist accounts of research. 

41 This formulation of Kvanvig is a direct reference to early roots of philosophical pragmatism, and more precisely 
to Charles Sanders Peirce’s concept of abduction. For Peirce, good abduction is “the establishment of a habit 
of positive expectation that shall not be disappointed”. I come back to the point of abductive inference later in 
this PhD.

42 Again, a pragmatist stance.
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The positivist account of science claims that for any issue where true belief is possible, 
it will be found once. It adheres to the stance that if the scientific method is not able to 
tackle all types of human dimensions – such as for instance the establishment of ratio-
nal foundations for emotions, ethics and aesthetics – this is only because our current 
theories and techniques does not allow for it yet. It is only a matter of time. The right 
reaction then does not consist in rejecting the aim of reaching reliable knowledge, but 
rather to continuously reformulating the exigency of gaining reliable knowledge (Ver-
meersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 40). 

The positivist epistemology does value understanding, but it is to be acknowledged as 
provisional and uncertain. It provides an answer for those issues where no strict sci-
entific answer is available, but only in attendance of further and better experiment 
(Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 273). In the positivist paradigm, personal belief is 
useful, but as a temporary state, between success and failure. It can become knowledge, 
only if it has proved to be true or reliable. Knowing has the capacity to act as a base for 
doing, while believing acts as a base for trying. In a similar way as trying is understood 
in relation to doing, so is believing to knowing (Williamson, 2014, p. 4). In the positivist 
view, understanding is related to personal belief, and knowledge is valued over belief. 

Non-positivist understanding of a RT-nexus will take into consideration that knowledge 
always needs a knower,43 and that valuing knowledge is a process of justification of 
beliefs. Judgement may rely upon insights and wisdom of who judges, particularly in 
those cases where no objective criteria are available or applicable. In the non-positivist 
understanding of a RT-nexus, one of the goals of connecting teaching with research, 
is to develop the capacity for personal judgment. Moreover, since the non-positivist 
RT-nexus acknowledges that the act of reaching understanding requires an hermeneu-
tic stance, the development of personal judgement, will rely upon the development of 
empathy, as an academic educational objective. 

While for positivists, understanding is a temporary state, in an ongoing quest towards 
explanation, for non-positivists, the difference between knowing and understanding is no 
matter of progress, but is ontological. It is addressing distinct categories of reality. Next 
to knowledge - which is cast into general laws, acquired through experimentation - it is 
acknowledged that understanding - reached through hermeneutic approach and empa-
thy - takes a particular and significant position in research conduct. 

However, contemporary epistemologists have argued that the dichotomy between 
knowing and understanding should not be over-accentuated. Often, knowledge can 
support understanding, and vice versa, deep understanding can lead to explanation. Un-
derstanding for instance, can act as a basis for constructing a hypothesis. Once this 
hypothesis has been tested through experiment, the status of its rationale shifts from 
understanding - connected to personal belief - towards explanation relying on objective 
knowledge. (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, pp. 272-273)

Zagzebski, a contemporary epistemologist, clarifies that understanding relates to a 
quality in mental performance of the one who understands, demanding reflection and 
considerable cognitive effort. In this regard, he argues, that what Plato and Aristotle 

43 By using this phrasing, I refer to Glanville (1999).
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indicated as epistêmê, and Thomas Aquinas as scientia – the basis of what is currently 
understood as the goal and constituent of science - is closer to understanding, than to 
what epistemologists today indicate as knowledge (Zagzebski, 2014, p. 142). 

This suggests that knowledge and understanding connect to each other in the form of 
a learning process, where they mutually impact each other. It is no wonder then that 
educationalists who study the RT-nexus have identified the concept of personal episte-
mology (Elby, 2009; Hofer, 2000, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Sandoval, 2005, 2009), and 
that they distinguish between the nature of knowledge and the nature of knowing (Hofer & 
Pintrich, 1997, p. 117; Visser-Wijnveen, 2009, p. 26)

impact for the notion of a RT-nexus

In the epistemological analysis of the nature of research, that I undertook in the para-
graphs above, I revealed the fundamental difference of degree of justification, and thus 
conformity between a certain reality, and the representation/belief/idea about that 
reality across different types of research conduct. These different types of research 
conduct exist next to each other, and operate in distinct domains, and under distinct 
paradigms. The distinctiveness fundamentally affects the actual content and nature of 
a RT-nexus.

The adoption of a RT-nexus within a discipline of the formal-deductive sciences will in-
duce fundamentally different questions in the students’ minds, and thus lead to funda-
mentally distinct types of learning, then the adoption of a RT-nexus with empirical-sci-
ences. And within the realm of empirical sciences, a RT-nexus with natural sciences will 
make students wonder how to falsify or corroborate assertions, while, in contrast, a 
RT-nexus within humanities will confront students with uncertainty and contingency, 
and appreciation of assertibility.

c. different approaches of coming to know: praxeological distinctions in ways of 
knowing

the nineteenth century debate

The ontological and epistemological distinctions that the nineteenth century philoso-
phers brought into the debate, correspond to different ways of research conduct. 

Natural researchers have developed specific methods to study their “external” world, 
gaining objective, externalized knowledge of the world. To do so, natural sciences rely 
on empirical experience, experiments, and mathematics. 

In contrast, Geisteswissenschaften and Kulturwissenschaften are investigating phenomena 
and issues for which objective externalized knowledge is no option. In these sciences 
knowledge only becomes meaningful as it involves the mind of a knower. Geisteswissen-
schaftler reach an understanding of human actions and cultural phenomena from with-
in; their approach is an hermeneutical approach, relying upon “Einfühlung” (empathy).

Dilthey and his companions pointed to a coherence between the ontological and epis-
temological distinctions of research, and the practices that are involved. They also 
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pointed to the fact that this praxeological distinctiveness not only relates to technique 
and method, but inherently imply a particular stance of the researcher.44 

a twentieth century refinement: Dewey’s transactional theory

Based on previous observations, it can be stated that research is the endeavor within 
the realm of science, which aims to reach an understanding of reality. In terms of Ver-
meersch & Braeckman, this is done by providing representations, ideas, beliefs, of which 
we can assume that they conform to a certain reality. This idea in itself implies a belief that 
the scientific worldview – the picture of the world, which scientific research is able to 
construct, i.e. the whole set of representations, ideas and beliefs, which conform to 
a certain reality - can ultimately be considered as an account of what reality really is. 
The picture of the world, reached by scientific research, then acts as an accurate repre-
sentation of the world as it is. The whole range of successful cognition - from positivist 
truth to constructivist coherence - is then understood as a set of accurate representa-
tions of reality. Science then, is seen as the human endeavor of generating, gathering 
and assembling true and complete representations of reality. In this condition, study-
ing laws about phenomena, as well as the construction of predictions, can take place in 
the represented world, as it is an accurate representation of reality. It means that our 
understanding of reality is not situated in the world itself, but in its representation. Our 
knowing operates under a representational epistemology. Also Heidegger’s ontological 
understanding of research relies upon the creation of a “picture of the world”, which 
also witness of a representational epistemology. 

In the same year that Heidegger wrote “Die Zeit des Weltbilds” – 1938 - Dewey wrote 
“Logic, the theory of inquiry”(Dewey, 1938). Earlier, he had written another seminal 
book: “The Quest for Certainty” (Dewey, 1929). In these books, Dewey criticizes such 
representational epistemology. 

The Dutch educational philosopher and authority on Dewey, Gert Biesta, argues that 
Dewey’s critique is based upon his conviction that a comprehensive understanding of 
the notion research – apart from research in the formal deductive sciences – should not 
only consider research as a neutral world-unaffecting procedure for gaining universal 
knowledge, but also acknowledge the constitutive role and position of the acting sub-
jects, while they are interacting with, and intervening in the world (Biesta, 2007a, 2007b, 
2010; Biesta & Burbules, 2003). Biesta’s analysis of Dewey thus provides rich ground for 
investigating distinctions in conceptions of research from a praxeological perspective. 

Biesta explains that in these two books, Dewey charges against the illusion of positivist 
research as provider of “a picture of the world, which is independent from and unaf-
fected by the knower” (Biesta, 2010, p. 495). He refers to this ideation of the detached 
knower within a representational epistemology, as “a spectator view of knowledge”. For 
Dewey, such spectator view of knowledge is problematic, and even contradictory. I 
come back on Dewey’s critique on positivist science later in this chapter (see 3.3.3.1.). 

44 For this reason, to indicate this distinctiveness of both approaches, I prefer the term “praxeological distinction” 
over “methodological distinction”, as it is a more comprehensive indication, in the most inclusive way refer-
ring to human acts and practices , and taking into account the notion of the stance that leads to action and 
practice, while the latter - “methodological distinction - rather refers to the use of predefined and labeled sets of 
actions and practices.
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At this moment I explain why the spectator view is contradictory, and point to Dewey’s 
plea for acknowledging the role and position of practice in our attempts of coming to 
know.

The representational epistemology entails a spectator view of knowledge, which as-
sumes that we have knowledge about a reality unaffected by the knower. This unaffect-
edness is needed, because otherwise, the knowledge that is gained would not represent 
reality as it is, but as it is affected by the knower-to-be. For the ascent of modern sci-
ence, the experimental method was crucial.

Experimentation however, consists of intervention. The experimental method thus is 
nót grasping the world as it is – although that is what it pretends to do – but the world 
as it is disturbed by experiment. The scientific method thus, is not providing a picture 
of the world irrespective of the existence of the/a knower, but a disturbed picture which 
only exists as a result of interference of the knower. 

According to Dewey, the solution of this contradiction does not consists in rejecting 
the experimental method, but to acknowledge what the experimental method really 
means: interacting with the world, and – out of intervening - generating insights re-
garding possible relationships between our actions and how the world interact with it, 
or react to it (Biesta, 2007a). This is based upon the observation that research conduct 
is not a theoretical matter, but a practice in its own.

Dewey plea for acknowledging the constitutive role of the acting subject and his/her 
practice, is based upon the argument that the prevailing positivist accounts of research, 
the mechanisms of inference that they adhere, and the representational epistemology 
under which it operates, are not able provide insights in why we live like we do. It is not 
true that the way we act is depending upon inference out of a pre-constructed “repre-
sentation that conforms a certain reality”. Curiosity can make us act first, for instance 
in order to gain knowledge out of our action. 

Dewey therefore aims to provide alternative views, leading to conceptions of research 
that better fits with how we live. According to Dewey, we come to know through perceiv-
ing, examining, and experiencing in interaction with the world. The Deweyan notion of 
transaction – which can be equaled with interaction - refers to processes of creation and 
formation of subjects which interact with the world. This world simultaneously is re-
sponding to other interactions, which is what is experienced by the subject. This expe-
rience is the basis of learning. The interaction in which this experience emerges, thus 
eventually leads to mutual (trans)formation of world and subject (Elkjaer, 2009, p. 81). 

In Dewey’s transactional view of coming to know, research - or, in Deweyan terms in-
quiry – then consists of deliberate interventions aimed at triggering interactions – or, in 
Deweyan terms transactions - between us and the world in its new – triggered - situa-
tion, so that new consequences can be perceived, examined and experienced. 
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The type of knowledge which we gain through inquiry, consists of knowledge about 
the relationships between our actions and their consequences in the world.45 In this 
view, knowledge is not a representational matter - a “picture of the world” conform to a 
certain reality - but a transactional matter of us “being in the world”, and in touch with 
its reality.

Dewey’s plea for a transactional understanding of how we gain knowledge about the 
world has epistemological implications. The transactional view shed another light on 
experimentation and inference. In a transactional epistemology, the role of the exper-
iment is to disturb reality. The disturbance of reality provoked by experimentation, is 
a necessary way to gain knowledge. Moreover, in an experimental methodology, it is 
through actively being engaged in this disturbed reality that insights occur, namely 
through experience. The type of empirical evidence, which results from the transaction-
al understanding of research, thus results from subjective observation. This does not 
comply to what the representational epistemology qualifies as objective, since it is not 
knowledge of an unaffected world. However, this knowledge is neither subjective, since 
it is not just something that is created in our minds. Such knowledge is “knowledge 
about the world in function of our interventions” (Biesta, 2010, p. 495). 

The transactional view abandons the ambition of reaching complete knowledge about 
reality. Knowledge only appears in relation to our intervention. Moreover - because 
life consists of transactions between subjects and the world - the world which we are 
intervening in, is in constant change and knowledge is provisional. 

This constitutive role of subjective observation however, might still seem contradictory 
to rationality - as an understanding of principles. To overcome these two seemingly 
contradictory states, Dewey provides logic. Logic consists of inference that is coherent 
with the experience, that followed from the interaction that was induced by the delib-
erate intervention. Logic thus is the basis for providing a degree of “warranting” the 

“conformity” of observed material to “a certain reality”. 

For the outcome of research, Dewey prefers the term “warranted assertion” above belief 
and knowledge. The term “warranted assertion”, entails two states: (inferential) coher-
ence and (provisional) acceptance. Knowledge then, is the state of a warranted assertion 
or a belief when it is “settled”. 

In scientific inquiry, the criterion of what is taken to be settled, or to be knowledge, is 
being so settled that it is available as a resource in further inquiry; not being settled 
in such a way as not to be subject to revision in further inquiry.(Dewey, 1938, pp. 
8-9)

45 This understanding of knowledge is at the core of the pragmatic maxim, formulated by Ch.S.Peirce, which 
states: “Consider what effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our 
conception to have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object.” Peirce on 
p. 293 of “How to Make Our Ideas Clear”, Popular Science Monthly, v. 12, pp. 286–302. Reprinted widely, in-
cluding Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (CP) v. 5, paragraphs 388–410.) It is also closely connect to 
John Locke’s dictum that ““Our business here is not to know all things, but those which concern our conduct”.
(The empiricists, 1974).
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This settlement of a belief or a warranted assertion, is always provisional, and only 
settled to a degree. It is provisional, open-ended and fallible (Elkjaer, 2009, p. 87). In 
scientific inquiry there is an additional formal requirement, that knowledge should 
be settled in a way to be available as a resource, subject to revision in further inquiry. 
This availability as a resource for further inquiry, is what makes knowledge scientific. 
(Dewey, 1938, p. 9) (In the light of the recent REF2014, we could add, that what makes 
knowledge scientific is not only its capacity to be available for further inquiry, but also 
its capacity for being shared by others.)

The contextual, provisional, and fallible state of settling, may reduce the attractiveness 
of this type of knowledge and insights. Particularly, since the representational epistemol-
ogy pretends to offer evidence-based assertions, which can act as a basis for prediction 
and future action. Indeed, the representational epistemology reflects the positivistic 
conviction that science is able to provide a ground, which is accurately describing how 
things work. It is looking for so-called evidence-based knowledge. The evidence-based 
adherence is related to a belief that it is only a matter of enough large-scale studies, 
which, through careful statistical processing, can guarantee sufficient correlation be-
tween cause and effect. Such scientistic approach has been very popular and successful 
in fields like medicine, agriculture, transportation and technology (Biesta, 2009, p. 34). 

However, Biesta warns that this approach has become problematic because of the 
tendency to expect far too much from evidence, particularly in those fields where the 
notion evidence is less clear, where generalization out of empirical evidence is less ob-
vious. In these fields, the adoption of such evidence-based approach becomes strongly 
problematic when it is argued – for instance by policy makers or scientists - that only 
those actions should be undertaken for which there is positive evidence available (Bi-
esta, 2010, p. 492).

In the transactional epistemology, a more cautious - or even a contrasting - approach 
is adopted. A transactional epistemology generates warranted assertions about interac-
tions in the past. It does not pretend to provide a ground for predicting a future phe-
nomenon (since the world is in constant change, and insights are based on reaction to 
intervention in a specific situation in the past). 

This however, is not minimizing its value. Such warranted assertions provide valuable 
information about relationships between action and reality of past experiences. In-
stead of aiming to generate rules, laws or predictive statements, it provides insight in 
the link between interventions and possible effects. It gives us a better understanding 
of the world as a responsive environment. It provides us with rich and useful material 
to deal with problems, to look at problems in a different way, and to advance hypothe-
ses which could not be thought of before. (Biesta, 2010, pp. 494-496)

Although the critique to the “spectator view of knowledge” might suggest that the trans-
actional theory is reluctant towards representations of reality, this is not the case. But, 
the transactional theory sees inquiry as a process of experimentation in which repre-
sentations, ideas, beliefs, hypotheses and theories, are used instrumentally, as “tools to 
think with” in an transactional process of coming to know, and not as an end. (Elkjaer, 
2009, pp. 86-87)
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d. different goals for studying: teleological distinctions in ways of knowing

the nineteenth century debate

The ontological, epistemological and praxeological distinctions that have been de-
scribed above, correspond to a teleological distinction as well. For instance, the epis-
temological inclination of natural sciences to adhere the formulation of general laws, 
and the practices and methodologies that are applied, result from their aim to explain 
(erklären), as a basis for prediction and control.

The interest of Geisteswissenshaften and Kulturwissenschaften is situated in reaching a 
better understanding of the particular process of valuing insights in particular histor-
ic and cultural contexts, which also is its ontological ground. Dilthey explained that 
rather than aiming at looking for explanations in order to predict and control these sci-
ences aim at reaching understanding (verstehen). (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 272).

The target (telos) that both sciences have in mind – to explain, or to understand - is 
distinct.

a twentieth century refinement: Habermas’ theory of cognitive interests

The issue of coherence between goals and knowledge, and the consequent distinctive-
ness between endeavours of research conduct depending on the goal, has been exten-
sively discussed and refined by Habermas in his book book “Erkenntnis und Interesse” 
(Habermas, 1968).

Habermas claims a strong coherence between cognition and the interest it serves: 

[…] it is always illusory to suppose an autonomy, free of suppositions, in which know-
ing first grasps reality theoretically, only to be taken subsequently into the service of 
interests alien to it. (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 313) 

By stating this, Habermas counters neo-Platonist and Cartesian traditions, which advo-
cate pure and universal knowledge acquisition. The statement of Habermas is in line 
with the empiricist philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) who dismissed the search for 
absolute and universal truth, when he wrote 

Our business here is not to know all things, but those which concern our conduct.(The 
empiricists, 1974)

Locke accepted that there are limits to what we can know – an anachronistic prequel 
to the critique on positivist scientism – and that what we know and conclude should be 
in proportion to the available evidence – thus preceding philosophic pragmatism. (Hill, 
2014) Locke thus points to a strong coherence between our concerns, the ways how to 
reach insights in them, and the status of the insights that we eventually reach.

Also, for Habermas, pure theory is an illusion (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 315). He 
argues that the nature of research (Forschung46) depends on the motivation to undertake 
the research. This motivation, at its turn, is connected with human interests. Not all hu-

46 In the book, the translator remarks that the German “Forschung” denotes both ”inquiry” and “research”.
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man interests though, are satisfied through Forschung, but some are. His discourse then 
is focusing on those types of interests, which are satisfiable through research, i.e. for 
which a cognitive change – i.e. new insights (Erkenntnisse) - can be helpful; hence, the 
term Erkenntnisinteressen – in the English translation somehow confusingly translated 
as “knowledge-constitutive interests”. 47 A different interest, will induce a different way 
of conducting research, since it pursues different types of insights. To satisfy specific 
interests, some particular approaches, methods, and techniques will be more appro-
priate than others. Different interests, connected to different insights, thus lead to re-
search conducts of a different nature. 

Habermas distinguishes three types of interest, each corresponding to a particular 
type of insights are pursued: (1) a technical cognitive interest pursues insights for pre-
diction and control; (2) a cognitive interest aims for understanding particular actors 
framed in tradition and culture – Habermas refers to this as a practical interest, this 
interest entails hermeneutic insights; and (3) an emancipatory interest aims at change 
based upon the acknowledgement that insight and understanding of behaviour might 
lead to self-reflection, and alter this behaviour, and therefore strives for critical self-re-
flection to reach critical-nomological insights. (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, pp. 308-311).

Each type of insight has a different nature, is differently framed, and relies upon differ-
ent methodologies. 

Technical insights typically appear in the empirical-analytic sciences. They can be en-
coded in rules both for the construction of theories and for their critical testing. Em-
pirical-analytic knowledge thus intends to be predictive knowledge. Prediction is to be 
understood in terms of technical exploitability under conditions which are covered 

47 The English version of the book translated “Erkenntnisinteresse” as “knowledge-constituting interest”. This 
English translation is misleading, as is the English translation of the book title “Knowledge and Human 
Interests”. Translating Erkentniss as knowledge, is a reduction of the meaning of Erkenntnis, which not only 
relates to “knowledge”, but rather to “insight”. “Insight and Interest” would then have been a more accurate 
translation.  
The translator of Habermas’ book, Jermey J. Shapiro, acknowledges the difficulty as a delicate issue. He 
explains that German and French distinguish between Erkenntnis and connaissance, on the one hand, and 
Wissen and savoir on the other, whereby the former relates to the act, process, and faculty of knowing, while 
the latter relates to a mental state of the knower once things are known. He explains that in English, this 
distinction is most accurately rendered with the distinction between cognition and knowledge. Erkenntnis then 
would be translated by cognition, and the title then, would have been translated as “cognition and interest”.  
And indeed, scholarly literature refers to these ideas of Habermas as the theory of cognitive interests (See for 
instance http://www.crvp.org/book/Series01/I-13/chap-2.htm). Why the translator has nevertheless opted 
for “knowledge”, is argued – by himself - on basis of the German notion Erkenntnislehre. Erkenntnislehre 
corresponds to epistemology. Epistemology is commonly known as the theory of knowledge. Therefore, Shapiro 
explains, he decided to translate Erkenntnis by knowledge (note 1, Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 319).  
However, contemporary epistemologists have contested the (narrowing) understanding of epistemology as 

“theory of knowledge” (Kvanvig, 2014, p. 532; Steup et al., 2014). Next to knowledge, these epistemologists 
include other categories of cognition, including understanding, wisdom, likely hypothesis, justified beliefs. In 
this more comprehensive approach - rather than being “the theory of knowledge” - epistemology can be charac-
terised as the investigation of successful cognition (Kvanvig, 2014, p. 353).  
Even more confusing then, is the translation of the central notion Erkenntnissinteresse as “knowledge-consti-
tutive interest”. While the German term Erkenntnis inherently includes an inner urge to knowing, the English 
term “knowledge” adheres the earlier mentioned externalist conception of knowledge – an interest composed 
of an assemblage of bits of knowledge. In this regards both concepts are counterparts, rather than equivalents. 
Nevertheless, in order to correctly refer to the translated text, I use the terminology adopted by the translator. 
However, the reader has to keep in mind that “knowledge-constitutive interests” should rather be understood 
as “insight-pursuing interest”, or “cognitive interest”. 
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by the theories in which the rules are established. They result from an experimental 
methodology. (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 308) 

In empirical-technical science, insights consists of formalized language (law or rule) 
which rely on objectified experiences. Its interest consists of objectifying objectifiable 
reality; its methodological operations are meant for this procedure of objectification. 
Objectification exists in a translation of the experiences in linguistic expressions – laws 
and rules – which divorces the law from the actual experience which gave birth to it.

In cultural affairs, technical exploitability of nature is less relevant than deep under-
standing of meaning in relation to culture and tradition. In these affairs, the herme-
neutic ways of knowing is more appropriate. (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, pp. 309-310). 

Hermeneutic insights – pursuing a practical interest-satisfaction – appear in historical 
and cultural sciences. This type of interest is called “practical” by Habermas, in that 
these sciences respond to a practical need of comprehension between participants of a 
community. Therefore subjects need – intersubjective – common ground, and a certain 
degree of consensus. Such intersubjective comprehension and communication involve 
a sort of wisdom which is not provided by the nomological, or nomothetical accounts. 

In contrast with empirical-technical science, objectification of objectifiable reality is 
no aim. Historical-hermeneutic sciences operate in a different methodological frame-
work. Whereas empirical-technical research conduct aims at translating the experi-
ences into laws and rules – divorcing the law from the actual experience which gave 
birth to it, in hermeneutic research conduct, formalized language is not divorced from 
experience: the way how phenomena can and will be known, depends on how they are 
articulated. 

Historical and cultural sciences are interested in description of the specificity and par-
ticularity of both phenomena and context in which they appear. Therefore, they are 
not nomologic, but ideographic. Access to facts is provided by understanding of tradition-
al meaning, not by objectified observation. Traditional meaning is referring to meaning 
which exist in tradition. The types of insights which this research conduct is interested 
in, only emerge as understanding of and within tradition. Meaning only discloses itself 
to the interpreter in a process of mutual communication with his own world - this 
means, by application of tradition to himself and to his situation. Theories thus are not 
constructed deductively. The validity of propositions is not constituted in a frame of 
technical control, but by the rules of hermeneutics. Hermeneutic knowledge is always 
mediated through the pre-understanding of the interpreter.

The aim of hermeneutic knowledge then, is to attain an intersubjective consensus 
among actors in such a tradition-based framework of self-understanding.

Habermas states that nomological48 knowledge is technically exploitable, while ideo-
graphic knowledge – which in terms of Habermas, is always hermeneutic knowledge - is 
practically effective (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 195). 

48 While Habermas explicitly refers to Dilthey, he uses the term “nomological” for the more teleologically oriented 
term “nomothetic” used by Dilthey. See for instance Habermas and Shapiro (1972, pp. 194-197). In this disser-
tation I refer to Dilthey’s term – nomothetic - when indicating the aim of the type of research conduct, while I 
refer to Habermas’ term - nomological - to refer to the knowledge and insights which are produced. Nomothetic 
sciences rely on and produce nomological knowledge.
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Habermas’ third category - critical-nomological insights – respond to an emancipatory 
interest. They appear in the fields of economy, sociology and political sciences. The 
empirical-analytic sciences alike, their goal is to produce nomological knowledge. 
However, to the extent that these sciences aim to be critical, this nomological knowl-
edge is not sufficient. They take into account the phenomenon that the implementation 
of laws, can induce a process of reflection in the consciousness of those whom the laws 
are about. This condition, possibly, can lead to transformation of the laws, as well as of 
the conditions in which these laws have been formulated. 

Critically oriented sciences take into account that the agency of knowing, reaching in-
sights, and having insights effectively shared (cf the definition of research of the REF2014, 
cited above) will effectively lead to a new and changed condition. 

These sciences therefore operate under a methodological framework of reflection, 
and self-reflection, interested in anticipating, influencing, and - eventually – leading to 
change.49 They serve an emancipatory cognitive interest (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 
310)

the impact on the understanding of a RT-nexus

With his theory of cognitive interests, Habermas expands the dualist view of the nine-
teenth century philosophy of science, with a third dimension, which is the emancipa-
tory perspective. This third type of research conduct acknowledges that insight and 
understanding of behaviour might lead to self-reflection, and alter this behaviour. 

The nineteenth century bifurcation pointed to differences between a nomothetic and a 
ideographic approach, and between a detached objectivist and an internalizing herme-
neutic stance; in each approach, the nature of a RT-nexus is different, but nevertheless, 
what they do have in common, is that the teleological mission of research ends with 
altering the mind of the researcher. 

The emancipatory perspective goes further, and adds to this altered mind an alteration 
in behaviour. This means that it includes the notion of impact, agency and change. 

Particularly from an educational point of view, and a focus on the educational capacity 
of research, this emancipatory view is a significant expansion of the understanding of 
a RT-nexus. 

Imagine a particular case of research-based teaching, in which the students themselves 
are conducting low-key research activities. Imagine that the type of research that they 
are conducting is akin to what Habermas describes as emancipatory. This means that it 
is acknowledged that the enhanced insights and understanding of behaviour that they 
will gain from their study, will alter that behaviour.

49 The attentive reader will have noticed a reference to the earlier mentioned EAAE Charter on Architectural 
research, which explains the need for research in following terms: “Architecture is facing challenges of climate 
change, globalization, urbanization and social transformation that necessitate vital research. In parallel, the 
horizons of architectural experimentation are expanding rapidly with the development of new technologies 
and media. If we are to understand, explain, anticipate and influence the consequences of these changes, 
research is essential.” (EAAE, 2012, p. emphasis by the author). From this perspective, many cases of archi-
tectural design research could be understood from an emancipatory interest, rather than from a technical or 
practical interest.
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The rationale for a RT-nexus then is not only a matter of uni-directionally enriching 
teaching by knowledge and insights that are gained elsewhere (namely in external re-
search, or through own research conduct), but of impacting the behaviour of the stu-
dent during and from the process of study itself - resulting from a better insight in the 
own position, based upon critical self-reflection. 

Acknowledging the existence and agency of emancipatory-oriented research, thus not 
only expands the possible research foundation with a third category of research to con-
nect with, it also impacts the understanding of the very concept of a RT-nexus in itself. 
It points to a very particular view regarding the edifying potential of research for those 
who are entangled in research-based teaching: the act of getting engaged in research is 
placing the involved individual into the process of a change, of which (s)he is not only 
part of the subject-matter but also the cause.

While the understanding of a RT-nexus in terms of technical or practical interests is 
self-conforming – research and teaching which will go on as they do – an understand-
ing of the RT-nexus from an emancipatory interest will result in a dynamic and respon-
sive process, an ongoing evolving constellation of relationships, views and positions 
among teacher and student and their (institutional) context. 

3.3.1.3 findings: the RT-nexus and many ways of knowing
Semantic shifts in definitions of research are covering shifts at the ontological, epis-
temological, praxeological and teleological level. Distinct conceptions about research 
reflect distinct conceptions about knowledge, about knowing, and about the way of 
coming to know. This affects the content, nature and expectations about a RT-nexus. 

A positivist account will emphasize research as a source of knowledge, to be trans-
ferred into education as a basis for underpinning arguments. Knowledge is valued over 
belief, in order to reach fixed and robust solutions. Students need to be trained towards 
judgement based upon available objective criteria. 

Non-positivist accounts will acknowledge that many ways of knowing exist, that dif-
ferent persons, and communities, in different contexts in place or time might have 
different understandings about similar phenomena, and that the fact of knowing may 
impact behavior and alter the phenomena that one has investigated. Students need to 
be trained to adopt an hermeneutic understanding, to be aware about their own posi-
tionality, and make judgments that take into account values, convictions and beliefs of 
others.

3.3.2 disciplinary fragmentation: the disunity of science
The rhetoric of the EHEA and the EUA during the Bologna reform liked referring to 
Science as an absolute category, serving Society. The rhetoric of the Lisbon Agenda re-
ferred to Science as the provider of knowledge, a precious commodity for the ascent of 
the knowledge economy. Nor the profundity, neither the veracity of these stances are 
clear. 
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Moreover, previous section has demonstrated that semantic shifts in definitions of 
what to take into account as research cover more fundamental distinctions. The analy-
sis of differences between formal deductive sciences, natural sciences, social sciences 
and humanites has uncovered fundamental differences at ontological, epistemological, 
praxeological and teleological level. These fields of research conduct are studying dis-
tinct realities, rely upon different types of inference, leading to different nature of their 
assertions, rely upon distinct practices, and are serving distinct interests and goals. 
Apparently the notion of Science has lost the absoluteness which it might have had at 
the time of the Enlightenment, to which the EHEA and EUA still like to refer to. 

I now explore and underpin the argument that one can no longer claim that among 
academics, a consensus exist about the unity of science. This is done by focussing on 
two particular moments in the critical discourse about the unity of science – the debate 
between C.P. Snow and Michael Polanyi in the post WWII period (see 3.3.2.1.), and the 
STS-discourse of Karin Knorr-Cetina at the turn of the century (see 3.3.2.2.). 

3.3.2.1 two cultures, many frameworks
In 1959 the British scientist and novelist C.P. Snow gave a seminal lecture, entitled “The 
Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution”, expressing his regret about the deep divide 
between sciences and the humanities. 

In fact Snow’s lecture was resurfacing the mid-nineteenth century discussion about the 
ontological and epistemological distinction between the natural sciences on the one 
hand, and the so-called Geisteswissenschaften (Dilthey) or Kulturwissenschaften (Windel-
band) on the other hand (see previous section 3.3.1.) 

Snow’s discourse challenged the belief in a unified science: 

I believe the intellectual life of the whole of western society is increasingly being split 
into two polar groups. […] Literary intellectuals at one pole - at the other scientists, 
and as the most representative, the physical scientists. Between the two a gulf of mu-
tual incomprehension – sometimes (particularly among the young) hostility and 
dislike, but most of all lack of understanding. They have a curious distorted image 
of each other. Their attitudes are so different that even on the level of emotion, they 
can’t find much common ground. (Snow, 1959, pp. 3-4 in Bridges, 2011, p.304; 2012, 
pp. 3-4) 

In an immediate critical response to Snow’s pamphlet, Michael Polanyi (1891-1976) 
agreed with the existence of the unbridgeable gap between, what Snow refers to as, 

“scientists” and “literary intellectuals”. – renown fighter against positivism, as being 
provider of a false account of knowing, which, if taken seriously will eventually under-
mine the fundaments of our human being.

While Snow advocated a recalibration of higher education to resolve this ‘unsoluble 
divorce’ by reaching a new balance between the Two Cultures,50 Polanyi argued that 

50 Snow was advocating German and American higher education for their more “scientific” teaching, than the 
British higher education, which in his opinion over-emphasizing the humanities, and particularly the study of 
Latin and Greek.
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the ‘gap’ between sciences and humanities should be acknowledged as a symptom of 
societal developments, and not so much of an intrinsic dualism of science. In the modern 
society, Polanyi argues, specialized knowledge is inescapable, and it leads, inescapably, 
to the emergence of many cultures – not just two.

Snow contrasted the realm of science, populated with (real) scientists, with the realm of 
humanities, populated with “literary intellectuals”. 

Polanyi has conceptualized this process of specialization through the notion of ‘frame-
works’ (Jacobs, 2011, pp. 176-177). A framework, for Polanyi, is offering to a community 
of “disciples” an own way of reasoning, making them “think differently, speak a differ-
ent language, live in a different world”, “separated by a logical gap from those outside 
it” (Polanyi, 1958, p. 151 in: Jacobs, 2011, p. 176-177).

Although Snow’s analysis has been reproached for being nor profound nor very well 
evidenced (Bridges, 2011, p. 304), it uttered a shared concern of society. Snow observes 
the split, and affirms its inescapability. His sceptical discourse was later edited as a 
book with the same title (Snow, 1959); for decades, it remained on the reading lists of 
hundreds of universities (Burnett, 1999, p. 195). More than half a century later, critical 
scholars from several fields (STS, education, management, philosophy of science) keep 
referring to this lecture and its argument is still considered highly topical (see for in-
stance: Bridges, 2011; Burnett, 1999; Jacobs, 2011; Standish, 2014; Van Bendegem, 2009). 

3.3.2.2 an unpredictably splintering of disciplines into an amalgamation of 
epistemic cultures

a. an unpredictably splintering canon of disciplines

Snow has launched the word “culture” to indicate distinctions that go beyond the mere 
epistemological dimension of research conduct in science. The constitutional role and 
impact of other than epistemic factors – epi-epistemic factors, so to say – regarding the 
actual nature of research conduct has been confirmed and refined by Polanyi. More-
over, Polanyi argues that this specificity is not a feature of the distinction between nat-
ural sciences and humanities, but should be recognized even within one “branche” of 
science. 

About two decades after the publication of “Erkenntis und Interesse” that has been dis-
cussed in section 3.3.2.d, Habermas reaffirms his view that the unity of science, and 
the principled argumentation about the existence of a single ”scientific method” is an 
illusion, but abandons any attempt for further categorization. He writes that science 
has become determined by “a rationality of open-ended methodological procedures”, 
leading to an “unpredictably splintering canon of disciplines” (Habermas, 1986; Haber-
mas & Blazek, 1987, p. 16), amidst which the rationality of any substantive unity is no 
longer an option. 

The observation that different goals and subject-matter are connected to differences 
at other dimensions than purely epistemological matter, even within one “branche” of 
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science, has been extensively studied by Knorr Cetina, who thereby expands Polanyi’s 
notion of framework with the concept of epistemic cultures.

b. distinct epistemic cultures

Forty years after the dialogic discourse between Snow and Polanyi, and the debate it 
provoked, Polanyi’s theoretical explanation how cultures of specialization through the 
construction of frameworks, are leading to a disparate coexistence of differing cultures, 
has been further evidenced by STS-scientist Karin Knorr Cetina.

In her book “Epistemic Cultures; How the Sciences Make Knowledge”(Knorr Cetina, 
1999), Knorr Cetina aims to uncover a “disunification” of science (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 
3). She argues that terms such as “discipline” or “specialty” are unsatisfactory to cap-
ture the actual differentiation of research endeavours, and the meaning and position 
of knowledge. She states that too few, analysts have looked beyond the bifurcation into 
natural sciences and humanities. As a result, a clear view on ontological and method-
ological divergence within each branch is not available. To reach such enhanced dis-
cernment, Knorr Cetina studies two disciplines in one branch, namely natural sciences 

– the two disciplines being experimental higher energy physics (at CERN, the Europe-
an Particle Physics Laboratory at Geneva, Switzerland), and molecular biology (in this 
case a Max Planck Institute group). 

Knorr Cetina adopts a comparative study between both “worlds”. She adopts an STS-per-
spective,51 in which she not only focuses on internal – scientific – features, but on the 
whole “machinery” of knowledge production (Polanyi alike). Researchers are seen as de-
rivative, and practices as constitutive of both subjects and objects through which knowl-
edge is produced. She investigates what is understood as “empirical” research; how it 
is reflecting a particular ontology; what, within this particular empirical ontology, is 
valued; and who processes, practices, subjects, tools and contexts interconnect. The 
comparison was based on ethnographic fieldwork, consisting of unmediated observa-
tions of scientific procedure and interviews with researchers, ranging over a period of 
about 15 year (Knorr Cetina, 1999, pp. 17-18). 

Knorr Cetina lists the similarities of both cases: both disciplines are “vanguard sci-
ences at the forefront of academic respectability, intense, successful, heavily financed” 
(Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 4); both disciplines operate through laboratory experimenta-
tion; both disciplines have a high scientific reputation; both institutions have a high 
disciplinary esteem, and are regarded as world’s leading research conduct in its own 
field. 

And yet, so Knorr-Cetina asserts, they could hardly be more diverse from each other.

Experimental higher energy physics requires a specific form of scientific inquiry, name-
ly the large transnational collaboration. They operate as ‘super-organisms’: collectives 
of physicists, matched with collectives of instruments, attributing it the features of “a - 
post-romantic - communitarian regime” (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 4). Higher energy phys-

51 STS refers to Science-and-Technology Studies, a particular approach within sociology of science. Protagonists 
are a.o. Bruno Latour, Michel Callon and John Law.
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ics aims at ‘truth-finding’, considering the brain as a closed system in terms of infor-
mation, operating within a closed epistemic circuitry, in a world of objects separated 
from the environment, a world reconstructed within the boundaries of a complicated 
multi-level technology of representation. In the experiments the emphasis is switched 
from ‘observing the world’ to the observing of sign-processing operations on repre-
sentations produced by the detector, the core of the laboratory. “Computers perform 
the watching, while humans watched computer messages projected onto screens or 
checked computer printouts” (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 60) Higher energy physics is char-
acterized by a loss of the empirical, and a turn towards ‘observation of the self ’. The ma-
chine is treated as a complex organism, of which the ‘behaviour’ has to be ‘understood’ 
(Knorr Cetina, 1999, pp. 52-63). The individual researcher is ‘erased’ as an epistemic 
subject, authorship is attributed to groups (that may exceed one hundred), and groups 
are defined through their specific task, and their specific relation with an operational 
unit, as part of the overall symbiosis which the experiment can take place.

This communitarian scene is contrasted by ”the individual, bodily, lab-bench science 
of molecular biology” (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 4)52. In contrast with the higher energy 
physics, where the computers are performing the watching, the molecular biologist 
relies on maximizing contact with the empirical work. The research is heavily experi-
ential; the body of the individual researcher is an important sensory resource. While in 
energy physics computers are ‘reading’ natural processes, ‘nature’ (naturally occurring 
plants and animals) have been replaced by micro-organisms re-designed to perform as 
laboratory ‘molecular machines’ serving as both production systems, and model systems 
(Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 149) Contrary to the energy physics, who is understanding ma-
chine behaviour as if it was a super-organism - the molecular biologist thus turns nat-
urally functioning organisms into molecular machines. Although molecular biologists 
also operate as teams, individual esteem is part of the research culture. Laboratories 
are structured and run as individuates units (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 216), strictly kept 
aloof from communitarian organised, and centrally coordinated structures and appa-
ratuses. Scientists work ‘for themselves’ on their ‘own projects’, carefully following the 
‘individual main assignments of fellow researchers from a distance’ (Knorr Cetina, 1999, 
p. 217). Researchers may seek contributions by other scientists, to benefit their own re-
search conduct, but in ways which preserve their primary status as epistemic subjects, 
respecting a strict code of authorship conventions.(Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 217) Material 
arrangements, and local settings are determined by individual skills, tuned to enhance 
the development of individually embodied competence. Moreover, individual compe-
tence acts as a basis for recognition. Contrary to the fate of the high energy physicist of 
getting absorbed in a symbiotic super-organisation, the ultimate goal of the molecular 
biologist is to own his own lab, especially as a laboratory leader.

c. an amalgamation of epistemic cultures, determined by epi-epistemic factors

Knorr Cetina’s comparative approach looked at one science through the lens of the 
other, and vice versa, gradually and dialectically constructing a framework to reveal 

52 The description of the behaviour of both disciplines is based on the book of Knorr-Cetina itself, and the analysis 
of this study, described in (Nowotny, Scott, & Gibbons, 2001, pp. 97-99)
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the way how knowledge is produced in ‘science’. Differences between fields, she argues, 
are far more tractable than essential features of a discipline, if not, the only tractable 
elements available to us (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 4).

The fundamental differences and diversity in research conduct which is revealed in 
this study, indicates that is makes sense to address the “epistemic disunity” in knowl-
edge production. (Knorr Cetina, 1999, pp. 4-5). After some reflections on generalizabili-
ty of the study, its limitations, potentials and accomplishments, Knorr-Cetina, followed 
by other scientists (see for instance: Nowotny et al., 2001, p. 97), concludes that this 
diversity reveals the fragmentation of contemporary science as a whole. 

To those who tend to assume that science always has been a unitary enterprise, 
Knorr-Cetina replies that “[…] it is not one enterprise but many, a whole landscape – or 
market – of independent epistemic monopolies producing vastly different products” 
(Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 4). 

Other studies have confirmed and extended the empirical evidence of this ‘disunity 
of sciences’ to other fields, and other instances of scientific research conduct (see for 
instance: Galison & Stump, 1996; Gisler & Kurath, 2015; Kurath, 2015; Lamont, 2009). 
Moreover, these cultures behave dynamic; they converge, diverge, and new cultures 
emerge (Kastenhofer, 2007, 2013).

3.3.2.3 findings: the RT-nexus in a splintering of disciplines
The very existence of the notion of a RT-nexus suggests that the categories research 
and teaching are taken for granted. 

The debate about the “Two Cultures” reaffirms the findings of previous section that a 
RT-nexus in the humanities will fundamentally differ from a nexus within the natural 
sciences (see 3.2.). Additionally, the analysis provided by Knorr Cetina reveals that even 
within one of these scientific realms – the natural sciences - there is little ground for 
broad generalization of the content and nature of the notion “research”. The study of 
Knorr Cetina highlights the existence of many cultures of knowing, and challenges the 
relevance of the belief in a unified science. 

Her study indicates that scientific research conduct is not only a matter of epistemolog-
ical dimensions, but includes ‘epi’-epistemic factors53 – what she calls ‘machineries of 
knowing’, including individual behaviour, social structure, dispositions, communica-
tion protocols, physical environment, technical skills, interaction with objects and ma-
chines, semiological preferences, particular aims and targets, etcetera. These factors 
are determining and distinguishing agents in scientific research conduct. Understand-
ing the nature of research requires paying attention to this particularities. 

Apparently, the actual landscape of research conduct is divers, even within knowledge 
domains that are considered as belonging familiar. Given the acknowledgment of such 
a variegation of epistemic practices, it can be concluded that is more rewarding to ac-

53 With the neologism ‘epi-epistemic’, I refer to, and make a parallel with, the notions and discourse of genetics 
and epigenetics. 
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knowledge multiplicity and diversity, than to address “scientific research” as a uniform 
undertaking. 

Given that a RT-nexus consists of connections with “research”, and given the splinter-
ing amalgamation of distinct epistemic cultures that dynamically converge, diverge 
and emerge, to which extent does it make sense to assume educational benefits irre-
spective of the particular epistemic culture to which connections are made? And to 
which extent then, are the above mentioned epi-epistemic factors targeted? To which 
extent are they taken into account as particular educational objectives or agencies? To 
which extent for instance, is a RT-nexus with a particular epistemic culture, deliberate-
ly aiming at the development of particular personal behaviour, linked to the pattern of 
how individual esteem is part of that culture? 

3.3.3 conceptual expansion: practice as a way of coming to know 
Research conduct is typically seen as a purposeful instrument to produce knowledge. 
Thereby, practice of research conduct is regulated by methodological deference. But 
Dewey’s plea for a transactional – or interactional - understanding of inquiry, and 
Knorr Cetina’s disclosure of research conduct as contextual practice, have directed the 
attention to research conduct as a particular practice in itself, and have established 
the practice of research conduct as a subject of study. This has resulted in an increased 
interest in the moment and conditions in which - during practice - insights occur. Sub-
sequently, this has led to the question to which extent practice – any practice – is a 
potential source of knowledge generation, and the development of theory of practice. 
Eventually these considerations about practice as a way of coming to know has expand-
ed conceptions about research. In fact, the evolution towards an expanded concep-
tion of research was not only a matter of advancing insight. It was also provoked by a 
fundamental critique to positivist science, and a need to develop other approaches of 
inquiry to address dimensions of human reality that positivist science was not able to 
grasp. The ascent of artistic research is a clear emanation of the aspiration to expand 
the scope of study.

This section of the PhD explores this conceptual expansion of the notion research. 
Firstly I discuss the option of practice as a source for knowledge and insights, and the 
ascent of the notion of practice-based research, as a critique on positivist science (see 
3.3.3.1.). After this, I discuss the ascent of artistic research, as a particular case of prac-
tice-based research, and explain how in its turn it expands the conception of research 
(see 3.3.3.2.). Finally, I discuss the impact of the findings on the conception of a RT-nex-
us (see 3.3.3.3.)
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3.3.3.1 knowing through practice: the ascent of practice-based research

a. Dewey’s critique on positivist science and its legacy

Earlier in this chapter, I discussed Dewey’s critique on what he called a “spectator view 
of knowledge”. According to Dewey this view was problematic and contradictory, and 
Dewey developed a transactional theory, as an alternative route for coming to know see 
point 3.3.1.2.c.). Dewey’s plea for a transactional – or interactional - mode of inquiry is 
grounded in a profound critique on the positivist conceptions of science that prevailing 
in his time. 

Dewey makes a case that a positivist conception of knowing is problematic. He argues 
that the processes that actually take place during the process of how we – as human 
beings – are coming to know, differ from the processes which are claimed to lead to 
scientific accuracy and methodological rigour. Scientific research is not only studying 
the world from a detached position from live, science in itself has become detached 
from live. For Dewey, science is in a too principled way reducing its understanding of 
how we live and how we come to know.

The net practical effect [of this interpretation of the scientific worldview] is the cre-
ation of the belief that science exists only in the things which are most remote from 
any significant human concern, so that as we approach social and moral questions 
and interests we must either surrender hope of the guidance of genuine knowledge 
or else purchase scientific title and authority at the expense of all that is distinctly 
human. (Dewey, 1939, p.51, in: Biesta, 2007a, p. 473) 

Thereby, Dewey points to the contradiction, that positivist scientists have reduced the 
scope of knowledge generation narrower than their own actual operation. He charges 
against this inconsistency in following terms:

Popular positivism’s one-sided grasp of the method of inquiry is evident when it is 
noted that the history of science shows that many hypotheses have played a great role 
in the advancement of science which were at the time of their origin purely specula-
tive, and would have been condemned by a consistent positivism as merely ’meta-
physical’.(Dewey, 1938, p. 519) 

Dewey argues that the representational epistemology is at the core of what he calls the 
“crisis in modern culture”. He situates the origin of the problem in the split of matter 
and mind, as induced by philosophers as Descartes and Kant. 

Since these early modern times, Cartesian dualism prevailed. Intrinsically, the findings 
of scientific research where interpreted within this philosophical framework. What did 
not happen though, was that theories of knowledge – such as Cartesian dualism in itself 

– were adjusted, in line with findings and methods of science (Biesta, 2007a). As a result, 
those questions for which the presumption of dualism was not providing an appropri-
ate frame – Dewey refers to questions related to practical, esthetical, ethical, religious 
dimensions – cannot be answered through scientific research. For these questions, no 
scientific answers are available. 
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This becomes problematic when simultaneously the assumption is hold, that science 
– through its innate mission of generating knowledge - is providing an accurate repre-
sentation of reality. The identification of what is known with what is real, makes it ap-
pear as if all dimensions of human life can only be real if they can be validated through 
a scientific procedure of coming to know (Biesta, 2007a). This implies a reduction into 
those features which are scientifically graspable. According to Dewey, this “intellectual 
fallacy” (Dewey, 1929, p.175, in: Biesta, 2007a, p. 472) of modern science “has stripped 
the world of the qualities which made it beautiful and congenial to men” (Dewey, 1929, 
p.33, in: Biesta, 2007a, p. 473). 

This critique on positivist accounts of scientific research have continued ever since. In 
1976, the American philosopher Richard Bernstein – who met Habermas, fellow-posi-
tivist-sceptic philosopher, in 1972 - declares that

It has been effectively shown that the positivists’ understanding of the natural scienc-
es and the formal disciplines is grossly oversimplified. Whatever one’s final judgment 
about the current disputes in the post-empiricist philosophy and history of science 
[…] there is a rational agreement about the inadequacy of the original Positivist un-
derstanding of science, knowledge and meaning. (Bernstein, 1976, p. 207) 

Few years later, Donald Schön - whose influence in professional fields, particularly in 
design and architecture, and education can hardly be overestimated - cites this pas-
sage of Bernstein in his seminal book “The Reflective Practitioner” (Schön, 1983, p. 48). 
Schön might be better known for his concepts of reflection-in-action, than for his cri-
tique to positivist thought (Verbeke, 2013, p. 140). However, his most convincing argu-
ments against the applied science epistemology – including the ascent of the so-called 
techno-sciences - show that his reluctance to the positivist approach was complete 
(Findeli, 2001, p. 9, note 8). 

Schön (1983, p. 165) blames the inadequacy of positivism on the trifold dichotomy it 
adheres: 

 – the separation of means from end, 
 – the separation of research from practice, 
 – the separation of knowing from doing. 

According to Schön, a better insight in why we do like we do, and a deep reflection upon 
its appropriateness and adequateness requires solving these dichotomies. Therefore 
means should be understood in relation to its end; research should be acknowledged 
as human practice; and knowing should be “acknowledged” in its entanglement with 
doing, a-priori, a-posteriori, and ex-nunc (experiential). 

By the end of the twentieth century, a renewed critique raised against Cartesian dualist 
thinking in terms of a dichotomy between body and mind, practice and theory, acting 
and thinking. Academics indicate that post-modernism can be seen as a rupture with 
modernist thinking and its accompanying positivist thinking, leading to the emergence 
of a new intellectual climate (Rosengren, Funtowicz). Neurosciences have revealed 
new insights in how we think, challenging existing ideas about rational reasoning (Sul-
livan). All these voices persistently point to the unbearableness of the dichotomies of 
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Cartesian dualism. They contain a plea to (re)connect theory with practice, form with 
content, discursive with intuitive knowledge, and science with society.

Science always evolves, responding to its leading challenges as they change through 
history. After centuries of triumph and optimism, science is now called on to remedy 
the pathologies of the global industrial system of which it forms the basis. Where-
as science was previously understood as steadily advancing in the certainty of our 
knowledge and control of the natural world, now science is seen as coping with many 
uncertainties in policy issues of risk and the environment. In response, new styles of 
scientific activity are being developed. The reductionist, analytical worldview which 
divides systems into ever smaller elements, studied by ever more esoteric specialism, 
is being replaced by a systemic, synthetic and humanistic approach. The old dichot-
omies of facts and values, and of knowledge and ignorance, are being transcended. 
[…] The science appropriate to this new condition will be based on the assumptions 
of unpredictability, incomplete control, and a plurality of legitimate perspectives. (S. 
O. Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993)

Today, it is acknowledged that “knowing by research” encompasses a broader scope of 
cognitive states than a pure positivist account is assuming, viz. propositional, theoreti-
cal or factual knowledge, or knowledge by description (Russell). Although positivist sci-
ence acknowledges that snatches of intuition and feeling may occasionally enter the 
research process, they were never considered as reliable contributions, nor as constit-
uents of the process of univocally sharing. 

b. knowing through practice, and its incompatibility with positivist science

The option of considering practice as a way of generating knowledge, and consequently 
the question which type of knowledge and insights then are generated through practice, 
traces back to the Aristotelean ideation. 

In contrast with the Platonic view to consider knowledge as a mental construct, closely 
related with mathematics as a sublime model of reality, the Aristotelean philosophy 
look upon knowledge as the result of a procedure that originates in interaction with the 
real – physical world. In the Aristotelean ideation, pursuing knowledge about reality 
happens on the basis of empirical experience (empeiria). For Aristotle, experience is 
the basis for knowing. 

The Platonic procedure of knowing is a mental process of construction. In the Aristote-
lean ideation, knowledge is to be found in the nature and properties of the things in 
themselves, not in an “ideal realm”.54 Coming to know about the things in the world 
coincides with the attempt for revealing “the genuine, mind-independent natures of 
things”,55 followed by a process of embodying the “form” (to be understood as “soul”) 
of the things. In the Aristotelean ideation, knowledge emerges through a process (a) 
from sense perception to memory, (b) from memory to experience (empeiria)56 – which is 

54 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/dualism/#MinBod, last retrieved 12 June 2018
55 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle/#Sci, last retrieved 12 June 2018
56 “ondervinding” in Dutch.
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to be understood as “to take root in the mind”57 -, and (c) from experience to “unmediated 
intellectual apprehension (nous) of principles”.58 This intellectual state of unmediated 
apprehension then is the stage in which the “form” or “soul” is embodied and can be 
developed into an “idea” or episteme. In contrast with the Platonic understanding of 
knowledge as resulting from a mental process of construction, in the Aristotelean phi-
losophy knowledge results from a process of abstraction. 

In the Platonic ideation, knowledge is reliable to the extent that it conforms to the 
(mathematical) sublime model. In the Aristotelean view, knowledge is reliable if it is 
coherent with the experience from practice. 

This demonstration of this coherence happens through argumentation. The Aristotel-
ean procedure of knowing, thus implies underpinning by argument. To be able to reach 
coherence through an argumentative discourse, Aristotle conceived logic (Vermeersch 
& Braeckman, 2014, p. 70). The Aristotelean view on coming to know relies upon ex-
perience (empeiria) as the basis for knowing, and reliability for assuming coherence 
with experience relies on logically coherent argumentation. This means that in the Aris-
totelean conception of coming to know perception, sense, mindset and statement are 
inextricable bound and linked.

While the Platonic process results in a mathematically deduced mental construct, the Ar-
istotelean process results in mind-independent statements about what can be concluded. 
These statements however, cannot be based on abstract mathematical deduction, but 
on inference out of the particular experience – induction. Induction however, never leads 
to incontestable truth. The Aristotelean aim of formulating “invariant features of the 
world”, can never fully be reached - irrespective of the amount of experience. State-
ments only hold till the contrary has been proved.59 Induction thus always remains 
connected to a process from more or less particular findings to more or less generic state-
ments which are only true to a certain degree, and only “for the moment”. If an in-
sight “if A, then B” is reached through induction, then each proposition or prediction C, 
which relies on the insight that B when A, can only be appreciated, when framed, and 
underpinned, since – especially in the phenomena under study in human (cultural) sci-
ences - that situation A, which leads to B, will never exist twice, in identical conditions. 

For Aristotle, experience was connected to wisdom. He distinguished between the-
oretical wisdom and practical wisdom. Only the former – theoretical wisdom – was 
considered as containing knowledge (episteme).60 This knowledge (episteme) was to 
be distinghuised from craft/practice (techne). However, craft (techne) in itself was con-
sidered, not just as any practical activity, but as practice that involves knowledge, and 
as a practice that generates knowledge.61 

57 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle/#Sci, last retrieved 12 June 2018
58 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle/#Sci, last retrieved 12 June 2018
59 Cf Popper’s discourse on falsification
60 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/wisdom/#WisKno, last retrieved 12 June 2018
61 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/episteme-techne/, last retrieved 12 June 2018
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Aristotle thus acknowledged a close entanglement between both, and preceded the no-
tion of “epistemic practice”: a practice which both incorporate knowledge to be con-
ducted, and generates knowledge because of its knowledge-based nature. 

It should be acknowledged that the Aristotelean understanding of the terms empeiria 
and experience should not be confused with empirical experience as it is understood in 
the scientific method of empirical experiment, in modern science since Enlightenment, 
and firmly anchored in positivism. For Aristotle empeiria develops in (the body and 
mind of) a person, through his life, by having been through a lot in one’s time, and – as 
a result - becoming wise (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014, p. 72). In the Aristotelean 
view, the stage of rooting experience in mind, includes memory, and thus is related to for-
mer experience and sense-making. It is an internalized account to experience, that strongly 
contrasts with the Cartesian conception that prevailed during Enlightenment.

In the positivist understanding of empirical experimentation, phenomena can be gen-
erated each time again, since they respond to the scientific criterion of reproducibility. 
Such a “scientific” account of experience is situated in the event of the moment, and in 
the moment of the event. Knowledge results out of registration of phenomena which 
happen outside the mind of the observer. It is an externalist account towards experience. 
Sense-making happens afterwards, it is not immediate, not embodied, and not embed-
ded in memory. Reconnecting research, as a practice of coming to know, and a practice 
of effectively sharing insights, with the Aristotelean understanding thus, is a significant 
conceptual shift, away from positivist understandings of research conduct.

Aristotle’s distinction between theoretical wisdom and practical wisdom, acknowl-
edges a union of body and soul and connects practice to cognition. Since Cartesian 
dualism, these connections have been source of dispute and dissent in philosophy of 
science. Along the increasing interest in phenomenology (from Husserl to Heidegger) 
and pragmatism (from Peirce to Dewey), also the interest in experiential and practical 
oriented ways of knowing grew. The Aristotelean philosophy has been considered as 
an early basis of Russell’s distinction into knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by 
description (Russel 1910),62 Ryle’s (1949) distinction between knowing that and knowing 
how, 63 and Polanyi’s elaboration on the concepts of personal knowledge (Polanyi, 1958), 
and tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1966). 

From an epistemological point of view, Dewey’s rationale for the adoption of a trans-
actional mode of inquiry alike, also Polanyi’s introduction of tacit knowledge was an ex-
plicit critique to positivist science. It challenge the assumption that all reliable knowl-
edge – read “scientific knowledge” – is explicit, either factual, inferential, propositional 
or nomological. The concept of tacit knowledge has become extremely influential. Till 
today it persists triggering the scholarly community, particularly in professional-ori-
ented disciplines and the designing disciplines. 

62 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/knowledge-acquaindescrip/#Dis, last retrieved 12 June 2018
63 Kenny, Anthony (1989): The Metaphysics of Mind, Clarendon Press, Oxford, in: http://plato.stanford.edu/

entries/dualism/#MinBod, last retrieved 12 June 2018
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c. from theories of practice to practice as research

The increased interest in practice as an “epistemic“ notion gave way to very diverse 
scholarly studies, and there is no such thing as a clear coherently developed theory of 
practice (Bräuchler & Postill, 2010, p. 4). STS-scientist Theodor Schatzki points to the 
emergence of theories of practice in four different scholarly fields: philosophy (with 
a.o. Wittgenstein, Dreyfus, Taylor), social sciences (with a.o. Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 
1979, 1984), cultural studies (with a.o. Foucault 1979; Lyotard; de Certeau 1984), and sci-
ence and technology studies (STS) (with a.o. Latour, Rouse, Pickering) (Schatzki, Knorr 
Cetina, & von Savigny, 2001). In the framework of this PhD, this list should be added 
with protagonists of the development of theories of practice in the field of design disci-
plines, such as Polanyi (1966), Argyris (1974), Schön (1983) and Kolb (1984).

In this amalgamation of theories, different stances should be discerned. The first gen-
eration of practice theorists where mainly studying practice in order to relate individu-
al action to social phenomena (Bräuchler & Postill, 2010). The first generation theorists 
in the designing disciplines on the contrary were rather focussing on the relationship 
between professional action and professional knowing (Polanyi, Argyris). As they were 
less interested in social behaviour they remained closer to the process and moment of 
knowledge production in and during practice. 

The second generation of practice theorists applying and testing the foundations that 
their predecessors had developed. In this stage, attention was paid to learning process-
es as well. Kolb’s theory of experiential learning, and Donald Schön’s theory of reflec-
tion-in-action are seminal examples of how action, knowing and learning were linked. 

Gradually, these theories were actually resolving the dichotomies to which Schön had 
referred – trying to understand means in relation to its end; to acknowledge research as 
human practice; and to acknowledge “knowing” in its entanglement with doing, a-pri-
ori, a-posteriori, and ex-nunc.

Pickering (1995) argued that in the field of science and technology the material, the 
conceptual, and the social coevolve through practice (Schatzki et al., 2001, pp. 10, 22). 
Cognitive psychologists left their clinical settings, because they got interested in the 
links between cognition and culture, and the place to grasp this links was situated 
in the field, outside academia. For the same reason, scientists became field-workers 
to look for culturally based forms of knowing. By leaving desk research, and actively 
engage with practice in a natural setting, different disciplines met. It became niches 
where philosophy, sociology, psychology, anthropology and social sciences found com-
mon ground and interest. Concepts of multi- and interdisciplinarity were expanded 
towards notions of transdisciplinarity (Doucet & Janssens, 2011; Dunin-Woyseth & Niel-
sen, 2004; Nowotny, 2004, 2006a). These encounters also contributed to an increased 
awareness about the mutual interdependency of cognition and culture. Practice was 
seen as a form of interaction between both, thereby acting as a mode of generating 
knowledge and insights. (Sullivan, 2010, pp. 102-103) 

These sciences became aware of the role and position of practice, as a process of com-
ing to know. Thereby, the term practice did not relate primarily to professional practice 

– although this was not excluded – but to a more general concept of action and inter-
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action in and with the world. This awareness advocated an understanding of practice 
as a mediator for gaining insights in how we know, and in how we know in relation to 
where we know, namely situated within culture and tradition. Lave and Wenger, who 
can be considered as a second generation of theorists of social practice (Bräuchler & 
Postill, 2010), point to the entanglement of action, cognition and culture, in processes 
of sense-making: 

a theory of social practice emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and 
world, activity, meaning, cognition; learning, and knowing. It emphasizes the inher-
ently socially negotiated character of meaning and the interested, concerned charac-
ter of the thought and action of persons-in-activity. (Lave & Wenger, 1991)

The new option, to consider practice as a way of coming to know, expanded science 
with new ontologies. Scholars now, spoke of a new “practice turn” – this time not only 
affecting professional practice, but mainly addressing theory and science (Schatzki et 
al., 2001, p. 12). 

Until that time, practice was mainly understood as a matter of skill, habit or routine. 
Knorr Cetina however, demonstrated that practice cannot be explained in terms of 
skill, habit or routine of the practitioner only, but should be understood as a complex 
set of interactions with the world, between subjects and objects (Knorr Cetina, 1997, 
1999; Schatzki et al., 2001). By studying practical conduct of scientists, Knorr Cetina 
underpins this statement by the observation that when scientists use tools, techniques 
and instruments, it is not in their skill, habit and routine to handle them, that insights 
emerge, nor is it from these “knowledge items” themselves - tools, techniques and in-
struments - that insights emerge. Insights emerge neither from the subjects only, nor 
from the objects only, but emerge in practice – i.e. in the interaction with the world – an 
interaction mediated by the features and capacities of the scientist and his/her tools, 
techniques and instruments. It is to such processes, where the aim is to reach insights 
through and in practice, and which are often mediated by sets of tools, techniques and 
instruments as “tools-to-think-with”, “epistemic objects” (Knorr Cetina, 1997, 2001) - 
that Knorr Cetina refers to as “epistemic practices”(Knorr Cetina, 1999, 2001).

The ascent of the concept of practice-based research then, as a next step in the conceptual 
expansion of practice as epistemic conduct, relies upon the dual observation (i) that 
insights may emerge neither from the subjects only, nor from the objects only, but in 
practice - i.e. in the mutual interactions between subjects and objects, and (ii) that it is 
possible to deliberately design practical conduct in such a way and in such conditions 
that it not only serves the end to which it is teleologically connected, but that it also 
serves meta-reflection upon the phenomena that occur during practice. Such practices 
are epistemic, but in these types of practice, knowledge thus, is not only a means to an 
end, but an end in itself.

Practice-as-research unites the concepts of knowing-in-action and reflective practice. In 
such type of research conduct, it is not possible to indicate a precise stage in which 
knowledge and insights are “created”; it should rather be understood as if knowing 
and insights “occur”, or rather “emerge” along this whole process/procedure. Van Den 
Berghe has referred to this feature of practice-based research, as an endeavour aimed 
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at reaching a “state of emergency”(Van Den Berghe, 2012). The “state of emergency” 
links human mind with the physical practice - in Aristotelean terms we could speak of 
embodied knowledge through experience. 

In order to be research however, insights have to be shared. This remains a precari-
ous concern. Particularly for practices that relies upon tacit knowledge, and that are 
leading to the increase of tacit knowledge in their turn, this is a crucial but delicate 
point, that still is subject of dispute and controversy, to be seen for instance in ongoing 
debates about the status of so-called non-written outcome. 

It is this concern of conveying the insights, that brought the design theorist Bruce Ar-
cher to formulate the definition of research in the following terms: 

a systematic inquiry whose goal is communicable knowledge. (Archer, 1995, em-
phasis added)

Archer’s insistence on the inclusion of the feature of communicability of the outcome, 
has to be understood in the conceptual expansion of the notion of research to include 
forms of epistemic practices that rely upon and produce tacit knowledge in the scope 
of scientific research. He states that “the findings [of research] must be intelligible to, 
and located within some framework of understanding for, an appropriate audience.” 
(Archer, 1995, p. 6) This same concern still is to seen in the most recent definition of the 
REF2014, who specifies that inquiry only becomes research when it can be proved that 
new insights have effectively been shared. 

d. the “making disciplines” as a relevant example within the broad range of practice-
based research

Practice-based research is not indicating a particular methodology. It covers a broad 
range of activities, as it relates to a broad range of practices – as such, it includes for 
instance research based on professional practice, on artistic creative-practice and on 
design practice. 

Although each type of practice may lead to extremely differing types of actions and 
insights, they all have one characteristic in common in which they differ from positiv-
ist accounts of scientific research conduct: they interfere with the course of thing. In 
contrast with positivist science that operates under a principle of non-disturbance, and 
non-interference with the course of things, practice-based research gains knowledge, 
understanding and insights particularly from “disturbance” and interference with the 
course of things (Biesta, 2007; Dewey, 1970). This principle of deliberate engagement 
with (a self-induced modification of, or interference with) the course of things, is the 
common baseline for any type of practice-based research.

The epistemological contribution of practice-based research is situated in those cases 
where during such processes of interference with reality, specific fields and dimen-
sions of that reality are tackled, for which other research approaches are incompetent, 
do not provide tools, methods, nor epistemologies, or to which they are – ontologically 
spoken – blind. 



130

It is beyond the scope of this PhD to discuss the multiple methodologies and broad 
scope of disciplinary and professional fields in which practice-based research has been 
productive, such as action-research, and auto-ethnographical reflective practice in pro-
fessional contexts, but – because of its relevance for the particular field of interest in 
this PhD, namely architectural design - I point to one specific type of practice-based 
research, namely research based on the practice of “making”. The ascent of this type of 
research has even given way to the emergence of the term “making disciplines” (Dun-
in-Woyseth & Michl, 2001).

Disciplinary fields as architecture, product design, fashion etcetera, or aiming not only 
at studying material artefacts, but also at conceiving them in order to have them pro-
duced, or “made” – hence the term “making disciplines”. Materiality in itself is at the 
core of these disciplines, and – as such –a central topic of investigation. 

There is a growing awareness that developing disciplinary research that aims at increas-
ing insight in materiality should not be situated at a theoretical level only. Increasingly 
it is acknowledged that some particular dimensions of materiality can only be “seen” 
or “grasped” by working with the material. Making allows for other and deeper insights 
in, for instance, aspects of craftsmanship, and how physical aspects of the material are 
related to meaning. But most primarily, in practice-based research-through-making, 
the investigation of materiality is mediated through the insights that emerge during 
the practice of making itself, and the evidence that emerges from the material objects 
themselves – this is referred to as material evidence (Beim & Ramsgaard Thomsen, 
2011). 

While the concept of “material culture” refers to the acknowledgement that physical 
artefacts are embodying and conveying cultural dimensions of society, the notion of 

“practice-based research-through-making” points to the fact that actively engaging in 
“making” is providing insights in these cultural dimensions of society, that detached 
observation and study of the made things is not able to provide. This is nicely written 
by Richard Sennett, who argues that “people can learn about themselves through the 
things they make”. (Sennett, 2008, p. 8)

“Material culture” too often, at least in the social sciences, slights cloth, circuit boards, 
or baked fish as objects worthy of regard in themselves, instead treating the shaping of 
such physical things as mirrors of social norms, economic interests, religious convic-
tions - the thing in itself is discounted. So we need to turn a fresh page. We can do so 
simply by asking - though the answers are anything but simple - what the process of 
making concrete things reveals to us about ourselves. Learning from things requires 
us to care about the qualities of cloth or the right way to poach fish; fine cloth or food 
cooked well enables us to imagine larger categories of “good”. Friendly to the senses, 
the cultural materialist wants to map out where pleasure is to be found and how it is 
organized. Curious about things in themselves, he or she wants to understand how 
they might generate religious, social or political values.(Sennett, 2008, pp. 7-8)

Today, the insight that practice in itself should be acknowledged as a moment of ex-
ploration and of acquiring new knowledge is gradually established. Practice can delib-
erately be shaped and conducted in such way that it not only produces the end that it 
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is expected to produce, but also insights that transcend the particular end that is pro-
duced. Knowledge and insights that are resulting of such practice are acknowledged as 
a provisionally settled and negotiated justification of beliefs regarding “a certain reali-
ty”.64 Thereby, an awareness has grown about the central role that immediate types of 
cognition - such as sensorial experience, experiential knowledge, tacit knowledge, and 
embodied knowledge – play in sense-making of the experience during practice, but 
also in the process of conveying and sharing the insights. 

3.3.3.2 artistic research 

a. artistic research and creative practice: reliance upon “messy” but distributed 
human capacities

Artistic research is that particular form of practice-based research, in which the type of 
practice on which research conduct relies, is artistic practice. And artistic practice, in its 
turn, is a particular form of creative practice. Henk Borgdorff defines artistic research 
in methodological terms as research in which “the creative process forms the pathway 
(or part of it) through which new insights, understandings and products come into be-
ing.” (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 46)

Creativity is no exclusive monopoly of artists, nor are memory, affection, intuition and 
emotion. Also in traditional accounts of scientific research conduct it is acknowledged 
that in certain stages of the process of thinking, these aspects are determinative. And 
of course it is acknowledged that creativity is part of any research project, but the role 
of creativity, and the stages in which memory, affection intuition and emotion occur in 
research conduct, are considered as provisional, and instrumental to make a process 
move.

In artistic research however, these human capacities play a different role. Unlike 
knowledge, which relies upon truth-related procedures – e.g. logic and rational argu-
mentation (cf the reference to Kvanvig, earlier in this chapter, point 3.3.1.2.b.) - creativ-
ity, memory, affection, intuition and emotion - those “messy” (Sullivan, 2010, p. 101) 
human capacities – operate as immediate mechanisms of sense-making. And this is the 
key feature of artistic research, namely to rely upon creativity and the “messy” human 
capacities of memory, affection, intuition and emotion in processes of sense-making.

Studies in sociology, anthropology, visual research and neuro sciences, increasingly ac-
knowledge the constitutive role of existence of those “messy constructs” in processes 
of sense-making. Moreover, they recognize that these immediate mechanisms are to 
be acknowledged as socially distributed cultural practice (and thus not purely a matter 
of subjective, personal emotion), and that they are operating in a framework of shared 
cultural clues and understandings (and thus not referring to subjective individual pref-
erence) (Sullivan, 2010). It is exactly this social distribution which makes empathy pos-
sible, and which allows for taking an hermeneutic stance. Creative practice, Sullivan 

64 Cf. the definition of research by Vermeersch and Braeckman as “the human activity which seeks to reach 
systematized and reliable representations, ideas, beliefs of which we assume that they conform to a certain 
reality”.
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argues, is fully relying upon and exploiting creativity as such a socio-culturally distrib-
uted construct (Sullivan, 2010, pp. 107-113). 

In artistic research – according Borgdorff’s definition - this creative practice is “the 
pathway through which new insights, understandings and products come into being”. 
To be more precise: in artistic research, it is by the deliberate use of the creative-prac-
tice – that addresses and mobilised those “messy but culturally shared and socially 
distributed constructs” of memory, affection, intuition and emotion - that the insights 
which are sought for, will emerge. Creativity, memory, affection, intuition and emotion 
then, are no longer primarily instrumental to move a process. They act as mediators to 
make sense of experience in and during a particular moment of practice in itself, not 
by detached observation of empirical experimentation. This type of experience that 
addresses immediate responses, are pre-reflective and non-conceptual. 

The messy human capacities do not only have a role in the moment of generation of 
insights, also the stage of sharing insights they are addressed and mobilized. This shar-
ing of insights that are gained through artistic research is not a matter of invoking un-
controlled emotions by others, but is a matter of rigourous and precise appealing to a 
commonly shared socio-cultural comprehension. As such, it is comparable to what in 
the definition of research in the REF2014 is formulated as “having new insights effec-
tively shared.” 

b. the nature of artistic research: inconclusive but constitutive and revealing 

If artistic research claims to take a specific role in the human quest for exploring the 
world, it has to be found in both matter and approach. It is distinctive from other ac-
counts of research conduct in both the matter it addresses (an ontological distinction), 
the relationship it builds with a particular reality (epistemological distinction) and in 
the way how it does so (a praxeological distinction). Moreover, as artistic research is 
a work of digging into essential matter of human life and culture, its generation of 
insights is ongoing, and remains fallible and provisional all the time. As such it is de-
liberately inconclusive (a teleological distinction). In the paragraphs that follow, I will 
systematically address each of these four dimensions.

Ontologically spoken, artistic research differs from positivist accounts which consider 
a world which exists unaffected by our own being, and irrespective of the kind of rela-
tionship which is established during research conduct. In contrast, artistic research op-
erates in an ontology in which the world is nót thought to be independent and detached 
of the researcher. The researcher’s being-in-the-world is inherently part of the process 
of sense-making. It addresses the processes of how we try to “get a grip on reality” 
and how we “act in flow prior to any reflection, and without following rules”(Borgdorff, 
2010, p. 59). The artistic research takes this position for us, aiming for insights to be 
shared. One could say that exactly the researcher’s situatedness in the world is what 
constitutes artistic research; it is its ontological field. 

From an epistemological view, Borgdorff (2010) argues that artistic research expands, or 
rather complements, the epistemology of other accounts of research with two specific 
ways of coming to know: constitution and revelation. 
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Constitution consists in the capacity of artistic research to conceive and realize (a new) 
reality. Research then, is seen as an epistemological process in which the conception 
and construction of a new reality, provides insights in our actual situation – not a mat-
ter of re-presentation, but of presentation of a reality (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 61). 

Revelation, the second epistemological expansion that Borgdorff assigns to artistic re-
search, is situated in its capacity to disclose and reveal the world in a way that has not 
been done yet. It opens up new ways of looking at the world, or of experiencing “a cer-
tain reality”, which might result in adopting a new relationship with the world and/or 
with ourselves (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 61) 

While other types of research look at what can be seen in “reality-as-it-is”, artistic re-
search provides ways to generate “a new reality to look at” (constitution – world presen-
tation - constructivist) and ways to reveal “what could not be seen yet” in reality-as-it-is 
(revelation – world disclosure - hermeneutic). 

The status of the insights resulting from these processes of revelation and constitution 
is not “knowledge” (as objective truth), nor “Verstehen” (as hermeneutic understanding), 
nor one of the three cognitive insights that Habermas has described, but comprehension 
(Borgdorff, 2010, p. 55). 

A comprehensive investigation of the varied nature of research should take the goal of 
“reaching comprehension” into account as a fourth epistemological category, next to the 
three earlier mentioned goals of producing knowledge, gaining understanding, and 
having insights shared.

Praxeologically spoken, artistic research is distinctive by definition, as is defined on a 
praxeological basis – cf. Borgdorff’s definition: artistic research is that particular kind 
of research that is typified by its reliance upon a particular practice. However, in prax-
eological regard, artistic research is not only distinctive in its practical conduct – artistic, 
creative practice - and in the human capacities which it mobilizes both for generating 
insights, it also have to rely upon those messy pre-reflexive, non-conceptual capacities, 
to which I referred earlier, for having these insights effectively shared.

Teleologically seen, artistic research has in common with all research conduct that 
it aims at having new insights effectively shared (at least following the definition of 
REF2014). However, as artistic research is digging into the process of how immediate 
sense-making continuously is constituting human life and culture itself, its generation 
of insights is ongoing in itself as well, and the outcome remains provisional all the time. 
As such it is inescapably inconclusive.

Because of the inconclusiveness of artistic research, theory building is no option and 
thus no aim. 

But also for another reason – situated in its praxeological nature - artistic research is 
not oriented toward the construction of theory. In traditional science, theorizing is 
looked upon as only one of the attempts to establish understanding of the world. Re-
search that aims at theory building, through stages of testing, adjusting or construct-
ing - considers theory as a structured and internally coherent set of insights. Theory is 
a structured framework of insights, insights are cast in theory. Such type of research 
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conduct knows time shifts between practice, insight and the process of “casting” the 
insights into theory (or relating them to existing theory). Theory construction is a state 
which is established during the “think-time” stage of the reflective process (Sullivan, 
2010, p. 117). Artistic research however, addresses - next to possible reflective stances 
during the research process - primarily immediate cognition. The insights are emerg-
ing and to be caught in the immediacy of the moment. Artistic research conduct thus 
calls primarily from an open-ness and awareness during and within the immediacy of 
the practice, and not in a subsequent stage of reflection.

Instead of theory construction, which aims at closing uncertainty with final and con-
clusive justification, artistic research rather aims at provoking new thought:

Artistic research therefore does not really involve theory building or knowledge pro-
duction in the usual sense of those terms. Its primary importance lies not in expli-
cating the implicit or non-implicit knowledge enclosed in art. It is more directed at 
a not-knowing, or a not-yet-knowing. It creates room for that which is un-thought, 
that which is unexpected - the idea that all things could be different. Especially per-
tinent to artistic research is the realization that we do not yet know what we don’t 
know. Art invites us and allows us to linger at the frontier of what there is, and it 
gives us an outlook on what might be. (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 61)

With its dual capacity for presenting possibility rather than representing (an already exist-
ing) reality and revealing what could not be grasped (and thus not discussed) yet, artis-
tic research is aiming at provoking continuation of thought and invites to “unfinished 
thinking” (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 61). 

This stance is not unknown in traditional scientific research conduct either. It closely 
links to Dewey’s postulation that the status of knowledge, in order to be scientific, is 
to be presented as subject for continuous revision, and therefore it should be only set-
tled to a degree that renders it available as a resource of further inquiry (cf also point 
3.3.1.2. c. of this chapter). In this respect, the function of artistic research with regard 
to sciences that adhere more traditional ways of research conduct, may consists in its 
capacity to “unsettle” knowledge that has become “too settled” – in terms of Dewey – to 
be available for further questioning. 

A similar purposeful status of artistic research regarding the sciences is expressed by 
Sullivan, who explains: 

Within this academic environment [of scholarly communities, JDW], conventional 
research in general proceeds from the known to the unknown, yet it is important to 
acknowledge the benefit of inquiry that moves in the other direction - from the un-
known to the known- for fresh perspectives as much as prior knowledge are determi-
nants in creating and constructing new knowledge. (Sullivan, 2010).

According to Sullivan, this opposite direction of inquiry – research as a process of com-
ing to know, not about what we do not know yet, but about what we do know – is a 
major contribution that artist-researchers can offer to science, a kind of recalibration. 
Again referring to Dewey, this is done not by bringing in new (provisional) knowledge, 
but by bringing what we know about what we know in such condition that what we know 
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becomes available as a resource for further inquiry, possibly leading towards a revision 
of what we know.

c. positioning artistic research in the scope of many ways of knowing

When I recall the distinctions that have been made to discern variety in the nature of 
research, I come to the following summary of features. 

From an ontological view, the reality that artistic research is studying rather relates to 
the (inside of) man and his cultural products and activity, than to nature, alien to man. 

From an epistemological view, artistic research is not directed towards the production 
of external knowledge, but at actively engaging a knower, both during research practice 
and as audience to have the insights effectively shared. Thereby, “knowing” is to be un-
derstood in an expanded conception of not only being based upon truth-related logics, 
but resulting from insights that emerge from immediate sense-making, mediated by 
memory, affection, intuition or emotion. Next to aspire after knowledge, understand-
ing or insights, it aims for reaching comprehension.

By its praxeological nature to engage with the experience of the moment, its conduct is 
oriented at reaching understanding of human actions and cultural phenomena from 
within. This calls for an hermeneutic stance.

By its inability for producing theory, artistic research is rather ideographic than nomo-
thetic. The goals – or in Habermas’ wordings the cognitive interest – that artistic research 
pursues, next to the above suggested contribution recalibration for traditional science, 
is twofold: it aims to explore, reveal and share insights about what there is (among peo-
ple, within a shared cultural reality), which might, in its turn, be the constituent of ren-
dering an outlook on what might be (as it can be comprehended by these people, within 
a shared cultural reality). In this regard it satisfies the practical interest of providing a 
better understanding of participants of a cultural community in time and place.

But as artistic research aims at providing each time again a new viewpoint to look at 
reality, and as it has a tendency of unsettling settled knowing, it induces processes 
of critical self-reflection. Its deliberate inconclusiveness and invitation to continuous 
thought, and its acknowledgement that reaching a new state of insight may impact the 
world as it is, and thus invoke new inquiry, aligns with a strong emancipatory interest.

d. positioning artistic research in a paradigmatic continuum

The ascent of the concept of artistic research has induced controversy. Similar to the 
nineteenth century debate about the position of humanities in relation to natural sci-
ence, and to the twentieth century controversies about the position of social sciences 
in relation to the positivism, the ascent of artistic research turns out to be the twen-
ty-first century case of a split in the scientific community. 

On one side of the debate are scholars who are brought to rigourous demarcation. 
Those scholars argue that the practices of artistic research – to the extent that those 
practices can be called “research” at all - are fundamentally distinct from research con-
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duct that follows the so-called scientific method, and that artistic research by conse-
quence, is non-scientific. 

On the other side of the debate are scholars who look at artistic research as a time-
ly complementation of the many approaches of academic research conduct that cur-
rently coexist on a broad scale of research paradigms, ranging from positivism, over 
post-positivism, and critical theory to the constructivist paradigms of symbolic inter-
actionism, social constructivism, phenomenology and ethno-methodologies. These 
scholars welcome the expansion of inquiry by explorations that address and mobilize 
immediate and non-cognitive responses such as memory, affection, intuition and emo-
tion, intuition. They do not think in terms of demarcation, but rather of inclusiveness. 
They are not restraining artistic research from the criteria for research quality, but are 
looking for appropriate or inclusive approaches. For them, the capacities that artistic 
research brings is - constitution and revelation are distinctive and particular, but do not 
alienate artistic research from other types of academic research conduct. 

In this PhD, I adopt a comprehensive stance towards what to take into account as “re-
search” – as extensively explained in the chapter on methodology. I thus adhere the 
inclusive view of positioning artistic research in a broad continuum of different ways 
of coming to know. Such gradual categorizations of familiarity, overlaps, and distinc-
tiveness, have extensively been described in scholarly literature on research method-
ology, particularly at the time of the paradigm war, when a need was felt for framing 
and positioning qualitative research (see for instance: Cunliffe, 2011; Denzin & Lincoln, 
1994; Morgan & Smircich, 1980), and also more recently for the specific case of artistic 
research (Biggs & Karlsson, 2010; Borgdorff, 2010; Büchler, Biggs, & Ståhl, 2011; Nowot-
ny, 2010; Schwarz, 2009).

Definitely, artistic research is situated at the opposite side of positivism - instead of re-
ducing reality to a delineated set of researchable parameters, aiming at the formulation 
of generalisability and universal laws, artistic research embraces complexity and con-
tingency.65 And obviously, it is more akin to subjectivist and constructivist approaches. 
With its inductive method of developing meaning out of experiences in the natural set-
ting of a complex world, it aligns with constructivist paradigms qualitative research. By 
including the researcher’s self in the process of sense-making, and by the adoption of 
an hermeneutic stance, it is closely related to subjectivist approaches to social sciences. 

e. the actual situation within the EHEA: a forced birth, and a contradictory coexistence

Critical scholars have clarified that the – almost sudden - emergence of “newcomers” 
in the realm of academic inquiry, such as practice-based research and artistic research, 
can hardly be understood from an epistemological need from within. They argue that 
the emergence cannot be dissociated from the generic establishment of a third cycle – 
the doctorate – for all academic disciplines within the EHEA. 

Indeed, the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (FQ-
EHEA) explains that within the EHEA the master level is awarded to students who 

65 I quote from a laudatio by Erik Wieërs at the occasion of the PhD of Karen Kesteloot, university of Antwerp, 
2012.
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have demonstrated knowledge and understanding that […] provides a basis or oppor-
tunity for originality in developing and/or applying ideas, often within a research31 
context. (Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, 2005, p. 67)(foot-
note in original text)

and includes a remarkably comprehensive understanding of the term “research”, albeit 
only in a footnote. This footnote 31 clarifies that : 

The word ‘research’ […] is used in an inclusive way to accommodate the range of 
activities that support original and innovative work in the whole range of academ-
ic, professional and technological fields, including the humanities, traditional, per-
forming, and other creative arts. It is not used in any limited or restricted sense, or 
relating solely to a traditional ‘scientific method’.(Bologna Working Group on Quali-
fications Frameworks, 2005, p. 68) (original emphasis).

The expanded understanding of research into the realm of “traditional, performing 
and other creative arts” is relatively new. And although the footnote may refer to edu-
cational purposes only, scholars have argued that it has contributed to the development 
of artistic research as an own field of academic inquiry, with particular epistemological 
contributions, that the other fields are not able to provide. 

The inclusive stance and the expansion of what the footnote refers to as the “tradition-
al scientific method”, has been maintained from the European central policy level of 
the FQ-EHEA, to its implementation at the level of national accreditation audits. For 
instance in Flanders, the accreditation audits for academic master programmes – EQF 
level 7 - that took place in the period that the EHEA was considered as being established 
(from 2010 onwards), mentions the following criteria to assess the so-called academic 
orientation of the programme: 

knowledge development by students takes place in an interaction between education 
and scientific research (including research in the Arts) in relevant disciplines; […]the 
programme ensures the development of skills in the field of scientific research and/or 
the development and practice in the arts;66

Similar to the academic orientation of the programme, the audits assessed the academ-
ic orientation of the teaching staff. This was done by looking whether 

the education is largely provided by researchers who contribute to the development of 
the discipline (including research in the Arts).67 

And this criterion had to be proved by:

a quantitative analysis of the research competencies and research activity, and/or 

66 “Kennisontwikkeling door studenten vindt plaats in interactie tussen het onderwijs en het wetenschappelijk 
onderzoek (met inbegrip van het onderzoek in de kunsten) binnen relevante disciplines. [...] Het programma 
waarborgt de ontwikkeling van vaardigheden op het gebied van wetenschappelijk onderzoek en/of de ontwikke-
ling en beoefening van de kunsten.” (VLIR/VLHORA, 2008, p. 22)

67 “Het onderwijs wordt voor een belangrijk deel verzorgd door onderzoekers die een bijdrage leveren aan de 
ontwikkeling van het vakgebied (met inbegrip van het onderzoek in de kunsten).” (VLIR VLHORA 2008 aange-
past protocol, p. 28; VLIRVLHORA 2008, p.30
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expertise in the practice and development of the Arts.68

It is clear that in this audit, the notion ‘academic’ is understood exclusively in terms of 
connections with formal scientific research, completed - although always in brackets 

- with “research in the Arts”, sometimes more cautiously formulated as “the develop-
ment of the Arts”. 

In 2009, Borgdorff wrote: 

The current hype about ‘artistic research’ cannot be fully understood without taking 
into account the higher education reforms now occurring all over continental Europe. 
Consistent with the Bologna process and the establishment of three-cycle structure 
(bachelors, masters, doctorate), ‘research’ has been introduced into areas of higher 
education that used to focus mainly on professional training. ‘Research’ has now 
become a central task in former polytechnics, Fachhochschulen and universities of 
applied sciences, including (in most countries) institutes of higher arts education.[…] 
The issue is whether Bologna, and the introduction of research, is a dictate and threat 
coming from outside art and arts education, or whether it is a chance and a challenge 
for art and arts education. (Borgdorff, 2009) 

Particularly for those institutions that did provide master programmes, but that did not 
develop research before – the new “task” to develop research was felt as an artificial 
superimposed obligation, putting things on their heads. 

However, the emergence of artistic research reaches further than a formal fulfilment 
of an imposed educational structure. It is part of a tendency to acknowledge the diver-
sity of endeavours which operate under the common denominator of “research” and 
the diversity and distinctiveness of ways of knowing that they cover. In 2009, a report 
particularly of the European University Association about diversity of academic higher 
education in Europe calls for a more comprehensive understanding of research with 
regards to the creative industries: 

The current definition of knowledge and research and their forms of practice are clear-
ly too narrow to do justice to the diverse achievements of institutions which specialize 
in the creative sector. (Reichert, 2009, p. 69)

But the ascent of artistic research also responds to a need, and an agency that emerged 
from a climate of intellectual challenges. The Swedish philosopher and epistemologist 
Mats Rosengren, frames this challenged intellectual climate as 

[…] an epistemic situation that was profoundly influenced by the postmodern cri-
tiques of the traditional notions of subjectivity, intentionality, knowledge, and agen-
cy that had been prevailing in the human and social sciences. From an epistemic 
point of view, artistic research may be seen as embodying the post postmodern possi-
bility of having beyond barren dichotomies such as theory or practice, form or content, 
and discursive or intuitive knowledge. (Rosengren, 2009, p. 107, original emphasis) 

68 “Weergave en analyse van de kwantitatieve gegevens van de onderzoeksdeskundigheid en onderzoeksactiviteit, 
en/of deskundigheid in de beoefening en de ontwikkeling van de kunsten.” (VLIR VLHORA 2008 aangepast 
protocol, p. 28; VLIRVLHORA 2008, p.30
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The advocacy of artistic research may be perceived as “a dictate and a threat” by some, 
it is advocated as a necessary and obvious expansion by others. Former president of the 
European Research Council Helga Nowotny, applauds such expansion. She advocates 
its position next to established science:

The project of institutionalizing research in the arts by putting it firmly into the es-
tablished structures of institutions of higher education is one such ambitious under-
taking. It brings to the fore inherent tensions, doubts, and disagreement, and yet 
comes at the right time.[…] The way forward […] is to institutionalize research in 
the arts by anchoring it in a solid, state-of-the -art PhD training and thus bringing 
the arts back into the fold of research. […] According to this vision, artistic research 
will take its place beside scientific research on equal footing. It is a vision with which 
I wholeheartedly concur. Artistic practices, just like scientific practices, will thereby 
widen the scope of research, with the enormous potential to enrich all fields of re-
search. (Nowotny, 2010, pp. xv, xxi)

But in spite of this advocacy, contradictory policies exist. The previous edition of the 
Frascati Manual – edition 2012 – did not mention the existence of artistic research. The 
most recent edition– edition 2015 – does make reference to its existence, but excludes 
the possibility of acknowledging claims of artistic practice as research. In fact, the 
Manual acknowledges that – artistic practice alike - scientific research is a matter of 

“creative work”. But in order to be considered as research, creative work has to comply 
with the criteria of (1) novelty, (2) creativity, (3) uncertainty, (4) systematism of the pro-
cess, and (5) transferability and/or reproducibility of the results. And regarding artistic 
practice, the Manual stipulates that

 Artistic performance is normally excluded from R&D. Artistic performances fail the 
novelty test of R&D as they are looking for a new expression, rather than for new 
knowledge. Also, the reproducibility criterion (how to transfer the additional knowl-
edge potentially produced) is not met. (OECD, 2015, p. 65)

The same year that the new edition of the Frascati Manual was published, in the UK, 
the experts of the REF2014 subpanels69 UOM34 - Art and Design: Theory, Practice, and 
History - and UOM35 – Music, Drama, Dance and Performing Arts – are assessing 3750 
non-written research outcomes, including artistic performances, musical composi-
tions, design work, and visual media like drawings and video. Assessment of these ar-
tistic non-written outcomes implies that the panel experts confirm that they meet the 
UK-wide criterion of research, i.e. having new insights effectively shared. 

Moreover, the experts of the UOM35 report that

In drama, dance and related performing arts – as in music – the outputs examined 
provided evidence of a thriving, UK-wide research culture with justifiable claims to 
be world-leading in numerous areas. (REF2014, 2015, p. 96)70

69 UOM34 and UOM35 belong to Main Panel D, which includes - next to the previously mentioned two fields 
- (27) Area Studies; (28) Modern Languages and Linguistics; (29) English Language and Literature; (30) 
History; (31) Classics; (32) Philosophy; (33) Theology and Religious Studies; (36) Communication, Cultural 
and Media Studies, Library and Information Management

70 http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/expanel/member/Main%20Panel%20D%20overview%20report.pdf
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And those of the UOM34 – Art and Design - reported that 

The sector has been a pioneer and supporter of practice - based research through 
previous RAEs, and the increasing quantity and quality of practice - based research 
in REF2014 confirms that the sector is a leader in this mode of research activity. 
(REF2014, 2015)p.84

Concerning the “types of output submitted”, the report reminds that

The ‘Panel criteria and working methods’ clearly stated that the sub-panels in Main 
Panel D would ‘neither advantage nor disadvantage any type of research or form 
of output, whether it is physical or virtual, textual or non - textual, visual or sonic, 
static or dynamic, digital or analogue’ (paragraph 48); and would not ‘privilege 
any journal or conference rankings/lists, the perceived standing of the publisher or 
medium of publication, or where the research output is published’ (paragraph 75). 
(REF2014, 2015, p. 14)

The inclusive stance of the UK, the inclusion of artistic development work in academic 
research conduct in Scandinavian countries, European research projects in the rubric 
of “excellent science”, contribute to an more robust establishment of practice-based, 
artistic-based and design-based doctorates. These approaches imply the inclusion of 
new ways of knowing, and new procedures of coming to know, in the realm of aca-
demic inquiry, in spite of an ongoing ontological dissent. Differing opinions and con-
victions reign next to each other, reflecting into differing conceptions about what to 
understand as a RT-nexus.

3.3.3.3 findings: a RT-nexus covering many ways of knowing
In this section of the PhD, I pointed to the observation that polysemy in what to under-
stand as research is not only due to dependency on policy and assessment mechanisms. 
Several other reasons have led to a gradual expansion of the types of practices which 
could be understood as instances of research conduct. I focused on the idea that – in 
the context of the knowledge society – the reason to foster research, is that it delivers 
knowledge. Consequently I demonstrated that the nature of research relates to the type 
of knowledge which is pursued. At that point I argued that during the twentieth century 
a proliferation of the notion knowledge has taken place. This assertion is based on the 
observation that, in epistemological terms, the word “knowledge” has become a poor 
and misleading denominator to cover the many ways of knowing which occur within 
the knowledge society. Each of them is connected to a specific and complementary set 
of lenses to analyse the nature of knowledge which results from research. 

In this section, I pointed to a conceptual expansion of what to consider as an outcome 
of research. Knowledge, understanding, insights and comprehension, are acknowledged as 
different ways of knowing, resulting from different ways of coming to know, respond-
ing to different aims, and reflecting different ways of being-in-the-world. From an on-
tological point of view, it is crucial to acknowledge that they address distinct realms 
of reality; from an epistemological point of view, it is crucial to acknowledge that they 
(have to) rely on different ways and levels of justification; from a praxeological point of 
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view, it has to be acknowledged that different approaches relate to different epistemic 
practices, and correspond to different types and degrees of interaction with the world; 
from a the teleological point of view, these different approaches, stances and practices 
correspond to different goals, and the pursuit of different and distinct interests.

If it is assumed that a RT-nexus is a substantial foundation for higher education, and 
if research is acknowledged as covering a wide range of ways of knowing and coming 
to know, then it is also acknowledged that the concept of a RT-nexus becomes as mul-
tiple as there are ways of knowing. An appropriate insight in the educational benefit 
of a RT-nexus implies an understanding of the contribution of each particular type of 
RT-nexus to the educational intentions that are put forward. 

The distinction between different nexuses is not a matter of content only, but is situat-
ed at a paradigmatic level as well. Distinct types of RT-nexuses will correspond to dif-
ferent modes of teaching, relate to ontologically distinct content, will pursue different 
educational objectives, and will foster, shape, and rely upon different mindsets and 
dispositions of both student and teacher.

3.3.4 physical sprawl : distinct sites and distinct modes of knowledge 
production

3.3.4.1 a new society, new conditions, new needs calling for other modes of 
research

a. transdisciplinarity: the limitations of academia and the need for “other” modes of 
knowledge production

By the end of the twentieth century, increasingly critiques emerged about the limita-
tions and even aberrations of established scientific research conduct at the university. 
Schön already raised critiques on the positivist epistemology for its evil excrescences 
in techno-rationality (Schön,1983). This critique is further generalized towards short-
coming and inappropriateness of solutions that traditional scientific research conduct 
is able to provide. Particularly in the fields of environmental studies and the sustain-
ability debate, this critique grew. In 1991 Funtowics and Ravetz wrote:

We have now reached the point where a narrow scientific tradition is no longer appro-
priate to our needs. Unless we find a way of enriching our science to include practice, 
we will fail to create methods of coping with environmental challenges, in all their 
complexity, variability and uncertainty. (S. Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1991, in: Wal-
ther-Jacobsen, 2004, p. 80) 

Silvio Funtowicz and Jerome Ravetz talk about the need to develop a “post-normal sci-
ence” – or “science for the post-normal age”. They refer to the Kuhnian notion of “nor-
mal science”, and argue that this “normal science” is no longer sufficiently providing 
adequate solutions to tackle the complex problems of society. The need for post-nor-
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mal science refer to inquiry that is appropriate for cases where “facts are uncertain, 
values in dispute, stakes high and decisions urgent” (S. Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1991).

In their recently published book “Science, Philosophy and Sustainability: The End of 
the Cartesian dream”, the authors claim: 

For science to remain a legitimate and trustworthy source of knowledge, society will 
have to engage in the collective processes of knowledge co-production, which not only 
includes science, but also other types of knowledge. This process of change has to 
include a new commitment to knowledge creation and transmission and its role in a 
plural society.”(Pereira & Funtowicz, 2015)

An increasing number of disciplines complained about an increasing gap between ac-
ademia and society, and between (knowledge production in) scientific research con-
duct and (knowledge production in) professional practice. Gradually, endeavours for 
cooperation between different sectors were tried out. “Transdisciplinarity” became 
the common denominator for such undertakings, attempting to cross both disciplinary 
and sectorial borders. Thompson Klein describes its assets as follows: 

Transdisciplinarity is a new form of learning and problem-solving involving coop-
eration among different parts of society and academia in order to meet the complex 
challenges of society [...]. A practice-oriented approach, transdisciplinarity is not 
confined to a closed circle of scientific experts, professional journals and academic 
departments where knowledge is produced [...]. Through mutual learning, the knowl-
edge of all participants is enhanced, including local knowledge, scientific knowledge 
and the knowledges of concerned industries, businesses, and non-governmental orga-
nizations.(Thompson Klein, Grossenbacher-Mansuy, & Häberli, 2001, p. 7, in: Dou-
cet & Janssens, 2011, p. 4)

Helga Nowotny explains the ascent of the idea of transdisciplinarity: 

It responds to an underlying need and an inherent belief. The former is the loss to 
what is felt to have been a former unity of knowledge. The latter is the expectation 
that transdisciplinarity contributes to a joint problem solving- that it is more than 
juxtaposition; more than laying one discipline a long side another. As Franco is 
Taddai puts it: “No discipline knows more than all disciplines”. (Nowotny, 2004). 

Hirsch Hadorn et al. (2008) emphasize the need for transdisciplinary research, as a way 
to close the gap between society and academia: 

Transdisciplinary orientations in research, education and institutions try to over-
come the mismatch between knowledge production in academia, on the one hand, 
and knowledge requests for solving societal problems, on the other. Transdisciplinary 
research, therefore, aims at identifying, structuring, analysing and handling issues 
in problem fields with the aspiration ‘(a) to grasp the relevant complexity of a prob-
lem (b) to take into account the diversity of life-world and scientific perceptions of 
problems, (c) to link abstract and case-specific knowledge, and (d) develop knowledge 
and practices that promote what is perceived to be the common good. (Hadorn et al., 
2008, p. 4)
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Increasingly, the conviction grows that academic research should open up for a trans-
disciplinary mode of operating. Within the discourse of the work programme 2016-2017 

“Science with and for society” of Horizon 2020, the EU Framework Programme for Re-
search and Innovation, transdisciplinarity is advocated 

to ensure that a structured and expanded dialogue among all societal actors (re-
searchers, citizens, policy makers, business, third sector organisations etc.) will be 
developed.71 

However, such knowledge-based cross-overs were only possible as a result of an in-
creased delivery of knowledge creators by the universities. This will be discussed in 
next paragraphs. 

b. the ascent of knowledge production outside academia 

The university is a unique environment, in the sense that it houses both research and 
teaching. Given the teleological nature of research, the university is a site of knowl-
edge production; and given the teleological nature of teaching, it is a site of future 
knowledge producers. But, although this cohousing of research and teaching may be 
the main argument to attribute the university the legitimation to provide higher educa-
tion at master level, it is not the exclusive place for knowledge production. 

Massification of higher education has resulted in cohorts of graduated intellectuals, 
starting their own knowledge industries: high-tech companies, consultancies, think-
tanks and expert services, selling their knowledge to academia. The ability to contrib-
ute to the production of new knowledge is a core competence for the academic stu-
dent to graduate, and thus a kernel concern of higher education. Indeed, the European 
Qualification Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF) postulates that the qualified mas-
ter graduate possesses “specialised problem-solving skills required in research and/or 
innovation in order to develop new knowledge […].”(European Commission, 2008, p. 13, 
emphasis added)

An OECD working paper reports that in the OECD countries the number of yearly deliv-
ered PhDs grew by almost 40% between 2000 and 2009 (from 154 000 000 to 213 000) 
(Auriol, Misu, & Freeman, 2013, p. 8). Only few of them continue their career in an 
academic environment. For instance, of the 1350 PhDs, awarded in natural sciences 
in 2010 in the OECD countries, less than 12% remained in the academic sciences, the 
rest moving to industry, education and government jobs (Cyranoski, Gilbert, Ledford, 
Nayar, & Yahia, 2011). Over-all numbers in UK are even more radical: the Royal Society 
reported a flow from 96.5% of all PhD holders outward the university. Only 3.5% re-
main research-active within the university (The Royal Society, 2010, p. 14) (see figure 
5).72 

71 Work Programme 2016-2017, 16. Science with and for Society, p.55. http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/
data/ref/h2020/wp/2016_2017/main/h2020-wp1617-swfs_en.pdf

72 full caption: “This diagram illustrates the transition points in typical academic scientific careers following a 
PhD and shows the flow of scientifically-trained people into other sectors. It is a simplified snapshot based on 
recent data from HEFCE33, the Research Base Funders Forum34 and from the Higher Education Statistics 
Agency’s (HESA) annual Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education’ (DLHE) survey. It also draws on Vi-
tae’s analysis of the DLHE survey35. It does not show career breaks or moves back into academic science from 
other sectors.”
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The massive flow of PhD graduated researchers outward academia - 90% and more - is 
an indication to which extent capacity for knowledge production is migrating outward 
the university. As a result, the place where students are taught – the university - and the 
places where new knowledge effectively is produced do not coincide. 

With the proliferation of places where knowledge is produced, also the conditions in 
which knowledge is produced, and consequently the kinds of knowledge which are 
produced, have changed. In this transformed landscape of the knowledge society, the 
established position of the university as a traditional knowledge institution, was chal-
lenged. The university as a resilient knowledge producing institution, seemed out of 
tune with the dynamics of the actual interplay of science-society-culture-politics-in-
dustry. Reconsiderations of the societal role of the university, as the unique place where 
research and teaching is united, are not new; they rather seem to have accompanied 
its whole history, and its end is forecasted regularly. But particularly by the turn of this 
century a new awareness was grown of a transformed relationship between research 
and the university and knowledge and society. 73 

73 For an overview of the wave of criticism at the turn of the twenty-first century, including overviews of earlier 
crises, see for instance Scott (1998), Simons, (2007; Simons, Haverhals, & Biesta (2007) and, for the Flemish 
context Loobuyck, Vanheeswijck, Van Herck, Grieten, & Vercauteren (2007).

FIgure 5 diagram illustrating transition points in typical academic scientific careers following a PhD, and showing the flow 
of scientifically trained people into other sectors. (The Royal Society, 2010, p. 14) 
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3.3.4.2 mode-2 knowledge production

a. conceptualizing the new conditions of knowledge production

Several scholars have felt the need to conceptualize this new relationships. Etzkow-
itz & Leydesdorff (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 1997) have focused on the transformed 
relationship between university, industry and government through the introduction 
of the concept of the ‘Triple-Helix’. Ziman’s concept of ‘post-academic’ science (John 
Ziman, 2000) aimed at recalibrating the notions of basic and applied research, advo-
cating non-instrumental, non-commodified knowledge production, emphasizing the 
need to secure a strict ethos concerning economic and political distinctions between 
university and industry. Gibbons et al. (Gibbons et al., 1994; Nowotny et al., 2001) have 
directed the attention to the increasing variegation in sites and conditions in which 
knowledge production is taking place, and the implications for prevailing conceptions 
of research. They distinguish between traditional scientific research conduct in the 
traditional research institutions, such as universities and research centres – Mode-1 
production – and “new” modes of knowledge production, situated elsewhere and struc-
tured differently – Mode-2 production. 

For the sake of this dissertation, the conceptual distinction of Gibbons and his co-au-
thors into Mode-1 and Mode-2 is the most appropriate for several reasons. (1) It is a 
more comprehensive approach than other conceptualizations of knowledge produc-
tion of that time (Hessels & van Lente, 2008); (2) Rather than taking a strict sociological 
viewpoint on the triadic relationship between society, economy and politics, from a 
governance perspective, such as the Triple-Helix model Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, Gib-
bons’ distinction focuses on the act of knowledge production, including epistemologi-
cal implications, which is closely related to both research and teaching, the main com-
ponents of this dissertation; (3) Ziman’s notion of post-academic science is rather an 
attempt for re-justification the traditional autonomy of science than an acknowledge-
ment of, and inquiry into, new modes of production (Nowotny, Scott, & Gibbons, 2003, 
p. 185). (4) The notions Mode-1 and Mode-2 have known a widespread dissemination 
beyond the realm of sociology of science. (5) Its responsiveness to criticism - not at 
least by the authors themselves – has led to refinement, clarification, and further devel-
opment of the concept. And (6) – crucial for the specific subject of this dissertation - its 
relevance for the design disciplines and design research, through its specific appeal to 
‘design’, and knowledge production about, for and through design. 

b. the nature of Mode-2 research

In “The New Production of Knowledge” Gibbons and his co-authors launch the concep-
tual framework of two modes of knowledge production, Gibbons et al. in order to raise 
awareness that in a knowledge society, knowledge is not only produced in the academ-
ic environment of the university (Mode-1), but also elsewhere (Mode-2), and that this 
expansion of locus of knowledge production does matter. It is acknowledged that in the 
knowledge society, this sprawl outside the walls of academia requires a new attentive-
ness on how to address the notion of knowledge. The authors argue and demonstrate 
that depending on this locus, the nature of knowledge, its content, the process through 
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which it is generated, the context in which it is pursued, the involved stakeholders, the 
reward system it utilises, and the mechanisms that control the quality are fundamen-
tally different (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. vii).

Gibbons and his co-authors explain the distinction between the two modes through a 
layering in five attributes.74 In the years after publication, the authors have continued 
responding to critiques and clarifying the distinction. The summary which follows is 
an assimilation of the gradually refined and extended description, resulting from the 
scholarly debate (mainly in: Nowotny, 2006b; Nowotny et al., 2001, 2003).75

The first layer refers to contextualisation. With Mode-1 knowledge, the authors refer to 
the kind of knowledge that generally is resulting from traditional modes of scientific 
knowledge production within traditional research institutions. It has been developed 
from the Newtonian model in natural science, to enter other fields of inquiry, includ-
ing technology, humanities, and social sciences. It serves as a reference in produc-
tion, legitimation, and dissemination of what is considered sound scientific practice. 
Mode-1 knowledge is inscribed in a search for first principles. (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 
2) In contrast, Mode-2 is inscribed in a context of application, defined in a specific and 
localised context, and collaboratively addressed. Thereby, innovation through Mode-2 
knowledge typically is based upon knowledge of and practice through design (Gibbons 
et al., 1994, p. 19). The acknowledgement of particularity is prior to the quest for ge-
neric first principles. Insights emerge from an improved understanding of how spe-
cific ordered structures operate in specific conditions. Generally these structures are 
conceived, built, controlled and manipulated for specific functions and purposes. The 
design feature of Mode-2 knowledge is enhanced by the fast development of new tech-
nologies - especially computational modelling. (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 19) While it is 
proper to use the terms science and scientists for Mode-1, it is more appropriate to speak 
in more general terms of knowledge and research practitioners for Mode-2 (Gibbons et al., 
1994, pp. 1-3). Mode-1 operates under a hegemony: basic knowledge, generated through 
‘pure’ theoretical or experimental science, is ‘applied’, and technology is ‘transferred’. 
In Mode-2 conditions, scientific problems arise out of, and in relation to their specific 
context. Methods are not imposed, but develop as an interactive process; the problem 
determines the nature of research conduct and its outcome. New knowledge arises 
within the context of application; there is no gap between knowledge production and 
its application. 

74 Originally they were called ‘attributes’(Gibbons et al., 1994), later they were called ‘features’(Bresnen & Burrell, 
2013) ,’characteristics’ (Nowotny et al., 2003), or even ‘claims’(Hessels & van Lente, 2008)

75 In the ensuing literature, critics as well as the authors themselves, have hold to this fivefold frame as a concep-
tual backbone to explain the distinction. Most often, literature refers to the distinction between production 
Modes-1 and -2, in terms of the initial wordings, used in the first book - “The new production of Knowl-
edge” - (for instance: Hessels & van Lente, 2008; Knuuttila, 2013; Leroy, 2009). This however, does not do 
justice to the dedication with which the authors have responded, gradually clarified, refined and extended the 
description of both modes. Therefore, the summary which follows, is based on an assimilation of the original 
description in (Gibbons et al., 1994), with amendments which the authors have made afterwards (mainly 
in: Nowotny, 2006b; Nowotny et al., 2001, 2003). This implies that some of the early keywords, have been 
replaced by new terminology, which the authors have gradually established, in those case where the original 
wordings caused confusion. This was for instance the case with the second feature “context of application”, giv-
ing way to an oversimplified identification of Mode-2 as “applied science” and Mode-1 consequently as “basic 
science” (for a reflection of the authors on this feature, see for instance: Nowotny et al., 2001, p. 4; Nowotny et 
al., 2003, p. 191)
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The second layer addresses disciplinarity. Mode-1 production operates within an inter-
nally-driven taxonomy of disciplines, as it developed inside the universities towards 
the end of the nineteenth century. The disciplinary embedding of this mode of knowl-
edge production includes methodology, outcome and dissemination channels. Rele-
vance and originality of research is related to the state of the arts of (the epistemolog-
ical body of) the discipline. Discovery gives birth to new (sub-) disciplines. Mode-2 on 
the contrary mobilizes a range of theoretical perspectives and practical methodologies 
to solve problems, not necessarily derived from existing scientific disciplines. Knowl-
edge production rather aims at problem solving or construction of new insights, than 
to further develop established disciplines. Mode-1 aims at the development of new the-
ories and concepts, and the refinement of research methods. In contrast, the creative 
act in Mode-2 lies just as much in the capacity to mobilize, manage and ‘orchestrate’ a 
diversity of perspectives and methodologies, as in the development of new theories 
or conceptualization. Mode-1 knowledge is encoded in disciplinary frameworks, and 
embodied in conventional research products, such as journal articles and patents, for 
‘objectively’ externalisation and dissemination. In Mode-2, next to those conventional 
products, it is taken into account that knowledge is equally, or even more embodied in 
the expertise of the individual researcher, and research teams. 

A third layer of distinction between Mode-2 production and Mode-1, is covered by the 
label heterogeneity. Mode-1 refers to the ‘traditional’ science production, typified by 
fixed, and disciplinary-defined research teams, often hierarchically organized (the pro-
fessor, research assistants, technicians) and communicating through disciplinary de-
termined channels. Mode-2 production operates within a strong interaction between 
diverse (research) communities, often through a variety of ‘free-for-all’ communication 
channels. While in Mode-1 the autonomy of the scientist within his host institution is 
an established principle, Mode-2 production rather relies on interdependence of differ-
ent types of actors; it includes managements consultants, think-tanks, activist groups 
as competent parts of and partners in research conduct. 

The fourth layer relates to feedback loops with the outer world, and is often addressed 
by the notions of reflexivity and social accountability. Mode-1 research aims at positiv-
istic predictions of knowable applicability. Research is considered as an objective in-
vestigation of the natural (or social) world. In order to reach such predictability, it op-
erates through a principle of reduction, unambiguously delineating the boundaries of 
the validity of its outcome. Consequences of new knowledge are not questioning the 
research conduct in itself, but are regarded as objective findings, which exist in a sepa-
rate world outside research conduct itself.76 In Mode-2, research conduct is considered 
as a dialogic process, a ‘conversation’ between research actors and research subjects. 
Consequences of new knowledge are taken into account and are affecting research 
conduct in itself, cyclically influencing topic-choice and research-design. Instead of 
predictable application of findings, knowledge seekers in Mode-2 are reflexively antici-
pating implications of research. This makes this mode of knowledge production highly 
reflexive. Mode-2 production therefore relies on judgment, negotiation and expertise. 
While Mode-1 can unambiguously rely on methodological rigour (the demonstration 

76 This description of course refers to Popper’s three worlds.
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that scientific principles have correctly been applied) Mode-2 production has to rely 
on ‘accountability’. In the sense that accountability was exercised in the framework 
of professional experts, it was no issue for Mode-1 production, since it was situated 
outside this framework. Mode-2 production is located in a variety of production sites, 
and includes a diversity of stakeholders and participants. As a result it is subject to mul-
tiple accountabilities. Instead of ‘the incontestable authority of science’ (Nowotny et 
al., 2001, p. 220) Mode-2 operates under conditions of socially distributed accountabil-
ity. The complicated conditions of Mode-2 production require research to be ‘managed’ 
(and not just ‘conducted’). This management asks for ways to evaluate effectivity and 
assess quality. Indeed, throughout their argumentation about the new production of 
knowledge, considerations on research quality in Mode-2 conditions, has been a major 
concern for the authors, and subject of the fifth layer.

In Mode-1 environments, quality is determined through disciplinary peer review judge-
ments about contributions made by individuals, addressing narrowly circumscribed 
scientific research communities. Judgement results from established mechanisms of 
quality control, based on a rigourous culture of scholarly publication, meticulously 
complying with set standards. On the contrary, quality control in Mode-2, is not lim-
ited to the judgement of disciplinary peers. Nor is it addressing a narrowly circum-
scribed scholarly community. In Mode-1, relevance of research is understood in terms 
of advancement of the discipline. In contrast, for Mode-2, relevance is defined in rela-
tion to the topics it responds to. For the socially distributed accountability of Mode-2 

- with outcomes determined by the context, not authoritatively encodable in traditional 
forms of scholarly publication - such type of assessment is no option. Novel forms of 
quality control have to be set out. Mode-2 quality assessment must allow for acknowl-
edging the diversity of modes, methods and contexts in which new knowledge is gen-
erated. Clear and unchallengeable criteria, by which to determinate quality may be 
unavailable, and multiple definitions of quality may exist. Its broadly-framed research 
questions, its “eclectic range” of actors (the author metaphorically refer to ‘orchestra-
tors, brokers, disseminators, traders, and users’ (Nowotny et al., 2003, pp. 187, 192)) and 
the unpredictability of the outcome, does not allow for generic or predefined protocols 
of quality control. Mode-2 production operates under additional criteria, such as so-
cial acceptance, competitiveness, cost-effectiveness, etcetera. The shift from a disci-
pline focus to a problem focus, implies that its quality assessment is not absolute, nor 
objective. Unlike the systemic methodological understanding of reliability in Mode-1, 
reliability in Mode-2 is affected by problem-relevance and by the specific contexts of 
application in which this relevance arises (Nowotny et al., 2001, p. 174). It results from 
a process of negotiation with a wider range of involved actors, commonly pondering 
applicability and implications for society and/or for the involved actors.

Figure 6 provides an overview of the distinctive features of both types of research.
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Figure 6 table, comparing the characteristics of Mode-1 and Mode-2 knowledge production. Synopsis made by the author, 
based upon Gibbons et al., (1994), Nowotny (2006b), and Nowotny et al. (2001, 2003).

Mode-1 Mode-2

research institutions socially distributed knowledge
science/scientists  knowledge/researchers

scientific discovery contextualized knowledge production
a quest for generic first principles scientific problems arise within or in close relation with a 

specific context
hegemony of 'pure' basic science over 'applied' science new knowledge arises within the context of application; no 

gap between 'basic' and 'applied'

methodologies are disciplinary bound methodologies are not imposed, but arise in interaction with 
the context

taxonomy of disciplines solution‐oriented assemblages of theoretical perspectives, 
practical methodologies and involved actors

disciplinary advancement through theory building problem solving, and making new insights emerge

knowledge is encoded in conventional research products as 
journals and articles

knowledge is embodied in the expertise of the individual 
researcher , and research teams

homogenious research organisations great diversity of production sites, and of types of produced 
knowledge

hierarchical structure horizontal interaction between diverse communities
inter‐,multi‐,pluri‐disciplinarity as cooperation trans‐disciplinarity and disciplinary transgression
autonomy of scientist in/and their institutions mutual interdependence of new types of knowledge actors 

research is objective reductionist investigation of an 
(external) world

research is a dialogic process between research actors and 
research subjects in a (specific) complex and contingent 
context

users and consequences are not involved and external to the 
reserach process

users and consequenses influence research conduct and 
research‐design

confident application of new knowledge underpinned by 
positivist prediction

concern for implications of new knowledge, relying upon 
reflexive anticipation

academic environment as centre multiple accountabilities
methodological rigour, leading to scientific truth judgement, negotiation and expertise

quality is outcome of an assessment protocol quality is a dynamic process of negotiation
rigorous culture of peer review by disciplinary codified peers involving diverse stakeholders, incl. non‐scientific actors

related to fixed criteria criteria emerge; 
quality control is related to coherence with sharply focused 

research questions
generic protocols for quality control are not available, due to 
unpredictability of the outcome

relevance is related to disciplinary advancement relevance is defined in relation to the topic it responds to
reliable science social robustness

context

disciplinarity

heterogeneity

reflexivity/accountability
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For Gibbon’s e.a. there is no argument for advocating a supremacy of Mode-1 over 
Mode-2. Both modes exist and should be acknowledged as factual appearances of valid 
and valuable research conduct, aligning with, and responding to the conditions and 
needs of contemporary society. However, they are sceptic towards an exclusive adher-
ence to Mode-1. The authors discuss the risks and limitations of such adherence. For 
them, the way how quality of research is understood and controlled in Mode-1 is prob-
lematic. They criticize the mechanism of scholarly peer review as it currently has get 
established within Mode-1. They argue that it does not only assess, but also controls. It 
channels individuals to work on problems which are judged central and relevant to the 
discipline, largely defined in terms of criteria reflecting the current intellectual inter-
ests of the discipline and its gatekeepers (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 8). Quality then, is the 
settlement of ”a limited and provisional consensus among members of a tightly knit 
community of other specialists, within a particular peer group, who are in the position 
to judge their peers and to uphold the standards leading to good science”(Nowotny et al., 
2001, p. 174). Because of its transdisciplinary character, quality assessment of Mode-2 
knowledge is of a more composite, multidimensional kind, than the disciplinary judg-
ment of Mode-1 (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 8). 

c. consequences of the acknowledgement of Mode-2 production: blurring boundaries 
between academia and society

The Mode-2 ideation has affected academic research conduct and university research 
policy (Dunin-Woyseth, 2010; Knuuttila, 2013, p. 2458), even although the epistemolog-
ical and philosophical profundity of the distinction have been contested.77 Gibbons has 
emphasized that the distinction between Mode-1 and Mode-2 knowledge production 

77 It is beyond the scope and goal of this dissertation to enter a more detailed analysis of the dialectics of these 
critiques. Since the authors introduced this distinction into Mode-1 and Mode-2, it has captured massive 
attention in scholarly reflections on the nature of scientific research practice, and has been criticised frequently.  
Criticisms are fairly consistent, and can be summarized to the following issues: lack of historical underpin-
ning for considering Mode-2 as evolutionary to Mode-1, and for theoretical underpinning of causality for the 
emergence of Mode-2; conceptual indistinctness (so-called ‘traditional’ scientific research conduct inside the 
university often also contains Mode-2 features); normative framing (the promotion of Mode-2 as a desirable 
future dominates objective analyses of actual research practices) (Bresnen & Burrell, 2013; Hessels & van Lente, 
2008; Nowotny et al., 2003). 
The authors themselves have consistently responded to these critiques., see for instance (Nowotny et al., 2003, 
pp. particularly on pp. 189-190). Seven year after “The New Production of Knowledge” three of the six authors 
published the sequel “Re-thinking Science; Knowledge and the Public in an Age of Uncertainty.”(Nowotny et 
al., 2001); two years later, a special issue of the journal Minerva – for which the authors wrote the introduc-
tion “‘Mode 2’ Revisited: The New Production of Knowledge”(Nowotny et al., 2003), - was dedicated to the 
themes emerging from the two previous books. The publications “Re-thinking Science” in 2001, and “Mode 
2 Revisited” in 2003 have been issued to extend the initial argument from “The New Production”, and to 
respond to some of the valid criticisms. 
This process of responding, clarifying and extending has been continued by Helga Nowotny, during the period 
when she was involved in European Research Policy (as for instance in: Nowotny, 2006b). 
A good evaluation of the reception of the concept of Mode-2 knowledge in scientific literature can be found 
in (Hessels & van Lente, 2008). For an overview of the criticism and impact of this concept, see for instance: 
(Bresnen & Burrell, 2013; Hessels & van Lente, 2008; Leroy, 2009). Thereby, not only the concept of Mode-2 
production was subject of controversy, also the descriptions regarding Mode-1 – traditional scientific research 
conduct – has been criticised, see for instance (Knuuttila, 2013).
Elucidating and exemplary for the contemporaneous discourse on the transformed landscape of knowledge pro-
duction, was the ongoing dialectic discourse between Ziman (J. Ziman, 1996; John Ziman, 2000, 2003, 2006) 
and Nowotny (Nowotny, 2006b; Nowotny et al., 2001, 2003).
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did not have the intention to label any “kind” of research, nor to serve as an historio-
graphical reflexion. It was meant to serve as an heuristic “to uncover and make explicit 
similarities and differences between the attributes of each, as a help for explaining and 
understanding new trends in knowledge production, present in all modern societies” 
(Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 1). 

But the discourse about the two modes of research production should not just be un-
derstood as a taxonomical analysis of two types of research conduct either, nor as an 
affirmation of two distinct worlds – science and society. On the contrary, the discourse 
points to the inescapable bound between science and society – more precisely, to a 
fundamental transformation of that bound:

Just as modernity, representing a culture of rationality, rooted in reductionist re-
search and modernization – the re-engineering of society through parallel processes 
of scientific and technical innovation and social reform – were intimately related (or 
thought to be in a Western context), so belief in simplistic cause-effect relationships 
has declined along with the convictions that society can predictably be planned. In 
their place has developed a pervasive sense of volatility and ambiguity (Nowotny et 
al., 2001, p. 47). 

For the authors, this shift from certainty and linearity towards uncertainty and com-
plexity, covered by a proliferated field of knowledge production, has made it increas-
ingly difficult to demarcate clear boundaries between science and society. For the 
authors, “the fundamental categories of the modern world – state, society, economy, 
culture and science – have become porous and even problematical. They no longer 
represent readily distinguishable domains” (Nowotny et al., 2001, p. 47). Before, society 
was considered to beneficially accept the unidirectional offer of university-built sci-
ence, “set and solved in a context governed by the, largely academic, interests of a spe-
cific community” (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 3). Today, science and society are entangled, 
mutually dependent and interacting, leading to a new kind of science: contextualized, 
or context-sensitive, science (Nowotny et al., 2001, p. vii). For the authors, existing ac-
counts of philosophy of science, nor sociology of science did not sufficiently provide 
a framework and vocabulary, which would allow for grasping and debating this new 
condition.

The plea for closing the gap between academia and society entered formal European 
research policy when one of the authors, Helga Nowotny, became founding member of 
the European Research Council (ERC), vice-president from 2007-2010, and president 
from 2010-2013, including the recognition of Mode-2 production.78

3.3.4.3 findings: the RT-nexus and physical sprawl of research conduct
With “The New Production of Knowledge” the authors react against a common and per-
sistent assumption to locate knowledge production primarily in scientific institutions, 
such as universities and scientific research centres. Instead they want to put atten-

78 Nowotny has explicitly related the notion of Mode-2 knowledge to European research policy; see for instance 
her article”Real science is excellent science”, 2006.(Nowotny, 2006b).
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tion on the increasing diversity in knowledge production, and knowledge production 
sites, arguing that the production of knowledge and the place and process of research 
have radically been transformed during last decades. The discourse about Mode-1 and 
Mode-2 demonstrates that it has become impossible both to negate the existence of val-
id research conduct outside academic science, and to negate the fundamental distinct 
nature of this type of research. 

In this PhD, I discussed the debate about the two modes of research conduct so amply, 
because it is crucially questioning the advocacy of a RT-nexus. The discernment into 
Mode-1 and Mode-2 production reaffirms the argument that the place of knowledge 
production (locus) impacts the nature of knowledge (genus). This affects the conception 
of a RT-nexus in two ways. 

Firstly, the acknowledgement of two modes of research conduct raises the questions 
whether also the concept of a RT-nexus includes both. But since the nature of Mode 1 
research differs so fundamentally from Mode-2 research conduct – in content, organi-
sation and context, methods, techniques, and judgements of relevance, merit and qual-
ity – also a RT-nexus with Mode-1 research will fundamentally differ from a RT-nexus 
with Mode-2 research. Such distinction however, has not been addressed in literature 
about empirical studies of the RT-nexus yet; these studies tend to implicitly and uncrit-
ically understand the concept in terms of connections with Mode-1. However, if it is ac-
knowledged that Mode-2 production exists, and responds to a pertinent societal reality 
and demand that Mode-1 is not able to address, it is difficult to restrict the advocacy of 
a RT-nexus to Mode-1 knowledge production only. 

Secondly, if it is acknowledged that Mode-2 production exists, it is also acknowledged 
that the university is no longer the exclusive place of knowledge production. Establish-
ing a RT-nexus then, implies that teaching at the university not only acknowledges the 
existence of such non-academic knowledge production sites, but has to look for ways 
to connect its academic teaching with the knowledge that originates from those sites 
outside academia, and possibly also with those places themselves where this knowl-
edge is produced.

The implications regarding the advocacy of a RT-nexus are far-reaching as they ques-
tion the nature and content of a RT-nexus (a Mode-1 and a Mode-2 nexus?), the profile 
of the teacher (the inclusion of non-academic knowledge producers as core teachers 
for academic higher education), and the place of teaching (Where does learning occur? 
Classroom education in detached connection with Mode-2 production sites, or educa-
tion based upon interaction with the environment wherein Mode-2 knowledge emerg-
es).

Given the new condition of blurring boundaries between science and society, the uni-
versity can no longer be considered as a unidirectional provider of university-built sci-
ence. But, still, it is basically this university-built science that renders the universities 
their legitimation for providing higher education. In order to keep this legitimacy the 
university has to look for other arguments and other ways of operating. Its position 
changes. Rather than being a gatekeeper of scientific research conduct, it will then be 
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a privileged mediator between Mode-1 and Mode-2 knowledge production, and Mode-1 
and Mode-2 knowledge production sites. 

The actual content and nature of a RT-nexus will highly depend on the capacity of the 
university to leave this gatekeeping role and become this mediating place – a complica-
tion which has been absent in empirical RT-nexus studies.

3.4 historical grounds:  
the RT-nexus and its origins 
Previous section consisted of an investigation of the nature and content of a 

RT-nexus from a philosophical perspective. I considered research as a process of com-
ing to know, and uncovered that there are many and distinct ways of knowing. By con-
sequence, as the notion research covers many ways of knowing, also a RT-nexus may 
be divers - the concept of a RT-nexus thus, is multiple and polysemic. 

In that section, I focused on the first central research question – the what-question (see 
1.5.2) - and concluded that answers to why and how questions about a RT-nexus vary, 
depending on the actual content and nature of the research with which connections 
are sought, as well as with the aims that are pursued. 

After having studied the concept of a RT-nexus from a policy perspective (see 3.2), and 
philosophical view (see 3.3), I now take the third perspective to unravel the complicated 
concept of the RT-nexus, and scrutinize its historical grounds. I look for the rationales 
that have brought the concept into existence. This section thus mainly addresses the 
second central research question – the why-question. 

It is relevant to do so, even for a study that focusses on the contemporary situation, 
because historical reference, particularly to the inception of the “modern European 
university” by Wilhelm von Humboldt, was part of the rhetoric of European higher 
education policy from the beginning.

In this section, I first refer to this rhetoric (see point 3.4.1.), and then question the valid-
ity of the historical reference. I point to a risk of oversimplification when referring to 
historical grounds as arguments for a principled adoption a RT-nexus (see point 3.4.2.). 
I then further fathom the nature of a RT-nexus as it developed within the Humboldtian 
legacy, and uncover its innate normative nature (see point 3.4.3.). Consequently, I argue 
that the current advocacy of a RT-nexus cannot be understood from Humboldtian roots 
only. I juxtapose the ideation of Newman next to those of von Humboldt, and conclude 
that, in spite of common concerns, this leads to contradicting approaches and impli-
cations. Similar contradictions are found when analyzing the discourse of the Bologna 
process, where I point to an opposed coexistence of a functionalist and an idealist un-
derstanding of the concept of a RT-nexus (see 3.4.4.).
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3.4.1 reliance upon historical reference: the Humboldtian ideation as 
argument for a RT-nexus

The rhetoric of European higher education policy, from the Magna Charta, over the 
Lisbon Qualification Convention and the Sorbonne Declaration to the Bologna Declara-
tion, that I have extensively discussed in section 3.1 of this chapter, reaffirms the public 
role of the university and its educational duty. Higher education at the university works 
towards the dual goal (i) to create a European citizenship that promotes peace, mutual 
understanding and tolerance, and confidence among peoples and nations,79 and (ii) 
to provide society with proficient graduates that have the necessary competences to 
face the challenges of our time.80 To reach these goals, it is asserted that teaching has 
to be closely connected with research. It is argued that this close connection between 
research and teaching is a basic principle of the modern university as it was conceived 
by Wilhelm von Humboldt - tracing back to the foundation of the University in Berlin, 
1810 - and still valid.

Simons and Elen (Simons & Elen, 2007) refer to a typical example of such argumenta-
tion in a report of 2002, produced by a European expert group. The expert group was 
committed to stimulate the attunement of the two European “areas” – ERA and EHEA 
(see point 3.2 of this chapter). In their report, the experts face the question whether 
the role of the universities to act as key players in reaching the goals of the Lisbon 
agenda to make Europe “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in 
the world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social 
cohesion”81 is not contradictory to its mission and to its – Humboldtian – prerequisite 
of academic freedom and authority (European Commission, 2002, p. 28). They con-
clude that it is not. On the contrary, they argue that the goal to educate “competent and 
employable professionals” is not incompatible with the Humboldtian ideal to educate 

“critical and active citizens” (European Commission, 2002, p. 29). The experts even state 
that “the old Humboldtian virtues” are found “surprisingly relevant”: 

When taking a close look at the type of core competencies that appears central to 
employability (critical thinking, analysing, arguing, independent working, learning 
to learn, problem-solving, decision-making, planning, co-ordinating and manag-
ing, co-operative working, etc.), it appears quite clearly that the old Humboldtian 
emphasis on the virtues of research-teaching cross-fertilisation remains surprisingly 
relevant in the current context. It is very striking that the list of “employability” com-
petence overlap quite largely with the competencies involved in the exercise of the 
modern research activity. Therefore, embedding research into the curricula through 
the HE curriculum, is likely to contribute to the development of those competencies 
than can be valued in many professional sectors other that professional research. In 
other word, education through research may be quite relevant and useful to educa-
tion to other professions than research.(European Commission, 2002, p. 40in: Si-
mons, 2006, p. 33) 

79 Lisbon Convention, 1997; European Ministers of Education, 1999
80 Lisbon Convention, 1997; European Ministers of Education, 1999
81 Lisbon European Council 23 and 24 March 2000 - presidency conclusions. (Lisbon European Council, 2000)



155

The report explains why the university is such an appropriate biotope to realize this 
pedagogical model of “education through research”. It closely links the university’s mis-
sion of education with the research it conducts. Thereby, again, reference is made to 
the Humboldtian ideation of a unity of research and teaching, and explain that this 
unity not only aims at the formation of researchers: 

In the Humboldtian perspective, it is assumed that this education is best achieved 
if it is provided in close interaction with research. In this perspective, teaching and 
research are performed within and by the same institutions (i.e., most of the time, 
universities) and even by the people who are exerting both activities (teachers are 
also researchers and the other way around). The idea is to assure that students are 
exposed not only to the most up to date knowledge in the disciplines (produced by re-
search) but also to mind sets and intellectual discipline that characterise the practice 
of research. (European Commission, 2002, p. 38). 

The report was influential and decisive, as it preceded the “Communication from the 
Commission” on “The Role of the Universities in the Europe of Knowledge” – a docu-
ment aimed to start the debate about the role of the European universities in the knowl-
edge society and economy (Commission of the European Communities, 2003; Simons, 
2006). 

The reference to the Humboldtian legacy is argumentative and fundamental. But is this 
reference pertinent? Scholars have indicated that both academics and policy makers 
often rhetorically refer to the Humboldtian ideation as highly simplified clichés (Ash, 
2006). Particularly of interest for this PhD, is to wonder to which extent the unremitting 
reference to von Humboldt’s concept of a unity of teaching and research as an argu-
ment for the establishment of RT-nexus is a clarifying practice, or rather one of such 
highly simplified clichés. 

3.4.2 advocacy of the Humboldtian unity of research and teaching: a 
limited and misleading reference

In this section, I scrutinize the validity of the historical reference to the Humboldtian 
model as an argument for the adoption of a RT-nexus in the contemporary European 
higher education context. This section starts by picturing pre-Humboldtian higher ed-
ucation, as problematic ground to which the Humboldtian reform was reacting, and 
then explicates its basic principles (see 3.4.2.1.). Consequently, I discuss both the rich 
legacy of the Humboldtian education, but also its limited tenability, and I refer to a pe-
riod of decline of the European university (see 3.4.2.2.). Finally, I argue that historical 
reference to the Humboldtian unity of research and teaching, as argumentative ground 
for a RT-nexus is a misleading projection (see 3.4.2.3). 
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3.4.2.1 the need for educational reform, and the rationales of the 
Humboldtian model

a. why a higher education reform was needed: giving short shrift to anachronistic 
university traditions

Too easy, the reference to the inception of the “modern European University” in Berlin 
1810, and its iconic protagonist Wilhelm von Humboldt, suggests it to be a universal 
model, still inspirational and applicable beyond place and time. This however, is to 
negate the historical conditions in which it came about, and which might affect the 
transferability of these ideas to today. A more nuanced understanding of how this nine-
teenth century higher education reform give birth to the concept of a RT-nexus re-
quires some more insights in the contemporaneous context in which it was conceived, 
the problems to which it was reacting and the needs to which it aimed to respond. 

The Humboldtian reform was a deep critique upon the sluggish adherence of the uni-
versity to a structure and didactic model that traces back to the middle ages. As a result, 
universities had become inadequate to respond to the actual needs of the time.

The university traditionally consisted of four faculties - Theology, Law, Medicine and 
Philosophy. This traditional composition of the early medieval universities lasted till 
the nineteenth century (de Ridder-Symoens, 2007). Natural sciences – a substantial 
division of the modern universities - were not mentioned as such. Philosophy and 
science largely coincided, as philosophy was a field of thought which covered human 
existence and phenomena of the world as a whole, including physics. (Vermeersch & 
Braeckman, 2014). 

The notion of “science” of that time, differed from our contemporary understanding. 
It rather referred to the Latin word “scientia” in the meaning of (a fixed body of es-
tablished) “knowledge” (“weten” in Dutch, Wissen in German), than to “research” as a 
process of “coming to know through scientific inquiry”. The early medieval universities 
were expected to fulfill the practical task of transferring established knowledge within 
fixed worldviews and societal concepts. The term in use for the university – studium 
generale – indicated that science – scientia - was more primordial than research con-
duct. The university was the place where different studia generalia were taught, and the 
appointment of professors was not based on their scientific profile (de Ridder-Symoens, 
2007, p. 38; Rüegg & Ridder-Symoens, 1992), but on their competence to apply the scho-
lastic method, as pedagogic model. 

The scholastic pedagogy of the medieval universities – or rather: of the diverse studia 
generalia - was highly textual, and based on a canon of Latin texts (auctoritates). Com-
mented lectures (lectio) were at the core of its pedagogy. A series of questions (quaestio-
nes) concerning these texts were raised by the teacher (magister). The teacher then in-
duced a discussion in the form of a disputatio: an opponens had to argue pro and contra 
the proposition or postulate, and a respondens had to react to these arguments. 

The scholastic method survived many centuries. By the time that natural sciences start-
ed to develop, the exclusive authority of the Latin texts was challenged by the “knowl-
edge” that was inferred from experiments. From renaissance on, and particularly with 
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the ascent of Empiricism, research and (scholastic) teaching started to uncouple, and 
got increasingly disengaged (de Ridder-Symoens, 2007, p. 38). Also in the field of the 
arts the scholastic method reached its limits. Humanists of the time who were studying 
these Latin texts, were more interested in tracing the original meaning of the authors, 
from an historical perspective, than to ‘use’ them just as occasions for dispute, as train-
ing tools (de Ridder-Symoens, 2007, pp. 30-31). 

The university that was based upon the medieval tradition was a place of science, 
knowledge transfer, and a training for (a particular kind of ) thought and discourse, but 
not a place of research.

Enlightenment strengthened and fostered the belief that science – understood as the 
ultimate level of rationality - was able to “grasp reality” and explain the phenomena of 
the world. It was felt that “academic education” should produce other profiles of gradu-
ates, than the scholastic disputatio was able to develop. Scholasticism was criticized for 
being inadequate for responding to the demands of the time, and the scholastic peda-
gogy was felt inappropriate and unsustainable (de Ridder-Symoens, 2007, p. 30). How-
ever, in spite of this unease and anachronism, the scholastic pedagogical principles 
remained the prevailing basis for teaching at the university till the nineteenth century 
(de Ridder-Symoens, 2007, p. 30). 

b. a new model: the Humboldtian idea of connecting teaching and research

It took till the turn of the nineteenth century before new models emerged. At the time 
of the French revolution, French science was reigning the modern world. France has 
abolished universities as products of the Ancien Régime, and conceived new and spe-
cialized institutions, such as Grands Ecoles, Ecoles Polytechniques, and the Ecoles Na-
tionales Supérieures. The French policy fostered the new development of science, and 
institutionalized it as instrument for the functioning of the new Republique.

Also in Germany, a need was felt to react against the scholastic method of the university 
of the time, and to rethink the role and nature of the university as a public institution. 
A group of Prussian reformers – among which Wilhelm von Humboldt is best known as 
the iconic protagonist – conceived a new model for the university, and implemented it 
at Berlin, 1810. At that time, the French policy alike, science would no longer be a basis 
for scholastic dispute, but become a motor for development. But in contrast with the 
French policy to abolish universities, the German reformers considered the university 
as the appropriate place for renewal. This was a strong reaction against the function-
alist model of the French revolutionists and their instrumental view towards higher 
education (de Ridder-Symoens, 2007).

The idea of the modern research university, conceived by these Prussian reformers, is 
founded on a limited number of mutually linked key concepts. Depending on the con-
texts in which they are staged, differences occur in how these concepts are structured 
and described. For the sake of this PhD, I rely on the analyses of Ash (2006), Nybom 
(2003), and Habermas (1987), since these scholars focus on the role and position of re-
search and teaching. Based upon the analyses of these scholars, I recall six major and 
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interrelated principles (Ash, 2006, p. 246; Habermas & Blazek, 1987, pp. 9-14; Nybom, 
2003, p. 144):

 – the primacy of “pure” science/scholarship (Wissenschaft) over specialised pro-
fessional training (Ausbildung, Spezialschulung); 

 – the unity of science/scholarship (Einheit der Wissenschaft); 
 – the promotion of edification/self-formation (Bildung) as a form of higher learn-

ing; 
 – the unity of teaching and research (Einheit von Lehre und Forschung);
 – freedom of teaching and learning (Lehr-und Lernfreiheit); 
 – institutional autonomy. 

The primacy of pure science insists on the importance to understand science and schol-
arship as an ongoing quest for truth. Pure science, for Humboldt, is “not the discovery, 
and repetition of things to be learned from textbooks, but an approach to learning, an 
attitude of mind, a skill and capacity to think rather than specialised knowledge”(Hum-
boldt, 1809/1990 p.274, cited in:Ash, 2006, p. 246). The so-called “bread-and-butter” sci-
ences (Brotwissenschaften) - medicine, technology and law – “do not have their immedi-
ate, spiritual home in Wissenschaft, but in qualified handicraft”(von Humboldt, cited 
in: Nybom, 2003, p. 145). They should not influence the institutional order, and the 
intellectual content of higher education (Nybom, 2003, p. 145).

With the unity of science and scholarship82 a new humanism was promoted. For these 
Prussian reformers there was no fundamental difference between natural sciences and 
humanities. This view could be kept through the acknowledgement of one fundamen-
tal science (Grundwissenschaft), which was philosophy. Philosophy was the “mother of 
sciences”. Its unifying power was the power of reason, and as such, underlying to all 
disciplines. (Ash, 2006, p. 246; Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 10; Nybom, 2003, p. 145)

The promotion of the Bildungsideal relates to a moral duty of the university to contrib-
ute to emancipation of society through edification of its citizens (Habermas & Blazek, 
1987, p. 13). The notion of Bildung is difficult to translate; it has been translated as lib-
eral education, general edification (simons, 2006), self-formation, self-cultivation (Sor-
kin, 1983), but most generally it is not translated at all. In the Prussian ideation, the 
public role of the university thus consists of providing an education which is aimed 
at inducing Bildung (edification). Thereby, scientific research conduct is seen as the 
proper way to induce Bildung - the “primacy of Bildung durch Wissenschaft” (Michelsen, 
2010, p. 151). Teaching and research coincides in what can be called a scientific learning 
process (Habermas & Blazek, 1987). In line with the Humboldtian principles mentioned 
above, this scientific learning process relies upon “pure science”. It is exactly in this 
process of scientific inquiry that the kind of learning occurs, which is so complete that 
it is called “Bildung”. 

In the Humboldtian ideation, research is primarily understood as an individual, inte-
riorized, practice. It is aiming at a change in a person’s being, and being in the world. 

82 Some authors argue to translate “Wissenschaft” rather by the term “scholarship” than by “science” such as 
Simons Simons (2006, p. 38) and Elton (2008). 
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For Humboldt the ultimate goal for the teacher and the learner is not knowledge and 
knowing, but character and action: 

Denn nur die Wissenschaft, die aus dem Innern stammt und in‘s Innere gepflanzt 
werden kann, bildet auch den Charakter um, und dem Staat ist es ebenso wenig als 
der Menschheit um Wissen und Reden, sondern um Charakter und Handeln zu thun. 
(von Humboldt, 1970)

The principle of the unity of teaching and research, is based upon the belief in the edifi-
able capacity of research. When both professors and students are engaged in research, 
they both undergo the same edifiable powers. The distinction between education (by 
the professor) and learning (by the student) no longer makes sense. Professors are not 
there for their students, but both are cooperatively involved and united in a quest for 
truth, to be found through scientific research conduct. Both teachers and students were 
contributing to the advancement of science, and the expansion of scientific knowledge. 

Es ist ferner eine Eigenthümlichkeit der höheren wissenschaftlichen Anstalten, dass 
sie die Wissenschaft immer als ein noch nicht ganz aufgelöstes Problem behandeln 
und daher immer im Forschen bleiben, da die Schule es nur mit fertigen und abge-
machten Kenntnissen zu thun hat und lernt. Das Verhältniss zwischen Lehrer und 
Schüler wird daher durchaus ein anderes als vorher. Der erstere ist nicht für die letz-
teren, Beide sind für die Wissenschaft da sein Geschäft hängt mit an ihrer Gegen-
wart und würde, ohne sie, nicht gleich glücklich von statten gehen. (von Humboldt, 
1809/10; 2010)83

The liberal viewpoint of freedom of teaching and learning included the individual free-
dom of the student to choose his subjects and their teachers, as well as the freedom of 
the teacher to decide on how and what to teach, thus provoking each attempt to devel-
op any form of set curricula (Ash, 2006, p. 246). 

The goals of the Prussian reform could only be reached under the condition of insti-
tutional autonomy. Modern science was assumed to replace the power of religion with 
a power of reason. In order to reach this goal, modern science had to be institution-
alised, freed from the supervision of religion and the church. Therefore modern sci-
ence should be institutionalized. The universities were the places to take up this public 
role. The universities then would become focal points for a new moral culture, where 
Bildung - based upon the process of scientific research - would lead the nation to a soci-
ety of free and equal citizens. To make modern science flourish, the unlimited freedom 
of research, teaching and learning should be secured. Neither religion, nor political 
interventions or economic imperatives should determine the processes of scientific 
research. Humboldt and Schleiermacher convincingly argued that it was in the own 
interest of the state to institutionalize the university in such an organizational form 
that the unlimited academic freedom within, would be guaranteed. For Humboldt and 

83 This section has been translated in Minerva 8(2), 1970 (von Humboldt, 1970) as: “The lower levels of educa-
tion present closed and settled bodies of knowledge. The relation between teacher and pupil at the higher level 
is a different one from what it was at the lower levels. At the higher level [of education], the teacher does not 
exist for the sake of the student; both teacher and student have their justification in the common pursuit of 
knowledge. The teacher’s performance depends on the students’ presence and interest – without this, science 
and scholarship could not grow.”(von Humboldt, 1970)
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Schleiermacher, the governmental commitment to safeguard institutional autonomy 
was for the university an external institutionalisation, within the constellation of the 
nation state, to guarantee internal freedom. (Habermas & Blazek, 1987, pp. 9-14) Since 
then, the concept of institutional autonomy became a major academic principle in high-
er education discourse.

3.4.2.2 the aftermath of the Prussian reform: a rich legacy, but a limited 
tenability 

a. the rich legacy of the Humboldtian model

The new German university model was influential. The German universities attract-
ed scholars from outside Europe, and it was a referential model for the emerging re-
search-intensive universities in the US around 1870 (Herbst, 2014b, p. 195). Initially the 
German university model and the autonomy and freedom it provided to its academic 
faculty, was superior in its capability to change itself according to the needs and poten-
tialities of science, independent from political, economic, institutional or religious in-
fluence and inertia. This agility contrasted with, for instance, the French model, where 
the institutions had to behave according to their (mainly functional and instrumental) 
mission (Herbst, 2014b, p. 195). 

The impact of the Prussian reform on academia was profound. The Berlin University 
became the model for new universities in Europe, and it was recognized in USA and 
even Asia (Michelsen, 2010, p. 156). 

Historiographers, argue that typical “academic beliefs”, such as the predominance of 
the professoriate in university affairs, the primacy of basic over applied research, and 
the unity of teaching and research have been so powerful, exactly due to their inscrip-
tion in the Humboldtian ideation of the modern university (Ash, 2006, p. 249). 

The concerns, aims, purposes and inherent capacities of higher education, which 
these reformers have put on the agenda, still provide fertile ground for critically dis-
cussing the public role of the university and the sense or non-sense of the advocacy of 
a RT-nexus today (see for example, a.o.: Ash, 2006; Biesta, 2007a; Chiang, 2012; Elton, 
2008; Wimmer, 2003). 

And, as demonstrated before, it cannot be negated that the legacy of this German-Prus-
sian “idea of the university”, is still firmly encapsulated in the contemporary discourse 
of higher education (Ash, 2006, p. 249; Michelsen, 2010, p. 156; Nybom, 2003, p. 141).

b. the limited tenability of the Humboldtian model

The Humboldtian ideation appears as a consistent set of promising principles, result-
ing in an admirable and ideal type. Indeed, the stock of ideas provided by the Prussian 
reform period, proved to be inspirational for today higher education policy and dis-
course, with the status of an inescapable reference. A more thorough historiographical 
analysis however, reveals that the admirable and noble ideation of the Prussian reform 
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relied upon rationales that were less universal and timeless than generally acknowl-
edged (Habermas & Blazek, 1987).

The project of the Prussian reformers was fundamentally grounded in the general proj-
ect of the Enlightenment, which consists of the belief that science and liberal educa-
tion would edify individuals, society and mankind as a whole (Simons, 2006, p. 31). In 
Germany, universities became the institutions to take up this mission. But once firmly 
established, the superiority of the new German model and its far-reaching ambitions, 
turned into introversiveness and inertia. I point to two examples: the sad fate of the 
German Mandarins, and the inability of the German model to cope with the fast frag-
mentation of science into sub-disciplines.

Towards the turn of the century, the legacy of the Prussian higher education reform 
had resulted in a cohort of influential humanistically educated academics, centered 
around literature, classical languages and philosophy - the so-called German Manda-
rins (Ringer, 1969). The authority of this group was a direct effect of the primacy of the 
Grundwissenschaft over the other sciences. However, as the twentieth century evolved, 
these Mandarins moved from a pastoral pedagogy within a romantic conception of 
education, towards a profound bourgeois cultural pessimism, unable to face the up-
coming mass democratization of society (Habermas & Blazek, 1987; Ringer, 1969). And 
by the 1930s, this neo-humanist educational ideal of the Prussian reformers “was de-
formed into an intellectual elitist group, apolitical, conformist self-conception of an 
internally autonomous institution that remained far removed from practice while in-
tensively conducting research” (Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 13).

The second example of limitations of the German model, concerns its inability to cope 
with the fast developments in science and research conduct. In the Humboldtian sys-
tem, depth and thoroughness of the research conduct was secured by the professor, 
who was holder of a chair. Each disciplinary field was represented by a single chair. 
Applicants for a vacant chair were put into strong competition. This competitiveness 
was stimulating, and fostering high level science conduct, and considered as a central 
feature of the dominance of the German universities by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury (Herbst, 2014b, p. 198). However, the fast increasing fragmentation of science into 
sub-disciplines made the chair-based system too slow. Higher education sociologist 
Marcel Herbst (2014) argues that the US university was much more liberal regarding 
the fields of specialisms which could be assembled under the umbrella of a university. 

As an illustration of the alertness of the US system, and its enhanced flexibility, Herbst 
refers to the case of landscape architecture. In Harvard University, Landschape Archi-
tecture was included in the programme one year after the founding of the American 
Society of Landscape Architects, in 1899. In Switzerland, in the late 1990’s still carrying 
the influence of the central-European Humboldtian legacy, the Swiss Federal Institute 
of Technology judged that such field was not “academic” enough, and decided against 
the inclusion of such programme in the university84 (Herbst, 2014b, p. 202). 

A similar observation can be made for the field of architecture. In US, architecture was 
part of the universities from their early years on – i.e. second half of the nineteenth 

84 It took a few years more to reverse the decision (Herbst, p.202).
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century - , while in Europe the ongoing controversies about the “academization” of 
architectural education, and the difficulties that architectural research still meets to be 
recognized, indicates that till now it is considered as being “not academic enough” – I 
will elaborate the case of architecture and architectural education more extensively in 
next chapter. 

At the turn into the twentieth century, the German model was found problematic. Ger-
man scientists, particularly in the fast developing realm of natural sciences, reacted 
to the philosophy-based contemplative humanistic university. They felt that natural 
sciences needed another biotope to keep pace with the fast developments, than the 
Humboldtian university with its strong educational focus, could offer, and alternatives 
were conceived and launched. In 1911, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft zur Förderung der 
Wissenschaften (Kaiser-Wilhelm Society for the advancement of Science - after WWII 
continued as Max-Planck-Institute) was founded. The Kaiser Wilhelm Gesellschaft in its 
turn founded and maintained several institutes which were exclusively conceived to 
facilitate intensive research conduct freed from the ‘burden’ of teaching and abandon-
ing the Humboldtian ideal of the unity of teaching and learning. A few years later, in 
Italy and France a similar conclusion was made, and similar institutes were found (re-
spectively the CNR in Italy, founded in 1923; and the CNRS in France, founded in 1939). 
(Herbst, 2014b, pp. 199-200)

Herbst states that, as a result of the limited tenability of the German model, by the 1930s 
the European Universities have lost their former pre-eminence, and have not been able 
to regain it (Herbst, 2014b, p. 203). The Bologna process may be seen as an attempt to 
overcome this situation, and a rehabilitation of the eminent status certainly was a goal 
of the Lisbon strategy, when it penetrated the Bologna process. However, the reference 
to the “old Humboldtian virtue” of the unity of teaching and research to reach this goal, 
is misleading and problematic. As the chronicle of the paragraphs above may indicate, 
the Humboldtian ideation was at the basis of the decline, rather than to be a solution 
to find a way out of it. 

3.4.2.3 why the Humboldtian model is a problematic reference 

a. the Humboldtian legacy: a model or a myth?

The assertion that the modern European university, including the advocacy of a strong 
entanglement of research and teaching, originates in the Humboldtian ideation, re-
quires caution and historical precision. References that are made, are often superficial, 
highly simplified, and historically incorrect (Ash, 2006; Michelsen, 2010).

Firstly, it is historically incorrect to attribute the ideation of the Prussian higher edu-
cation reform to Wilhelm von Humboldt. Recent studies suggest that the significance 
of Humboldt as a person has been exaggerated. The idea of the modern university was 
not even linked with Humboldt’s name until the beginning of the 20th century (Ash, 
2006, p. 247). During his live, Humboldt was known as a founder of modern language 
studies, not as a university reformer. The iconic connection of the modern university 
to the person of Wilhelm von Humboldt and his ideas, is a myth, invented at the turn 
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of the century (Ash, 2006, p. 247). A more accurate historiography of the conception 
of the modern university, reveals that the ideas and principles which were leading to 

“the idea of a modern university” had many authors. Kant, Schleiermacher, Fichte and 
Schelling, are generally considered as even more important at the moment (Ash, 2006, 
p. 246; Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 9; Michelsen, 2010, p. 157). In this regard, it is 
more correct to attribute the German higher education reform to a group of “Prussian 
reformers”, among whom, about a century later, Wilhelm von Humboldt was assigned 
as the iconic protagonist and a symbol for a set of academic principles, concepts and 
beliefs. (Ash, 2006; Rüegg & Ridder-Symoens, 1992). 

Secondly, the assertion that the Prussian reform is to be considered as the cradle of the 
modern European university may be valid from a dialectic point of view - as a reaction 
against what was before - but less as an historically correct statement.

From a dialectic point of view, the Prussian reform indeed was an apparent and vehe-
ment reaction against the scholastic tradition, which, as indicated earlier, since early 
medieval times still was the prevalent teaching method. The scholastic method did not 
focus on research, and the university was not seen as a place of research, but of trans-
ferring established and approved knowledge – scientia - , thus adhering a rather static 
account of science and education. The Prussian model was revolutionary in that it pro-
moted science – Wissenschaft - as an evolving area, dynamically pushed ever forth, by re-
search as its constitutive process. Instigated by Enlightened conviction that science was 
providing reason instead of belief, religion and dogma. In this regard, it is valid to refer to 
this shift in the nature of the university as an “academic” revolution, and the start of a 
new era of higher education, in which the Berlin University became the model for new 
universities in Europe, USA and Asia (Michelsen, 2010, p. 156). 

But it is historically incorrect to postulate that the University of Berlin would have 
been shaped according to the principles that von Humboldt wrote down. Several of 
the ideas which von Humboldt advocated were already in place in several German uni-
versities before Humboldt’s time (Michelsen, 2010, pp. 157-158). Moreover, it is argued 
that the basic assumptions of the Prussian reformers are not univocal, nor consistent 
as a set, but rather imbued with ambiguities and paradoxes (Simons, 2007; Simons & 
Elen, 2007). Some of the basic principles, such as the primacy of science, were even 
non-existing from the start, while others, like the idea of autonomy, have never been 
established, or have less or never proved their feasibility (Ash, 2006, p. 247; Habermas 
& Blazek, 1987, p. 12). In this regard, the Humboldtian legacy has been considered as a 
myth – the “Mythos Humboldt” (Michelsen, 2010).

b. a nexus with research or philosophy? The Humboldtian RT-nexus, a misleading 
projection.

The advocacy of a RT-nexus relies upon the conviction that the fundamental principles 
of the Humboldtian ideation, and particularly the unity of learning and teaching, are 
still valid, as goals to aim for, and that the Prussian model should remain the pursuable 
ideal, knowing that unavoidably it will become object of compromise (as for instance 
Elton, 2008). Such stance however underestimate historical and contextual embedding. 
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By consequence, the references that are made are often superficial, highly simplified, 
and historically incorrect. Content and rationales of that time were fundamentally dif-
ferent from what is assigned to them today. It is misleading and incautious to transfer 
singular principles and ideas into present-day conditions (Habermas & Blazek, 1987; 
Simons, 2006). 

Given the topic of this PhD, I redirect this warning to the concept of the RT-nexus, and 
thoroughly explicate why reference to the Humboldtian principle of the unity of teach-
ing and research, as an advocacy for the adoption of a RT-nexus, is a misleading projec-
tion.

The Humboldtian belief in the edifying capacity of research, rather refers to a nexus 
with what we would call today philosophy, than to a nexus with what we consider today 
as scientific research. To explain this assertion, I have to elaborate on the closer rela-
tionship between philosophy and research at that time, and how this relationship has 
shifted, and, with it, the content and nature of the concept of a RT-nexus.

From renaissance till Enlightenment, philosophy moved from its ancient – medieval 
- position where it was coinciding with science, to a privileged position from where 
it was reflecting upon the nature of science and the capacities of scientific research, 
based on rational argumentative discourse. 

The Enlightenment firmly established a strong belief in a unity of science.85 Humboldt 
reaffirmed the unity of science (Einheit der Wissenschaft) and pushed the privileged 
position of philosophy even further as being the discipline that was to overlook and 
underpin the natural and cultural sciences.86 Philosophy was even given the duty to 
supervise the so-called Brotwissenschaften (medicine, technology and law). From this 
foundational and supervising position philosophy was, in its turn, securing the unity of 
science (Nybom, 2003, p. 145). Philosophy was the Grundwissenschaft – Die Mutter aller 
Wissenschaften (Ash, 2006, p. 246; Nybom, 2003, pp. 16, 145).

Training through science was fundamentally rooted in this Grundwissenschaft - philos-
ophy. It was assumed that gradually, as ideas and insights were comprehended in the 
mind of the knower, simultaneously the knower’s moral character was formed (Haber-
mas & Blazek, 1987, pp. 10-11). This moral character was formed because the underly-
ing common ground of reason was developed. The development of reason was a step 
towards liberation of the individual (from religion and other pressures), offering all-
round development, “general education”, self-formation, self-cultivation, edification 
- Bildung. Moral edification of the individual – Bildung – would eventually lead to eman-
cipation of society as a whole. 

But the relationship between research and philosophy drastically changed already 
during XIX century. Habermas (1987) has argued that the attempt to institutionalize 

85 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-unity/, last retrieved 12 June 2018
86 At the time of von Humboldt, natural science was not opposed to the “humanities” - simply because the latter 

where not sufficiently identified as an ontological, epistemological and methodological distinct area - this had 
to be done by the German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey (1893-1911) towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
as explained in previous section of this chapter (see point 3.3.1.). The distinction that was made concerned 
the Geisteswissenschaften (sciences of the spirit), and the natural sciences, and it were the former, that took an 
hierarchical position - as “moral sciences” - over the natural sciences. (Kjørup, 2010)
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such a unifying philosophical science was an ill-fated endeavour. (Habermas & Blazek, 
1987, p. 11). The conception of philosophy as Grundwissenschaft did not survive societal 
developments, nor did the belief in the primacy of pure science withstand time. The 
fast development of the empirical sciences destroyed the foundational notion of phi-
losophy. 

By the mid-XIX century, it was argued that the “moral sciences”, in order to “remedy 
their backward stage” should apply to them “the methods of physical science, duly ex-
tended and generalized” (Mill 1987 [1843] p. 19 in: Kjørup, 2010,p.28). Increasingly the 
methods of natural sciences were considered as “real science”, and the premise got 
installed that whatever wanted to be recognized as research, has to proceed in the very 
same way, namely of the “scientific method”, which was the one known from physics 
(Kjørup, 2010). 

Apparently, at that time, the Humboldtian ideation of Wissenschaft as the foundation 
for morally underpinned research conduct was already an anachronism. The logic of 
procedural rationality of the empirical sciences was no longer compatible with any 
encompassing philosophical or metaphysical worldview and overhauled it (Habermas 
& Blazek, 1987, p. 12). The Jewish philosopher Ben David analyses that while the French 
institutions, “spearheaded by scientists and scientific philosophers” were fostering sci-
ence in an empirical sense, the German university “spearheaded by philologists and 
asceintific philosophers”, resembled rather “a revival of the spirit that had prevailed 
in the Greek schools of philosophy than an attempt to base education on modern sci-
ence”(Ben David 1984/1971, in: Herbst, 2014a, p. 194). 

With the ascent of positivism, particularly in the post-war period, science and philoso-
phy separated. The more science was associated with the positivist paradigm, the more 
philosophy dissociated from science, to become a “critical margin”. Soon, even philos-
ophy of science – a last remain of the contemplative position that philosophy took over 
research during Enlightenment - was soon surpassed by a sociology of science (Ver-
meersch & Braeckman, 2014). 

The central conception of philosophy as Grundwissenschaft in the Humboldtian univer-
sity, sharply contrasts with the “marginal” position that philosophy takes in contem-
porary accounts of science and scientific research. Consequently, it is misleading and 
imprecise to advocate a RT-nexus today by referring to the Humboldtian ideation. 

For the Prussian reformers, the unity of teaching and research, and the plea to teaching 
through the process of conducting research, in first instance refers to a philosophical 
practice. It implies the adoption of a philosophical stance, a philosophically-framed 
process, and philosophical underpinning. The edifying capacity of this “unity” was sit-
uated in the fact that it promotes an ongoing process of generating questions; in this 
quality, it can be considered as a case of what we would today understand as an inqui-
ry-driven pedagogy.87 However, the Humboldtian university was seen as an institution 

87 The notion “inquiry“ is typically related a process of coming to know by the act of putting question (cf. Oxford 
English Dictionary). Also in contemporary pedagogy, the term inquiry-based learning (IBL) refers to a didactic 
approach in which the learning process is induced and carried by the act of putting questions (including defin-
ing a problem), in contrast with problem-based learning (PBL) where learning is induced by find a solution for 
a predefined problem. (Harlen, 2013; Savery, 2006; Savin-Baden, 2000)
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for providing orientation for society.88 But, the structure of science and knowledge has 
drastically changed during the twentieth century - Habermas highlights the increasing 

“multiplicity of disciplines”(Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 20) and the “swiftly differenti-
ating system of knowledges” (Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 5) – and it is argued that sci-
entific research has become too narrow to fulfill an educational role in the formation 
of students’ ability to cope with the challenges of society (Delanty, 2003; Simons, 2006; 
Wimmer, 2003)(see also point 3.3 of this PhD). 

Moreover, scholars have argued that the negative effects of the convergence of the Bo-
logna process and the Lisbon strategy (see also point 3.2.1) has led to a collapse of the 
Humboldtian ideals of edification and societal orientation in favour of entrepreneur-
ialism and competitiveness anyway (Ash, 2006; Halvorsen & Nyhagen, 2005; Huisman 
& Van Der Wende, 2004; Nybom, 2003).

3.4.3 the nature of an Humboldtian RT-nexus: edifying by being 
normative 

In contrast with the previous section, which focused on limited tenability, overestima-
tion and historically incorrect and oversimplified reference, I now point to continuity 
and endurance of the Humboldtian legacy (see 3.4.3.1.). I explore an continuing line of 
thought of German philosophers – Jaspers, Schelsky, Habermas and Mittelstrass – that 
witnesses of a strong belief in the edifying role and capacity of research at the univer-
sity (see 3.4.3.2.), and conclude that, within this (still) Humboldtian ideation, a nexus 
between research and teaching is edifying to the extent that research is ethical-norma-
tively framed (see 3.4.3.3.).

3.4.3.1 The discourse about research at the university: an enduring German 
legacy

Previous paragraphs have revealed that reference to the Humboldtian principle of 
a unity of teaching and research, as ground for advocacy of a RT-nexus in terms of 
connections with formal scientific research conduct, is a misleading projection, and 
both historically and epistemologically incorrect. The Humboldtian conception was 
grounded in a particular relationship between philosophy and science that has dras-
tically changed. In a splintered landscape of sub-disciplines, in which philosophy is 
moved into a critical margin, it makes little sense to advocate a model that is based 
upon a belief in the unity of science, supervised by philosophy. And in an era in which 
universities have to set up a proficient research industry in (quasi-) commercial en-
trepreneurialist conditions, it is hard to believe in the feasibility and credibility of a 
model that preaches principles of autonomy and academic freedom to secure research 
conduct primarily from educational concerns, rather than economic.

88 Scholars have pointed to the contradictions resulting from these ideals. They argue that from the beginning it 
was unclear how the goal to provide orientation for society – which is political in se – could be compatible with 
the principle of maintaining an apolitical reserve, to secure freedom from political supervision (Habermas & 
Blazek, 1987, p. 12).
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Does this mean that it is incorrect and impossible to attribute educational capacities to 
research conduct at the university, and thus, that the concept of a RT-nexus would be 
invalid? 

Simultaneous with ongoing oversimplified reference to the Humboldtian ideation, 
German philosophers have continued the discourse of the Prussian higher education 
reformers about the public role of the university, the (public) function of research, and 
the relation between both. Particularly after the second world war, this has led to an 
continuing line of thought that reconnects to the ideation of von Humboldt as an en-
during German legacy. 

In contrast with the previous section, which focused on limited tenability, overestima-
tion and historically incorrect and oversimplified reference, I now point to continuity 
and endurance of the Humboldtian legacy, as a sign of strong belief in the edifying role 
and capacity of research at the university.

3.4.3.2 the public role of the university in an era of commodification of 
research and education

Drawing on Habermas (1987), Kopetz (2002), Simons and Elen (Simons, 2006, 2007; 
Simons & Elen, 2007), I point to a persistent and ongoing discourse of German phi-
losophers about the public role of the university and its relation to research, notwith-
standing the changing structures of science and knowledge, and notwithstanding the 
increasing pressure on the university to adopt a (quasi-) commercial entrepreneurial-
ism. 

In her book Forschung und Lehre (2002), Kopetz pictures this line of thought and its evo-
lution, starting with von Humboldt (1767-1835), over Jaspers (1883-1969) and Schelsky 
(1912-1984) to arrive at Mittelstrass (1936- ). I add to these four philosophers Habermas 
(1929- ) and refer more particularly to his text of 1987 The Idea of the University: Learning 
Processes – in which he, in his turn, is referring to his three predecessors - Humboldt, 
Jaspers and Schelsky. 

a. Jaspers: the last convulsions of a belief in the supervisory role of philosophy

Humboldt brought research, which at that time mainly resided outside the universi-
ty, into the university. The goal was that in this new dedicated environment, research 

– from now on academic inquiry – would support emancipation of the nation state, 
through edification of its citizens (at least, through edification of the elite that was able 
to study at the university in order to “carry” the state, after graduation. 

The edifying potential of research was situated in its capacity to provide general educa-
tion. Hereby, philosophy – the Grundwissenschaft – took a central and unifying role. But, 
as discussed extensively in previous paragraphs, this concept was untenable. After the 
second world war, science increasingly became splintered in sub-disciplines. Never-
theless, although splintered, it took over the unifying role of philosophy. The universi-
ties were again considered as the institutional embodiment of an idealist unifying pow-



168

er, which was – in terms of Habermas - the totalizing power of the - ever-differentiated, 
even splintered, but encompassing – system of sciences. 

In contrast with the totalizing power of the system of science, totalizing theories, and 
metaphysical connections to the world as a whole were no longer available (Habermas 
& Blazek, 1987, p. 15). Karl Jaspers (1883-1969) acknowledged this fate, and concluded 
that philosophy now was operating from and in the margin, with a role that was re-
duced to shed light on what science is not able to grasp - “das Umgreifende” and “Exis-
tenz” (Jaspers, in: Habermas & Blazek, p.16). Although philosophy was now operating 
from the margin, Jaspers (1883-1969) still insisted on its supervisory role. With regard to 
the now emancipated disciplines philosophy should take the role of “securing the moti-
vation for an unconditional desire for knowledge and the attitude of scientific thinking” 
(Jaspers, in: Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 16). 

b. Schelksy: fostering the emancipatory agency of critical self-reflection 

Helmut Schelsky (1912-1984), repositioning himself from philosophy into sociology, was 
more sceptical about the insistence on entangling scientific research and philosophy. 
For Schelsky, what remained of the relationship between philosophy and science, was 

“theory of science”. The separation of science and philosophy did not make Schelsky 
decide to dislocate scientific research conduct from the university (which de facto has 
happened with the foundation of the Kaiser Wilhelm and Max Planck Institutes, as 
explained earlier in this chapter). For Schelsky the university was the appropriate insti-
tution to administer science as a division into three formal categories: natural sciences, 
social sciences and the humanities, each with their specific forms of knowledge, and 
each in their own way entangled with society. Instead of providing common ground of 
reason, and thus acting as a foundation for scientific research conduct, philosophy was 
now looking down, from a meta-level, to earthy practical conduct in these three areas 
of science. 

At the same time, Schelsky noticed that a philosophical thinking emerged from within 
the sciences, a kind of critical self-reflection. Humboldt alike, Schelsky acknowledged 
an emancipatory agency – i.e. and edifying power - residing in the process of research 
conduct itself. In other words, it was through critical (self-)reflection, induced by the 
act of research conduct, that science – and with it, the university and its community of 
academics and students - re-established an authentic relationship with the world/soci-
ety. Habermas comments this finding in the following terms: “I held the same hopes 
as Schelsky: That in this dimension of critical self-reflection, the relations of research 
processes to the life world could be rendered transparent” (Habermas & Blazek, 1987, 
pp. 16-17). 

By focussing on critical self-reflection as a by-product of scientific research conduct at 
the university - but an inherent by-product and of a fundamental kind - Schelsky re-
solved the dilemma that on the one hand philosophy, which was able to overview the 
whole, had lost its central role in academia, and on the other hand that science had 
taken over, but was increasingly focussing on fragments, neither able to see the whole, 
nor interested in seeing the whole.
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This instance of critical self-reflection provided scientific research at the university a 
new way of tackling the relations with the physical world, to which positivism was so 
successful. It also provided an occasion for academic inquiry to regain an ability for 
reconnecting research to culture, socialization processes, the continuation of tradition, 
and to public issues. (Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 17) 

c. Habermas: the university as a place of ongoing negotiation and discursive disputes

Jürgen Habermas reaffirms the societal role of the university, and thereby continues the 
line of thought conceived by the Prussian reformers of Humboldt’s time. But unlike 
Jaspers and Schelsky, he distances himself from the belief that any theory or discipline 
– even not philosophy - would be able to provide the edifying capacity that is lost by the 
splintering of science. He advocates the idea of a university (as a “corporative body”), 
but also agrees that the old rationales no longer apply:

The essence of the old university idea was that it was supposed to have been ground-
ed in something more stable than just the content of particular ideas - it was to be 
anchored, procedurally anchored, in the scientific process itself. But if science or the 
scientific method is no longer suitable as such an anchor, since the multiplicity of 
disciplines no longer leaves room for the totalizing power of either an all-encompass-
ing philosophy or even for the mere self-reflection of science arising from the individ-
ual disciplines themselves, what could then possibly serve to ground an integrated 
self-understanding of the corporative body? (Habermas & Blazek, 1987, pp. 20-21)

Habermas further developed the idea of the university as an actor within social reality, 
and constituted by its members. He objects against the then-prevailing protagonists of 
system theory, who claim that all spheres of social action are determined by value-neu-
tral steering mechanisms such as money and power. Instead, Habermas advocates a 
conception of academic inquiry as a scientific learning process, based upon commu-
nication and upon the – Humboldtian – communicative association of professors and 
their students. 

They all live from the stimulating and productive power of discursive disputes that 
carry the promissory note of generating surprising arguments. The doors stand open, 
and at any moment a new face can suddenly appear, a new idea can unexpectedly 
arrive.”(Habermas & Blazek, 1987, p. 21). 

Such academic inquiry provides orientation to its members and society by conduct-
ing an ongoing process of communication. (Habermas & Blazek, 1987) The orientat-
ing function of academic inquiry links the practice of research to process of norma-
tive framing. This normative aspect of research however, is not a matter of anchoring 
fixed normative ideals, but of ongoing negotiation based on (scientific) argumentation. 
This negotiation happens through procedures of communicative action and aims at 
the (provisionary) establishment of truth as intersubjective consensus (Simons & Elen, 
2007, p. 625).
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d. Mittelstrass: academic inquiry for providing orientation to society

Towards the turn of the century, Jürgen Mittelstrass (1936- ) reaffirms the plea to connect 
research at the university to the public role of the university. Mittelstrass acknowledges 
that the university is no longer the exclusive place of scientific research conduct. Or, in 
other words, it is not its scientific quality which distinguishes research at the university 
from research conduct outside the university. According to Mittelstrass, the distinctive 
features of academic inquiry as a particular case of scientific research is situated in 
a moral duty. The academic duty of the university and its community of researchers, 
consists in developing a rationality in which Verfügungswissen – a positive knowing of 
causal inference and problem-solving, i.e. knowledge about how things can be – and 
Oriëntierungswissen - a regulative knowledge concerning what ought to be done, an ori-
entation for thought – coincide. 

Mittelstrass’ idea directly reconnects with the Humboldtian plea for institutional au-
tonomy and academic freedom. If the university is not the place where such indepen-
dent judgement can take place, where else would it happen, and what else than its 
capacity of rational thought, secured from economic, political or religious pressure, 
would secure the independence of the judgement? On the other hand, Mittelstrass is 
reluctant to the concept of academia as a closed cultural community, the German Man-
darins in mind. 

Mittelstrass rejects a positivist reductionist stance, and acknowledges the splintering 
in sub-disciplines. But for him, the ongoing allotment of inquiry in disciplines is the 
result of historical development and has no theoretical foundations; it has even pre-
vented academia from challenges and demands from the (outside) world. Academic 
research should address questions and problems as they appear in society, and not as 
they appear in the limited scope of specialized sub-disciplines. Therefore, it is a scien-
tific-ethical principle of the university to adopt trans-disciplinary research. Only such 
transdisciplinary praxis can address the problems that society is facing. The uniting 
force is not science, but rationality (Simons, 2006). 

3.4.3.3 research at the university as edifying, normative practice: 
implications for the nature of a RT-nexus

The public role of the university today is generally expressed by its three missions: 
research, teaching and societal service. Subsequently, the RT-nexus is understood 
as connections between teaching and the research conduct at the university, which 
means formal scientific research conduct. Mittelstrass however, suggests not to equal 
the terms academic research and scientific research. What makes research academic, is 
its capacity to include, next to knowledge about how things are and can be, also consid-
erations about what ought to be done. In other words, academic research is aimed at 
providing orientation for society. This ideation has several implications regarding the 
nature of a RT-nexus.

 – Providing knowledge about what ought to be done, by definition, implies an 
ethical-normative framing of research outcome. Mittelstrass aligns with the 
Humboldtian conception that it is particularly by focussing on this normative 
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aspect of academic inquiry that the edifying potential of research is articulated 
(Simons, 2006, p. 47). Edification – or in Humboldtian terms Bildung – occurs 
from the process of facing the questions what ought to be done (Orientierung-
swissen) once that is known what can be done (Verfügingswissen).

 – The normative aspect of academic inquiry not only concerns edification of the 
student, but also of the academic – research-active - staff. Mittelstrass’ concep-
tion thus highlights – as in the Humboldtian tradition – the role of the teacher 
as being involved in a common quest, not towards truth, but towards evaluation 
of what ought to be done. 

 – Mittelstrass’ comprehensive conception of academic research moves the in-
tended learning outcomes that are assigned to a RT-nexus from “delivering 
professional people with research competence” to “delivering citizens that are 
able to actively construct, adopt, adjust and operate in (a rational logic of) eth-
ical-normative frameworks”.

 – Academic inquiry, according the Mittelstrass, has a transdisciplinary nature. 
The RT-nexus than, is not only a matter of connecting teaching to a particular 
instance of formal scientific research conduct. The RT-nexus is ethically loaded, 
responds to, in response to societal challenges and demands, that are tackled 
through transdisciplinary practice, stemming from several disciplines, knowl-
edge production sites, and covering many ways of knowing (cf section 3.3). 

 – From pedagogical point of view, advocating a RT-nexus that connects with 
transdisciplinary inquiry affects the intentions of academic higher education 
in themselves. Indeed, disciplinary transgression requires a particular person-
al disposition and particular intellectual virtues, such as a willingness to think 
unconventionally (Simons, 2006, p. 45).

 – Mittelstrass’ conception of academic inquiry as transdisciplinary practice, 
highlights the role of the environment in which a RT-nexus is established. As 
transgression of disciplines requires new organisational structures, Mittel-
strass’ ideation calls for a recalibration of academia. Such recalibrated institu-
tions then, will be the biotope in which a RT-nexus operates.

3.4.4 ambivalences in the advocacy of a RT-nexus, tracing back to 
historical dissent and conflicts of interests

Although von Humboldt may be staged as the iconic protagonist of advocacy of a 
RT-nexus, the current discourse cannot be understood on the basis of the Humbold-
tian ideation only. To further explore historical grounds of the belief in the educational 
capacities of research, I juxtapose the ideation of Newman next to those of von Hum-
boldt (see 3.4.4.1.), and conclude that, in spite of common concerns, this leads to con-
tradicting approaches and implications (see 3.4.4.2.). Similar contradictions are found 
when analyzing the discourse of the Bologna process, where I point to a coexistence 
of a functionalist and an idealist understanding of the concept of a RT-nexus, and I 
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indicate to which extent both understandings are leading to opposite implementations 
(see 3.4.4.3).

3.4.4.1 John Henry Cardinal Newman: amendments to the Humboldtian 
model

Half a century after the French revolution and four decades after the Prussian higher 
education reform, a new influential ideation about higher education came about, when 
in 1851 John Henry Newman (1801-1890) became the first rector of the newly founded 
Catholic University of Ireland, the future University College Dublin. In a lecture series, 
entitled “The Idea of a University Defined and Illustrated”, in 1852 and 1858 edited as a 
book, the new rector elaborated on the purpose of higher education and the public role 
of the university. The writings of Humboldt and Newman are generally considered as 
the two most seminal sources for the European higher education reforms of the nine-
teenth century, with a world-wide impact till today.

a. aligning with the Humboldtian idea of higher education as personal development

In many regard, the Anglo-Saxon perspective aligned with the German ideation, but in 
some aspects amendments were made, and even opposite stances were taken. 

As the Prussian reformers, Newman rejects the French abolition of the universities. 
He agrees with the German position that the university is an appropriate constellation 
to act as an institutional body to support society. He also rejects the functional instru-
mentality of the French institutions, and adheres the Humboldtian position that the 
development of society both requires and results from a morally and ethically sound 
education of its citizens. In the German model, the edification of the citizens is con-
ceptualized in the notion of Bildung - a primacy of moral development and self-forma-
tion, or self-cultivation, over professional proficiency. Similarly, Newman advocates 
the idea of ‘liberal education’. 

This process of training, by which the intellect, instead of being formed or sacrificed 
to some particular or accidental purpose, some specific trade or profession, or study 
or science, is disciplined for its own sake, for the perception of its own proper object, 
and for its own highest culture, is called Liberal Education. (Newman I.vii.1, in:Pe-
likan, 1992, p. 71)

The Humboldtian ideals alike, the ultimate goal was the formation of character, and 
intellectual labour was the way to reach this goal. In Newmanian terms, university ed-
ucation had to provide “an intellectual enlargement” or an “expansion of the mind”, in 
order to produce “the formation of character” which was considered as a “cultivation 
of the mind”, leading to an intellectual self-empowerment (Barnett, 1990, pp. 20-21).

In line with the German ideas, Newman attributes the university an orientating role, 
and normative nature. 

The business of a University […] is to set forth the right standard, and to train accord-
ing to it. (Newman I.vii.1, in:Pelikan, 1992, p. 71). 
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b. not research conduct in a unified science, but the acquisition of knowledge in 
diverse branches.

Newman shares with Humboldt the conviction that education is an end in itself, and 
that particularly higher education should reach beyond the functional and instrumen-
tal goal of vocational or professional concerns. But where in the Humboldtian ideation, 
the key to personal development was found in the edifying practice of research conduct, 
in the Newmanian concept the key towards personal development is knowledge. 

Newman refers to this principle as a primacy of “knowledge as its own end”(Barnett, 
1990, p. 12; Pelikan, 1992, p. 32). Liberal education will only be reached through “liberal 
knowledge”: 

That alone is liberal knowledge, which stands on its own pretensions, which is in-
dependent of sequel [that is, of consequences], expects no complement, refuses to be 
informed (is it is called) by any end, or absorbed into any art, in order duly to present 
itself to our contemplation. (Newman, I.v.4 in Pelikan, 1992, p33.)

The goal of such liberal knowledge is to make the student develop “a connected view 
or grasp of things”. The concept of a “connected view or grasp of things” is similar to 
the role attributed to the Grundwissenschaft – philosophy - in the Humboldtian ideation, 
and indeed, Newman says that learning should be based upon “a philosophical acqui-
sition of knowledge” (Barnett, 1990, p. 20). 

As liberal education implies a “connected view of things”, the university should take a 
generous approach to the different domains of knowledge – the university “teaches all 
knowledge by teaching all branches of knowledge” (Barnett, 1990, p. 20). The university 
thus should be dedicated to understanding human knowledge from a variety of disci-
plines and higher liberal education entails that the student is engaged in a comprehen-
sive study of the various disciplines. This will eventually make him not only understand 
the world, but his or her own life as well. (Tierney, 2016, p. 11)

This view contrasts with the German discourse, which relies upon an underlying Grund-
wissenschaft that is considered to supervise and secure a unity of science. Newman also 
refers to a unity of knowledge, but as rather as a network of interconnections, as we would 
describe it today. 

All branches of knowledge are, at least implicitly, the subject matter of its [the univer-
sity’s] teaching; that these branches are not isolated and independent of one another 
but form together a whole or system. (Newman 1865/1982, p.162, in: Tierney, 2016, 
p. 9)

In this regard, Newman can be seen as an early proponent of the twenty-first centu-
ry ideas of “interconnectedness” of disciplines, as expressed in the concepts of inter-, 
multi-, and – particularly – transdisciplinarity (Gruenwald, 2011).



174

It is the duty of the university to make this broad scope of knowledge available, and the 
teacher’s role is to induce the process in the student

to open the mind, to correct it, to refine it, to enable it to know, and to digest, master, 
rule, and use its knowledge, to give it power over its faculties, application, flexibil-
ity, method, critical exactness, sagacity, resource, address, eloquent expression […] 
(Newman 1853/1976, p.124, in: Barnett, 1990). 

c. research and teaching are distinct functions

Entailing from this view to knowledge and knowledge exchange from teacher to stu-
dent, Newman distinguishes between “the advancement of knowledge” (research) and 

“the extension of knowledge” (teaching). In relation to the debate about the nature of 
a research-teaching nexus, this is the most fundamental distinction between the New-
manian and the Humboldtian ideation. 

In the ideation of Newman, teaching consists of transferring knowledge which is pro-
duced elsewhere, and made available for both student and teacher. For Von Humboldt, 
the availability of knowledge is the distinctive feature between education “at the lower 
levels” and “higher education” (academic education). At “the lower levels” teaching can 
rely upon “closed and settled bodies of knowledge”. But, in contrast, what makes higher 
education “academic” (and edifying), according to Humboldt, is precisely the fact that 
it focusses upon those aspects of reality for which no settled body of knowledge is avail-
able – hence the idea that both teacher and student are commonly involved in the pur-
suit of new knowledge. In such case, it has no use to distinguish between teaching and 
learning. Being both “learners”, the distinction between teacher and student becomes 
irrelevant - “Beide sind fur die Wissenschaft da” (von Humboldt, 1809/10; 2010, p. 230). 

But Newman disagrees with this view. He states: 

To discover and to teach are distinct functions; they are also gifts, and are not com-
monly found united in the same person. He, too, who spends his day in dispensing his 
existing knowledge to all comers is unlikely to have either leisure or energy to acquire 
new. (Newman, 1925).

Newman resolutely makes a case against combining “the advancement of knowledge 
through research” with “the extension of knowledge through teaching”. The profile of 
the researchers is not suited to properly fulfil the mission of teaching: 

The common sense of mankind has associated the search after truth with seclusion 
and quit. The greatest thinkers have been too intent on their subject to admit of in-
terruption; they have been men of absent minds and idiosynchratic habits, and have, 
more or less, shunned the lecture room and the public school. (Newman, preface, p. 
xiii, in: Pelikan, 1992)
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d. places for teaching and places for research are distinct places 

Coherent with his emphasis on the distinct nature of research and teaching, and re-
searchers and teachers, Newman also separates the places for teaching from the places 
form research conduct.

The view taken of a University […] is the following : That it is a place of teaching 
universal knowledge. This implies that its object is, on the one hand, intellectual, not 
moral ; and, on the other, that it is the diffusion and extension of knowledge rather 
than the advancement. (Newman 1852/1858/1976, preface, in: Pelikan, 1992, p. 78)

In his view, the places where teaching is provided, are conceived and legitimated 
through the presence of students, who, for research, have no meaning.

If its object were scientific and philosophical discovery, I do not see why a Universi-
ty should have students ; if religious training, I do not see how it can be the seat of 
literature and science. (Newman 1852/1858/1976, preface, in: Pelikan, 1992, p. 78)

For Newman, universities are places of teaching, not for research. Research is better to 
be conducted elsewhere; Newman refers to “Academies” for research and “universities” 
for teaching: 

The nature of the case and the history of philosophy combine to recommend to us this 
division of intellectual labour between Academies [for research] and Universities [for 
teaching]. (Newman, preface, p. xiii, in: Pelikan, 1992, p. 80)

3.4.4.2 ambivalent coexistence of the two legacies: contradicting conceptions 
of a RT-nexus 

In the discourse about the RT-nexus, the models of Humboldt and Newman are both 
iconic and referential, not for their actual content at the time, but as a set of principles 
regarding the relationship between teaching, research, teachers, students, the places 
of teaching and research, the public role of the university, and the expectations of high-
er education. As such they are instrumental for curricular design, institutional organi-
sation, and policy statements.

Both the Humboldtian and the Newmanian ideation concur in their advocacy of con-
sidering academic higher education as personal development and the cultivation of 
character. Both share the belief that the way to reach this development and cultiva-
tion is through “intellectual labour”. This is seen as an internalizing edifying process 
which reaches beyond knowledge acquisition in itself, and beyond pragmatic interest. 
Both advocate the (humanist) idea that higher education primarily is a general edu-
cation, rather than providing narrow specialisation. Both ideations imply a pastoral 
relationship between teacher and student.89, 90 However, conceptions about how these 

89 In the period between 1830-1840, the average ratio of teacher/students at the Faculty of Philosophy at the 
Prussian universities was 1/7 - Lexis 1904; Paulsen 1920/1906 in Herbst, p. 205

90 For an evaluation of these characters concerning Newman’s ideas: see also (R. Anderson, 2009) 
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constituents relate to each other, how they should be organized, and how they can be 
implemented and operate, sharply contrast in the two approaches.

In the Humboldtian view, the concept of a RT-nexus is tautological, since both coincide. 
In the Newmanian view, the RT-nexus is an oxymoron: the one excludes the other. 

The Humboldtian RT-nexus refers to an actual practice of open-ended research con-
duct. It is a pedagogy of immersion-in-action – a common quest of coming to know 
for both teacher and student. The Newmanian RT-nexus refers to a practice of critical 
reflection. The student is asked to make up his mind based upon what the teacher sup-
plies – a process of self-examination supervised, directed and coached by the teacher. 

In the Humboldtian ideation, research directly induces the edifying process: edifica-
tion takes place by actively conducting research. In the Newmanian ideation, research 
induces the edifying process only indirectly: edification takes places by transferring the 
results of research.

The coexistence of both ideations still persists. This is clearly illustrated by the follow-
ing two citations – one from Ronald Barnett, London-based educationalist and reflect-
ing a Newmanian conviction, and one from Angela Brew & David Boud, Sydney-based 
educationalists, and reflecting an Humboldtian conviction.

Barnett states: 

In higher education, learning is intended; in research, it is a by-product. […] In 
research […] we are completely uninterested in the mind of the researcher. […] Re-
searchers do undergo a process of intellectual development in the course of their work. 
But this is incidental, for it is not a condition of research taking place. Research and 
learning, then, are conceptually unrelated, while higher education and learning are 
conceptually interwoven. (Barnett, 1992, p. 626).

In contrast, Brew & Boud state: 

The debate about the relationships between teaching and research as presently con-
ceived is not fruitful. If there is a link between the two, it operates through that which 
teaching and research have in common; both are concerned with the act of learning, 
though in different contexts. […] Those aspects of teaching which lead to learning, 
and the learning which occurs through research provide the vital link. (Angela Brew 
& David Boud, 1995, p. 261)

This distinctiveness of both view lead to a contrasting conception and implementation 
of a RT-nexus.

In Barnett’s (Newmanian) view, a RT-nexus is considered as an interface; its imple-
mentation consists of making connections between two distinct practices and worlds 
(teaching and research). It is a matter of formal construction, that can be made visible, 
tangible and measurable in curricula and course organization and content. 

The (Humboldtian) view of Brew & Boud witnesses of a different concern. Here, imple-
menting a RT-nexus is not a matter of formal constructions between two worlds, but of 
realizing a particular type of integrative practice, in which two activities – research and 
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teaching – are both taken into consideration as processes with a common goal, name-
ly to induce intended learning. It acknowledges the possibility that teaching may be 
conceived in such a way that the learning that it induces, is similar to the learning that 
occurs through research. And in order to achieve academic education, it is this type of 
learning that is aimed for. The nexus is not situated in curricula and courses, but in the 
mind of the student. 

Each position thus leads to fundamentally differing pedagogical models, and differing 
organisational structures, but in fact, only the stance of Brew witnesses of a belief in an 
intrinsic educational capacity of research.91

3.4.4.3 ambivalence in the advocacy of a RT-nexus: contradictions between a 
functionalist and idealist discourse

What both the Humboldtian and Newmanian have in common, is that the link with 
knowledge or knowledge production in higher education is to induce an internalizing 
process, modifying a person’s habit, disposition, character. Higher education is not a 
matter of outcome, so to speak, but of inward development. It is remarkable then, to 
notice that European higher education policy persistently advocates a RT-nexus by 
this historical reference, while at the same time developing an educational technology 
based upon measurement of pre-specified behaviour (namely competences), rather than 
upon evaluating personal development. And it is also remarkable to adhere ideas of the 
university as an environment in which knowledge is seen as a catalyst for inducing 
this personal inward process, while at the same time entrepreneurially running and 
managing the university as a producer of knowledge as a exchangeable commodity 
(McFarlane, 2014, p. 159). 

Simons and Elen (Simons, 2007; Simons & Elen, 2007) have critically questioned the co-
existence of these contradicting aspects in the current debate about the research-foun-
dation of higher education. They point an ambivalence that was part of the Bologna 
discourse from its early beginnings, namely, on the one hand to create a European 
citizenship that promotes peace, mutual understanding and tolerance, and confidence 
among peoples and nations,92 and on the other hand to provide society with proficient 

91 A deeper study of the assertions of both Barnett and Brew & Boud may demonstrate that the opposition is 
less contradictory than a first look might suggest. I object to Barnett’s conception that learning would not be 
conceptually interwoven with research. I agree with Barnett that research aims at generating knowledge and/
or new insights. But who else than the researcher is there to detect and identify the knowledge or insights that 
emerge? At the very moment that the researcher has detected and identified new knowledge or insights, his/her 
mind has changed – it is “affected” by the knowledge or insights that just have emerged. There is no reason why 
not to call this process of mental change and increased insight “learning”. If this type of practice, that is called 

“research”, is able to induce such mental changes, it thus means that it induces learning. By consequence, when 
a teacher manage to engage the student in a process which is similar to research, I see no reason why not to 
consider the “process of intellectual development” that the student undergoes as a result of this process, to be a 
case of “learning”.  
This conclusion aligns with the stance of Brew & Boud. It acknowledges that, even when the primary and 
formal goal of research conduct is to produce knowledge and insights, research relies upon the learning process 
of the researcher. This stance allows for studying both the pedagogical practice of teaching and the inquisitive 
practice of research as internalizing practices with the capacity and goal of changing the practicing subject’s 
mind (“learning”). It also invites for studying the commonality of the mental processes (“learning”) that each 
practice aims to trigger.

92 Lisbon Convention, 1997; European Ministers of Education, 1999
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graduates that have the necessary competences to face the challenges of our time. The 
former focusses on the purpose of personal development and aims at edification and 
moral virtue. The latter focusses on the development of competencies – as “learning 
outcomes” - that are functional for the knowledge society, and thus aligns with con-
cerns of tuning with the labour market. The EU higher education policy discourse pres-
ents these two goals as being complementary, and their combination as a commend-
able principle.

Simons and Elen critically question the possibility of combining both goals. They split 
the ambivalence into two educational approaches, which they indicate as an idealistic 
approach – linked to edification and moral virtue – and a functional approach – which 
is linked to the learning-outcome orientation. In the current discourses the RT-nexus 
these two approaches coexist. Nevertheless, they have their own aim of education, their 
own conception of a RT-nexus, and each approach implies specific pedagogies and insti-
tutional arrangements. 

The idealistic approach can be related to a principled academic perspective, hold by the ac-
ademic as a critical intellectual (Simons, 2007). Based upon Simons & Elen (2007, pp. 627, 
628), I list the typical characteristics that correspond to such approach: 

 – The university is a place of academic research, and academic research possess-
es such an edifying capacity that education of the students ‘happens’ while be-
ing properly involved in ongoing academic research. 

 – There is no need, nor room, for input from learning theories, to adjust teaching, 
since this would mean that research conduct should have to be modified. In the 
idealist approach, it is this specific learning condition – immersion in academ-
ic inquiry - which distinguishes academic education from vocational training. 

 – Ongoing research not only has the educational capacity for self-formation of 
the student, it is – by definition – operating at the borders of what we know 
and pushing them further. Additional attuning with the needs of society is not 
needed, since research – inherently - is up-to-date. 

 – A good researcher is inherently a good educator, since it is through him/her 
that the educational capacity of research reaches the student. The idealist uni-
versity attracts excellent researchers to secure good education. 

 – Organisational rationales, such as curricular reform, which do not benefit pro-
ficiency and depth of research conduct are secondary. Under the denominator 
of academic freedom and autonomy, it is the academic who is best placed to 
take policy responsibilities, regarding both research and teaching – since they 
coincide. 

 – Funding for research coincides with funding for teaching. 
 – Assessable outcome is as unpredictable as research is uncertain. However, this 

outcome is secondary, since the fact that the student has managed to go along 
through the challenges of research conduct, edifying has taken place. Forma-
tion as well as selection, and possible exclusion organically takes place in the 
process. Assessment of outcomes thus, is irrelevant.
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The Humboldtian nature of this discourse is obvious: a unity of research and teaching, 
a focus on self-formation and the university as a biotope where research and teach-
ing are flourishing in a condition of far-reaching autonomy, based upon self-regulating 
quality securement.

The functional approach can be related to a governmental perspective, typically hold by 
the state official or governmental expert (Simons, 2007). (based on Simons & Elen, 2007, 
pp. 627, 628)

 – Institutions providing higher education, should operate optimally. They can be 
universities, hosting both research and teaching, as well as educational institu-
tions providing teaching only. 

 – Research and teaching are distinct operations. For optimal education, it is not 
decisive whether they cohouse or not. On the contrary, teaching should not be 
determined by the limited scope of research conduct which a single institution 
can provide – even a university only offers a limited number of fields and ap-
proaches. 

 – Research-based education means that research is a supply for teaching. This 
allows for providing every type of higher education with the types of research 
it needs. 

 – A student is a learner in need of adequate instruction. Teaching aims to induce 
in students the type of learning they need to properly be employed in society. 

 – Learning theories provide scientific-based recommendations and models for 
effective implementation of teaching. New insights in learning theory, and new 
visions on the need of society result in perpetual curricular reform. 

 – A good researcher is not necessarily a good teacher. Teaching is considered as 
lost time for researching. 

 – The inclusion of research results in education is a matter of availability – re-
search results can be provided. Therefore the teacher and the researcher are 
not necessary the same person.

 – In any case, a teacher is expected to be and expert in teaching. In order to pro-
vide good education, the institution attracts excellent teachers – for academic 
education, this means with a profile of providing research-based teaching. 

 – Educational policy is not up to the individual insights of the academic, but has 
to be external to the process of teaching. It relies on policy principles, comply-
ing societal needs and insights from educational theory. 

 – Funding for research and funding for teaching are separate; they respond to 
distinct logics and needs. 

 – Assessment of the outcome is a crucial stage, both for guaranteeing society that 
the qualified graduates meets a minimal pre-specified performance level, and 
for monitoring and providing feedback to the educational system to enhance 
its efficiency. 

This functional approach entails quite some Newmanian features, such as the separa-
tion of research and teaching, and the distinction between the profiles of teacher and 
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researcher. The implications are far-reaching, since when both are separated, addi-
tional mechanisms have to be provided to attune transfer of research into teaching. 
Hence the need to set up a whole external system to regulate quality. For example, in 
UK higher education policy, the two separated assessment tools for research and teach-
ing – respectively the “Research Excellence Framework” (REF) and the “Teaching Ex-
cellence Framework” (TEF) are a clear manifestation of this (Newmanian) governmen-
tal perspective.

Comparison of the features of both lists demonstrate that in many aspects, the even-
tual impact of both approaches is not so much complementary, but opposite. Simons 
concludes that the ambivalent coexistence of both discourses thus is problematic and 
leading to oppositions. He provides two examples. 

Firstly, the argument of the Strata-Etan expert group, that the competences put forward 
in the competence-based approach of the Bologna reform are ‘surprisingly’ compliant 
with “the old Humboldtian emphasis on the virtues of research-teaching cross fertiliza-
tion”(Simons, 2006, p. 33) is wrong. According to Simons, competence-oriented teach-
ing and the advocacy of a research-teaching cross fertilization are opposites. ‘Com-
petence’ is a technical ideal, belonging to the functional approach. In this approach, 
teaching is oriented to achieve the pre-specified outcomes. In contrast, in the idealist 
approach, teaching that takes the inquisitive stance of research conduct is not orient-
ed towards preparing pre-specified outcomes, but towards inducing study. The notion 

“study” here relates to the stance of freeing up time for (deep) exploration, allowing for 
(personal) discovery (Masschelein, 2011). Since the process of study is directed by the 
outcome of what emerge in the process, the process is open-ended (in contrast with the 
pre-specified end of competence-oriented education) (Simons, 2006, p. 47). 

To clarify this contradiction, one could think of the paradox that free and autonomous 
research-driven approaches of teaching could include the option of discovering that 
the pre-specified competences that the teaching is aiming for, are no valid outcomes to 
resolve the needs and demands they intend to. The insight about the shortcomings of 
the outcome is definitely an educational outcome in itself, but will not be captured as a 
competence, let alone as a basis for qualification.

Secondly, the idealist approach relies upon the Humboldtian belief that edification, in-
duced by research, originates from self-reflection and self-examination. This will even-
tually lead to better citizenship. As the state consists of, or is leaded by, such better citi-
zens, the state/society will become better in itself. This implies that research serves the 
formulation of normative orientations. In this view, entangling research in teaching is 
not considered as a neutral practice, detached from reality, but as an ongoing process 
of continuous response to society. Simons argues that it is only by focussing on the 
normative aspects of research, that it can take up any edifying function – or, in other 
words, the edifying capacity of research is only activated by ethical-normative framing 
(see also Mittelstrass’ distinction between Verfügungswissen and Orientierungswissen, 
discussed in previous section). However, contemporary accounts of academic inquiry 
tend to consider normativity as an exclusion criterion for science, and belonging to 
other realms of human practice. This leads to the paradoxical statement that research 
is edifying to the extent that it does not belong to science. (Simons, 2006)
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The idealistic approach is typically articulated for rhetorical reasons e.g. to emphasize 
the importance of general education, while the ultimate justification of higher educa-
tion in the knowledge society and the guidelines for present innovation, largely relies 
on the functional approach (Simons & Elen, 2007, p. 627). The more the establishment 
of a RT-nexus is implement as an institutional requirement to comply with the prevail-
ing educational technology of competence-based higher education, the more it will 
adopt - and imply - features of the functionalist approach; the more the establishment 
of a RT-nexus results from a concern for personal development of the student, the 
more it will adopt – and flourish under – features of the idealist approach. 

3.5 empirical studies of the RT-nexus: 
after three decades, still an open question
The belief in the benefits of such a nexus is widespread, but its effectiveness 

is difficult to prove. In this section I report about the empirical studies on the benefits 
have been undertaken (see 3.5.1.), I discuss problems of generalizability and depth of 
these studies (see 3.5.2.), and I point to the need for studies that aim to investigate the 
actual process of enacted teaching taking into consideration the contextual conditions 
in which the intended learning is expected to occur (see 3.5.3). 

3.5.1 three decades of study, but still inconclusive
Although Higher Education (HE) at the university is intrinsically characterized by its 
connection with research, there is a lack of empirical evidence of the benefits of this 
connection (Hattie & Marsh, 1996). The renewed interest in the issue whether connec-
tions with research effectively benefits teaching traces back to the late ‘80s – early ‘90s 
(Elton, 1986; Feldman, 1987; Neumann, 1992, 1993, 1994). Referring to studies in the late 
‘60s, ‘70s and early ‘80s, Neumann (1996) argues that till then, and for too many years, 
the body of thought relied on personal views and experience of academics. She calls for 
a more systematic study of the question. Hattie & Marsh (1996) conducted a meta-anal-
ysis comprising 58 studies, and conclude that “the common belief that research and 
teaching are inextricably entwined is an enduring myth. At best, research and teaching 
are very loosely coupled.”(Hattie & Marsh, 1996, p. 533) Both studies provide an agenda 
for further research. 

Visser-Wijnveen (Visser-Wijnveen, 2009) distinguishes between two streams of studies: 
one which focuses on empirical correlations between research and teaching, in or-
der to demonstrate at least the existence of such a nexus (with protagonists a.o. (Bar-
nett, 2005; Colbeck, 1998; Elton, 1986; Jensen, 1988; Neumann, 1993). A second stream 
looks for academics’ and students’ perceptions of connections between teaching and 
research (with protagonists a.o. (Elen, Lindblom-Ylanne, & Clement, 2007; M. Healey, 
Jordan, Pell, & Short, 2010; Jusoh & Abidin, 2012; Karagiannis, 2009; Neumann, 1993; 
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Robertson & Blackler, 2006; Robertson & Bond, 2001; van der Rijst, 2009; Visser-Wijn-
veen, Van Driel, Van der Rijst, Verloop, & Visser, 2009; Visser-Wijnveen, van Driel, van 
der Rijst, Visser, & Verloop, 2012; Zamorski, 2002). 

Next to this two streams, several attempts have been made to categorize types of rela-
tionships between research and teaching, and to develop theoretical models about pos-
sible relationships, and variations of appearance of the nexus (a.o. (Brew, 2003; Brew, 
2010; Griffiths, 2004; M. J. Healey, 2005; Jenkins & Healey, 2005; Neumann, 1992, 1994; 
Neumann & Becher, 2002; Visser-Wijnveen, 2009; Visser-Wijnveen et al., 2009). 

However, due to both the diversity and the limitations of the variables, indicators and 
measurement tools that are used in empirical studies, the exploration of the issue re-
mains incomplete and results are largely incomparable. Findings from quantitative 
and qualitative studies sometimes even seem contradictory (De Witte, Rogge, Cherchye, 
& Van Puyenbroeck, 2013). As a result insights are difficult to transfer, operationaliza-
tion is limited (Verburgh, Elen, & Lindblom-Ylanne, 2007).

It can be concluded that in spite of three decades of empirical inquiry studies remain 
inconclusive. 

3.5.2 problematic generalizability and a risk of reification
It is reported that too many empirical RT-studies have taken the categories research and 
teaching for granted (Brew, 2001a, 2003; Brew, 2010; A. Brew & D. Boud, 1995; Angela 
Brew & David Boud, 1995; Colbeck, 1998; Zamorski, 2002). In the previous sections of 
this chapter, I have extensively demonstrated that conceptions on research expand, the 
role and societal position of the university change, and expectations of education shift; 
consequently also the content and nature of a RT-nexus differ and shift. The concept of 
a RT-nexus turns out to be polysemic, covering different aims, contents, and manifes-
tations. (Braeckman, Elen, Hellemans, & Simons, 2004; Simons, 2006; Simons & Elen, 
2007). Based upon these observations, the use of a RT-nexus as a generic principle is 
fundamentally questioned. 

A proper comprehension of the concept of a RT-nexus includes awareness of its contex-
tual embedding (Brew, 1999; Colbeck, 1998). Studies are meaningful to the extent that 
they do acknowledge that nature and meaning of research, as well as nature and ap-
proach of education differs between disciplines. However, too often studies on the R-T 
nexus stay at a generic level, paying comparatively little attention to the significance of 
subject-based variations (Griffiths, 2004), thus preventing them to reach comprehen-
sion at the level of the processes of teaching and learning that are taking place. Studies 
that do take into consideration disciplinary and contextual distinction (such as Colbeck 
(1998); Neumann (2001); Neumann and Becher (2002)) stay at a descriptive level.

Hattie & Marsh advance three reasons to explain the existence of the belief in a bene-
ficial RT-nexus Firstly, they argue that it exist “because universities use research as an 
advertising lure”; secondly, “because academics use research output as market com-
modities”; and thirdly “because academics would like it to be true.” (Hattie & Marsh, 
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1996, p. 533) All three explanations refer to the RT-nexus as an autonomous concept. 
However, this reification is problematic; when none of its components - neither re-
search, nor teaching, nor their common purpose - are univocally defined, the RT-nexus 
seems to have become a panacea for a broad spectrum of higher-education research 
problems, in danger of becoming meaningless.93

3.5.3 black-boxing the processes that actually take place
By taking the categories research and teaching for granted, and either conceiving theo-
retical models, or looking for empirical correlations there is a risk of overlooking what 
really connects them, namely learning (Angela Brew & David Boud, 1995). Both theoret-
ical models and correlational evidence, rely on preconceived parameters. They struc-
ture what is already known, but do hardly contribute to reaching a better insight in 
what is not known yet. Even more worrisome is that such approaches are black-boxing 
the processes, situations, moments, and places in which learning occurs.

Neumann (1996, p. 11) has argued that studies lack sophistication; they are looking for 
the mere existence of a connection, but they are insufficiently looking at the influence 
of the two on each other. Even when more recent studies go beyond the existence of a 
connection, and aim to describe the nature and aims of such connection (e.g. (van der 
Rijst, 2009; Verburgh, 2013) the concern of Neumann is still valid. 

For Neumann a weakness of most empirical studies is their focus on measurement 
of essentially simple, visible aspects of this rather complex issue. This prevents them 
from studying how research and inquiry is inducing intended learning, what kind of 
learning is taking place, and how this induction is connected to the situation, moment 
and place. Neumann points to the need to develop more sophisticated means of explor-
ing and assessing the more subtle aspects of the question. 

Methodologies are highly dominated by research interviews, surveys, and multivariate 
analyses (Tight, 2013),94 leaving other approaches under-utilized and under-examined 
(Kelly & Brailsford, 2013; Tight, 2013). This need is particularly urgent, for exploring 
discipline specific and tacit aspects of higher education, which are currently over-
looked (Clegg & Stevenson, 2013; Kelly & Brailsford, 2013; Scutt & Hobson, 2013). Re-
fined discernment based on disciplinary concerns is avoided (Griffiths, 2004). 

Studies have focused on categorizing teaching practices (among others: Brew & Jewell, 
2012; Colbeck, 1998; Griffiths, 2004; M. J. Healey, 2005; Jenkins et al., 2007; Neumann, 
1994; Visser-Wijnveen, 2009) and evaluating a broad range of correlations and percep-
tions. However, the most fundamental questions about the rationales of a RT-nexus, as 
well as about its nature and value have remained unanswered (Malcolm, 2014). After 
several decades of empirical studies, few progress is made. The questions how the rela-

93 I am paraphrasing Lave and Wenger’s plea for new considerations of the notion of apprenticeship, in Lave, J., 
& Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning : legitimate peripheral participation. Cambridge [England] ; New York: 
Cambridge University Press., p.30.

94 Based on a Malcolm Tight’s overview of methodologies utilized in higher education studies , evidenced by a 
survey of 567 journal articles, published during 2010 in 15 leading higher education journals (Tight, 2013)
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tions between research and teaching could or should work and how to make the RT-nex-
us happen, are still open (Malcolm, 2014; Tight & Society for Research into Higher Ed-
ucation, 2012).

To understand a RT-nexus from a pedagogical point of view, the available empirical 
ground is unsatisfactory (Brew, 2001a, 2003; Angela Brew & David Boud, 1995). A better 
comprehension of what is at stake when arguing about the benefits of a RT-nexus is 
needed. 

3.5.4 the need for further discipline-specific empirical study
The above observations tell that available empirical studies are inconclusive and suf-
fer from incomparability; they are insufficiently taking disciplinary specificity into ac-
count, and have limited transferability. Too often theoretical as well as empirical stud-
ies on the RT-nexus, have been looking for immediate correlations, thereby applying 
the nexus as a reified concept, uncritically taking “research” and “teaching” for granted 
as fixed and univocal categories. Meanwhile they are black-boxing the processes. 

As a result, the effective impact of the nexus on learning remains under-investigated. 
In spite of three decades of empirical studies on the connection between research and 
teaching, the educational role and capacity of “research” remains unclear, insufficient-
ly questioned and in need of further investigation. 

Given the reification, and the complexity, confusion and misunderstanding which it 
is covering, it is hard to formulate generic principles about a RT-nexus, or even to ad-
vocate an unquestioned understanding of “academic research” as a legitimation for 
higher education. More precision and nuance is needed (i) regarding the disciplinary 
and epistemic context in which the notion “research” is understood; (ii) regarding the 
educational capacities that are assigned to those conceptions of research, and how the 
enacted teaching is mobilizing them; and (iii) how they are linked with the educational 
intentions of academic higher education.

These three aspects reflect the three central research questions that this PhD is aiming 
to answer. This chapter provided a refined understanding of the complications and 
polysemy that the concept of a RT-nexus is entailing, but also indicate the need for fur-
ther investigation, particularly with regard to the three mentioned aspects: disciplinary 
specificity and epistemic context, conceptions of research and how this corresponds to 
enacted teaching, and educational objectives. Such a study is part of the next chapters. 
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3.6 summary and lessons learned
This chapter reported about the first quest of this PhD, namely unravel the com-

plicated notion of the RT-nexus. 

Throughout a multi-perspective analysis, respectively taking into account a policy per-
spective, philosophical views and historical grounds, I have questioned and explored 
the content of the concept, and the rationales behind the strong advocacy to consider 
it as a prerequisite for academic higher education. Finally, I have screened existing 
empirical studies about the RT-nexus.

The investigation from the policy perspective leads to the conclusion that the notion in 
itself is complicated and polysemic, that the actual content of the concept depends on 
national and institutional research policies, and that the rationales behind the advoca-
cy of a RT-nexus are divers, ambivalent, or even contradictory. 

The increasing and disproportionally strong financial implications of perfor-
mance-based assessment of research outcome, and bibliometric performance in par-
ticular, affects research conduct at the universities, as it pushes research to orient itself 
towards awarding targets. Advocating a RT-nexus in circumstances where research is 
determined by external imperative factors, implies that teaching will be affected by 
these imperatives as well. The nature of a RT-nexus then is determined by the research 
that is available at the university rather than based upon educational concerns. 

What institutional and national policies take into account as research differs. At this 
point, the concept of a RT-nexus gets in deep trouble. How to advocate a principled 
adoption of a RT-nexus as a prerequisite for academic higher education within a “har-
monized” European higher education area, when within this same European area there 
are fundamentally different and even contrasting understandings about what to ac-
knowledge as research?

The philosophical perspective confirms the polysemy about what to understand as re-
search, and confirms its dependency on definitions, but it also points to a splintering 
of science into a fragmentation of sub-disciplines, to a conceptual expansion with the 
ascent of practice-based and artistic research, and to a physical sprawl of knowledge 
production sites. 

Given the extreme splintering of science into fragmented sub-disciplines, and given 
the fundamental distinctions between the many epistemic cultures that exist, it cannot 
be argued that any connection with any type of scientific research conduct would be 
equally edifying – if edifying at all. It implies that monitoring the mere existence of a 
RT-nexus in the curriculum, is no guarantee for its academic quality. 

The ascent of practice-based and artistic research has resulted in an epistemological 
expansion of the notion research, from an endeavor of knowledge production to ac-
cumulate an external stock of knowledge, to a process that appeals comprehension of 
others, thereby mobilizing memory, affection, intuition and emotion – human capac-
ities that positivist accounts of research resolutely have avoided to address, although, 
within their own positivist realm neuro-scientists increasingly acknowledge the consti-
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tutive role of these “messy constructs” in sense-making. They argue that these immedi-
ate mechanisms are to be acknowledged as socially distributed cultural practice - and 
thus not purely a matter of subjective, personal emotion -, and that they are operating 
in a framework of shared cultural clues and understandings - and thus not referring to 
subjective individual preference. In this regard, it is possible to appeal to them as part 
of a process of having new insights effectively shared with others, which is a definition 
of research.

Due to massification of higher education, the universities have delivered huge cohorts 
of knowledge producers. This has resulted in a physical sprawl, outside the university, 
of knowledge production sites. Today, science and society are entangled, mutually de-
pendent and interacting, leading to a new kind of science: contextualized, context-sen-
sitive. Given the new conditions of blurring boundaries between science and society, 
the university can no longer hold the tenet of being the exclusive and unidirectional 
provider of knowledge. But knowledge production outside the university takes place 
in fundamentally different circumstances, and responds to fundamentally different 
mechanisms of valuing. Such a stance thus implies the adoption of a more inclusive 
understanding of the notion research, and the development of evaluation models for 
research quality that do acknowledge the diversity and particularity of these modes of 
knowledge production.

The philosophical analysis concludes that a comprehensive understanding of the con-
cept of a RT-nexus should acknowledge the wide and variegated range of knowledge 
production.

Looking for historical grounds, reveals that historical reference as an argument to ad-
vocate a RT-nexus in principle, is a delicate practice. In the contemporary discourse, it 
is mostly oversimplified, and both epistemological and historically incorrect. Indicat-
ing von Humboldt as the antagonist of advocating a close entanglement of teaching and 
scientific research, is to negate the actual understanding of the type of inquiry that von 
Humboldt actually was referring to, namely a type of inquiry to which he referred as 
Grundwissenschaft – an field of thought that today we would rather indicate as philosophy 
than as scientific research. Referring to Newman, the other nineteenth protagonist of a 
RT-nexus, is problematic too, since Newman resolutely considered research and teach-
ing as two distinct practices. According to Newman, the university is no place for re-
search, but for teaching – a constellation that goes against all contemporary tendencies. 

Moreover, also from an educational point of view, both ideations are contradictory. 
While von Humboldt is pointing to a pedagogy aiming at personal change by means of 
inquiry – learning-through-inquiry, a process in which both student and teacher aim at 
gaining new insights, Newman is pointing to a pedagogy of personal change by means 
of acquisition of external knowledge – learning from transfer, not focusing on process, 
but on content, to be transferred by an all-knowing teacher to an ignorant student.

A reflection upon this multi-perspective analysis leads to the conclusion that from its 
earliest inception, the ideation of a RT-nexus has entailed ambivalences that never 
have been cleared out. Today, an idealist discourse that emphasizes personal develop-
ment towards a critical and reflective citizen, is intertwined with a functional discourse 
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that emphasizes development of competences compliant with policies and needs of 
the labour market. The idealist discourse can be related to the Humboldtian legacy. It 
has evolved through a line of German philosophers, and led to a plea for recalibrating 
academia from a place of scientific research – the production of knowledge about what 
is and can be done - to a place that is able to provide orientation for society, based upon 
pondering scientific knowledge against ethical, normative considerations – knowledge 
about what ought to be done.

Scientific studies have tried to provide empirical evidence about the benefits of a 
RT-nexus. However, after three decades, these studies remain largely inconclusive and 
difficult to transfer, nor have they provided insights in the actual link between enacted 
teaching and intended or effective learning. One could even argue that the very exis-
tence of the concept, and its suggestive agency to understand it in terms of connections 
with formal scientific research conduct, is preventing education from becoming really 
inquisitive in itself. The concept of a RT-nexus has been reified without deep insight in 
the actual processes it entails. The concept is taken for granted, black-boxing the na-
ture of the processes that a RT-nexus might induce, and leaving the beneficial learning 
processes that might result from it un-explicated, under-investigated, and – probably 

– underexploited. The RT-nexus has become a panacea for a broad spectrum of argu-
ments about higher education, in danger of becoming meaningless.

This chapter thus concludes that an unspecified and principled adherence to the con-
cept of a RT-nexus as a prerequisite for academic higher education is not self-evident, 
but problematic.



188



chapter 4
architectural design education  
and the RT-nexus 



CHAPTER 4  
architectural design education  
and the RT-nexus 

h. trans-national initiatives for 
developing a proper architectural 
research culture  230

4.2.2.4 the doctorate in architecture: a new 
condition for proper disciplinary 
development 233
a. the doctorate in architecture, a 

concise chronicle 233
b. the new condition of belonging 

to academia: an opportunity for 
developing a proper research culture 234

c.  “doctorateness” in architectural 
(design) research is coming of age 236

d. in spite of growth, ongoing dissent 
still making architectural design 
research a matter of negotiation 236

4.2.3 findings: the RT-nexus in architectural 
design education in the context of 
European policy. 238

4.3 a philosophical view: screening 
architectural design education  
with regard to the shifting nature 
of research  239

4.3.1 architectural education and the 
disciplinary fragmentation of science: 
the epistemic culture of architecture 239

4.3.1.1 architecture: versatile boundary work 240
a. a discipline defined by multiplicity 

and versatility 240
b. identifying the content and nature 

of this multiplicity and versatility 241
c. a discipline operating as “boundary 

work” 242
4.3.1.2 a connector of disciplines, or a trans-

disciplinary discipline? 243
a. the transdisciplinary nature of 

architecture and architectural research 243
b. a transdisciplinary RT-nexus for 

architecture 244
4.3.1.3 the epistemic culture of architecture 245

a. architecture as a proper disciplinary 
field 245

b. the epistemic culture of architecture 246
c. the relationship between education 

and epistemic culture in architecture 248
d. the need for further empirical study 248

4.3.2 conceptual expansion: from design-
erly ways of knowing to design as a 
way of coming to know  249

4.3.2.1 from designerly ways of knowing to 
design as a way of coming to know 250
a. cognition as practice, and design as 

high-level cognitive practice 250
b. designerly ways of knowing, a 

feature of professional practice 251

4.1 introduction: applying the 
concept to the epistemic culture of 
architecture 193

4.2 the policy perspective: a RT-nexus 
for architectural design education 
in evolving European policies 196

4.2.1 architectural design education and 
European higher education policy: 
academizing an un-harmonized 
educational field 196
a. the straddle between professional 

policy and higher education policy: 
a RT-nexus in an un-harmonized 
educational landscape 196

b. architectural education is a design 
education 197

c. academizing design education: a 
source of confusion 203

4.2.2 architectural design education and 
European research policy 206

4.2.2.1 architectural research: invisibility and 
indeterminacy for actual research policy 206

4.2.2.2 architectural research and bibliomet-
ric research performance indicators 209
a. the position of architectural re-

search in the Web of Science 209
b. problematic negation of cultural 

diversity 210
c. a mismatch in audience resulting in 

a misconception of impact 211
d. problematic negation of diversity of 

research outcome 211
e. risk of perverse effects 212
f. the impact on the RT-nexus: Who is 

teaching? What it taught? 213
4.2.2.3 the emergence of initiatives to foster 

the development of architectural 
research 214
a. the central role of design in develop-

ing proper architectural research 214
b. ontological dissent and a lack of 

consensus about the relationship 
between design and research 215

c. the Nordic case: in defence of archi-
tectural design research 218

d. the case of UK: cautiousness not to 
lose valuable insights of architectur-
al design research 221

e.  the case of the Netherlands – three 
initiatives in defense of the design-
ing disciplines 224

f. the French case –Stratégie nation-
ale pour l’architecture 228

g. the case of Flanders – persistent 
adherence to bibliometrics 229



c. dissent about designerly ways of 
knowing as a ground for research  251

d. design as a way of coming to know 253
4.3.2.2 attempts for classifying the relation-

ship between research and design 255
a. “research by design” versus “design 

research”, a semantic clarification  255
b. Frayling’s trichotomy into/through/

for – a first attempt 256
c. Borgdorff’s on/for/in: a revision of 

Frayling’s trichotomy 258
d. the result: confusion instead of 

clarification 259
e. other attempts for positioning 

design research 259
4.3.2.3 the nature of design research  262

a. diversity and distinctiveness among 
design research approaches 263

b. affinities with grounded theory 266
c. affinities with artistic research 272

4.3.3 physical sprawl of knowledge 
production: architectural research in 
professional practice 274
a. architectural education as a dia-

logue between academia and practice  275
b. The ascent of research in profes-

sional architecture practice  276
c. The incapability of academia to 

connect with research in practice 277
d. attempts to recuperate mode-2 

knowledge into academia 279
e. Impact of the attempts for recuper-

ating Mode-2 on the conception of a 
RT-nexus 281

4.4 historical grounds: architectural 
education as an academic 
discipline, roots and tradition 285

4.4.1 the debate about the nature of the 
discipline: ancient roots 286
a. the Vitruvian generalist: mastery 

and application 286
b. the debate about Artes Liberales, 

Artes Mechanicae, and the science 
of the architect 287

c. disegno and the unity of drawing, 
writing and building 288

d. Cartesian dualism: a crisis for archi-
tectural research 289

4.4.2 the institutionalisation of architectur-
al education and the development of 
disciplinary branches 290
a. serving the nation of developing 

science; where to belong?  290
b. disjointing over three non-academic 

biotopes. 291

c. institutionalizing architectural 
education in the US: reshuffling 
European principles for a more 
inclusive stance 292

d. the naissance of an obstinate 
anti-intellectualist stance 293

e. architecture within the university: a 
difficult cohabitation 295

4.4.3 attempts for scientifying the discipline  296
a. attempts for scientifying architec-

tural education  296
b. attempts for scientifying design  299

4.4.4 architecture as an academic disci-
pline: a kaleidoscopic landscape, 
determined by diverse agencies 303
a. reconnections to underexploited 

precedence 303
b. the rediscovery of practice 304
c. The ascent of architectural theory 

and history 304
d. reclaiming technological development 305

4.5 empirical studies of the RT-nexus:  
developing a proper framework for 
architectural design education  306

4.5.1 limited transferability and the lack of 
depth of existing studies 306

4.5.2 a nexus with both research and design 309
a. Identifying the need for a proper 

framework 309
b. a dual pedagogy of knowing about 

and knowing through 311
c. a RT-nexus on the base of Frayling’s 

and Borgdorff’s trichotomies 313
4.5.3 towards a comprehensive under-

standing of a RT-nexus that relates to 
architectural design 313
a. Healey’s two-dimensional RT-nexus 

model  313
b. positioning design-based teaching 

within architectural education 316
c. including design-based teaching in 

a RT-model 317

4.6 summary and lessons learned 319





193

chapter 4  
architectural design education  
and the RT-nexus 

4.1 introduction: applying the concept to the epistemic 
culture of architecture
This chapter consists of the second research package. It redirects the atten-

tion from the global scale of European higher education and research to the particular 
discipline of architecture and the field of architectural design education, and aims at 
reaching a better understanding of the complications of advocacy and adoption of a 
RT-nexus in this particular educational field. 

The unraveling of the notion of a RT-nexus that has been done in previous chapter, has 
provided a refined understanding of this complicated and polysemic concept. This re-
fined understanding is the basis for reconsidering the first and second central research 
questions – respectively: What is the content and nature of the concept of a RT-nexus?, 
and: Why is research linked to teaching? – with regard to architecture and architectural 
design education. 

The actual research questions that are guiding this second research package then be-
come: 

What is - or could be - the actual content and nature of a RT-nexus for the case of 
architectural design education (keeping in mind its polysemy and complications)?

And:

Why and how would a RT-nexus be beneficial for architectural design education 
(keeping in mind its polysemy and complications)?

The exploration of these questions will lead to a better insights in the particularities, 
potentialities, and difficulties regarding the adoption of a RT-nexus in architectural 
design education, but also regarding the impact of the advocacy of a RT-nexus on the 
global scale of European higher education policy on the particular field of architectural 
design education.
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As explained more extensively in the chapter on methodology, the research of this sec-
ond package mainly relies upon document analysis (policy documents, disciplinary 
publications, and online-information) and literature study (scholarly publications). 

Coherent with previous chapter, I explore both research questions first from a policy 
perspective (see 4.2.), then I adopt a philosophical view (see 4.3.), and look for historical 
grounds (see 4.4.). This homothetic structure allows me for systematically applying the 
findings, questions and issues as they have emerged during unraveling the concept in 
previous chapter, to the case of architectural design education. 

I conclude this chapter with a concise discussion about the limited availability and 
problematic transferability of empirical studies of the RT-nexus (see 4.5.)

But before entering the full body of this chapter, I have to point to some semantic diffi-
culties regarding the use of the English word “design” – both as a verb and as a noun. I 
point to three difficulties, all related to the dominant use of English as a common lan-
guage in scholarly literature and as the lingua franca for the academic debate. 

Firstly, nuances provided by other languages are lost. The Italian notion of Disegno 
(Italian) is indicating both the act of drawing, as drawing forth an idea. In French the 
etymological roots lead to “dessin”, but this is mainly indicating the drawing only. To 
design – as a verb - is referred to either as concevoir or projeter; as a noun these terms 
respectively correspond to la conception and le projet. The Dutch term “ontwerpend 
onderzoek” corresponds to “research by design” – all the time more indicated with the 
shorter term “design research”.1 This loss of precision, and the generalizing agency of 
the English term “design” biases literature.

Secondly, as a noun “design” is covering not only the outcome of the act of conceiving 
a possible future, but also a well-delineated field of human culture, related to artefacts 
(objects, furniture, graphics, etc.). Particularly in the Anglo-Saxon world, the field of 
design disciplines include the artistic fields of fashion design, jewelry design, graphic 
design, etcetera. In contrast, when the KNAW-report refers to the “design disciplines” 
in the Netherlands, it refers to the field of the Technical Universities only. Under the 
same keyword – “design disciplines” – differing fields might be covered. Scholarly 
studies on design education and design pedagogy may be covering quite diverse fields. 
Findings should not uncritically be transferred. However, in such fuzzy conditions, de-
lineating the limits of valid inference is not easy. This vagueness regarding external 
validity of assertions in the field of design studies is a second source of bias resulting 
from scholarly literature.

Thirdly, as a verb “design” is subject-matter of the field of “design sciences” and “design 
studies”. This scholarly field promotes a generic understanding of design as a universal 
cognitive practice. This stance risks to negate the ontological dimensions of “the archi-

1 In French however, this notion is indicated as “la recherche par le project” and not “la recherche par la concep-
tion”, which is methodologically different – the former referring to knowledge creation by mediation through 
a designed product, the latter referring the mental act of conceiving, as a place and moment of knowledge 
creation. In English, both reside under the common denominator of design research. It is beyond the scope of 
this paragraph to elaborate further on the etymological complications that exist. It is an issue that has been 
addresses by many authors. In any case, for a study as the one at stake, which is addressing the mental act of 
designing as a process leading to new insights, such distinctions are highly relevant.
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tectural”. It is unclear which part of the arguments and findings of such generic studies 
is still valid when focusing on ontological particularity. It is not unlikely that the nature 
of the things that are seen and grasped is impacting the understanding and the practic-
es that might result from the act of grasping, and probably also regarding the interests 
that are eventually pursued. This suggests that a correlation exist between ontological 
epistemological, praxeological and teleological features of different design endeavours. 
This aspect however, remains largely under-investigated. A cross-over from design 
studies into architectural theory, or from architectural theory into design studies could 
provide more precision and discernment. The absence of such ontological precision, 
and the resulting over-generalized discourse about design thinking results in a third 
bias in scholarly literature. 

The biases regarding the notion “design” are pointing to a particular example of the 
unifying agency of the current English-language scholarly literature. Loss of nuance – 
and hence, also criticality – can also be found on more generic levels. To illustrate this, 
I point to the question of inference and socio-politico-cultural context. The scholarly 
field of Higher Education studies is extensive. A particular section explicitly focusses 
on higher education in Europe. The content which makes this section distinct, is main-
ly its focus on policy – European higher education policy. It is not clear however, what 
it is that makes European higher education “European”. To which extent the “Europe-
an idea”, the “European ideals”, or the establishment of a European Higher Education 
Area also corresponds to particular sets of values, ontologies, epistemologies, para-
digmatic preferences etcetera is not clear. Higher Education in US, Asia, Australia, or 
even UK, is fundamentally different from the European case, both historically seen and 
within the actual context of the unified EHEA. The depth, width, content and impact 
of such differences however remain unclear. Particularly for a study which takes in 
interpretative stance, in its aim to uncover the rationales behind a RT-nexus such con-
textual distinctions - both at the scale of education policy and at the scale of individual 
conceptions about academic higher education - should be taken into account. During 
literature study however, I observed that findings of scholarly studies in US, Europe, UK 
and Australia are compared and discussed without taking into consideration the poten-
tial impact of such cultural, political or other contextual differences. This inevitable is 
a fourth source of bias in discourse about design and design research.
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4.2 the policy perspective: 
a RT-nexus for architectural design education 
in evolving European policies

4.2.1 architectural design education and European higher education 
policy: academizing an un-harmonized educational field

a. the straddle between professional policy and higher education policy: a RT-nexus in 
an un-harmonized educational landscape

Centralized European higher education policy is not new for architecture. In 1985 al-
ready, fourteen years before the Bologna Declaration, it was one of the few disciplines 
that became subject of an early attempt of the European Council for harmonizing high-
er education. Architecture, just as medicine, is one of those disciplines that in many 
countries is subordinate to professional regulations. By means of a professional direc-
tive, the European Council aimed at harmonizing at least these professions. Next to 
architecture, the directive applied to doctors of medicine, nurses, dental practitioners, 
veterinary surgeons, midwives, pharmacists. The Professional Directive has been updat-
ed in 2005 into the Professional Qualifications Directive 2005/36/EC, which, in its turn was 
amended and updated by the Professional Qualifications Directive 2013/55/EU. 

The 1985 directive can be seen as a pioneer in the learning-outcome based approach 
that has later been adopted in the educational technology of the EHEA (Soolep & De 
Walsche, 2016). 

For Bologna, architectural education is a two-cycle programme, delivering a master 
degree, level 7 of the European Qualifications Framework. The discussion in architec-
tural education whether this leads to a study duration of four or five year is still ongoing. 

The most recent directive prescribes the duration of study:

(a) a total of at least five years of full-time study at a university or a comparable 
teaching institution, leading to successful completion of a university-level examina-
tion;  
or  
(b) not less than four years of full-time study at a university or a comparable teach-
ing institution leading to successful completion of a university-level examination, 
accompanied by a certificate attesting to the completion of two years of professional 
traineeship […]

Moreover, because of a lack of consensus and national divergence, there is no consen-
sus about the obligation and status of internship. There is no Europe-wide consensus 
whether access to the profession is a matter of higher education and thus covered by 
accreditation in the frame of the EHEA, or a matter of national or professional regula-
tory bodies, and thus a professional accreditation. 
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The unresolved ambivalence about the either educational or professional status of in-
ternship, and the straddle between being subjected to professional and higher educa-
tion policy, between regulatory professional bodies and qualifying academic institu-
tions has prevented a successful harmonization of architectural education. Figure 7 
shows the minimum duration of study and internship (in years) for recognition as an 
architect for 28 European regions. The graphs demonstrates the divergence of study 
duration (from 4 to 6 years), and the indeterminacy regarding internship (from none 
to three years). 

Apparently, neither the Bologna process, nor the European directive succeeded in reg-
ulating the duration of study, and resolving the status of internship. In such hybrid, 
varied and undetermined conditions regarding the nature of the study, it is hard to 
develop a shared and consensually supported discourse about the need, nature and 
content of a RT-nexus.

b. architectural education is a design education

There is evidence that the Bologna reform impacted architectural education in both 
content and profile. In Flanders, bachelor and master degrees could be delivered 
from the academic year 2004-2005 onwards. However, the decree that specified the 
implementation of the Bologna reform dates back to 2002. I analyzed the curriculum 

Figure 7 minimum study duration in years (blue) and internship (red) per State/federal region, for recognition as an archi-
tect. (Modernisation of the Professional Qualifications Directive and impact on the architectural profession. A joint ACE/
ENACA study of current provisions, readiness to implement change and key concerns. Margaret Hynds O’Flanagan, 15 
September 2014)Speaker - Meeting  

 

Pre-modernisation State of Play 

“4+2” an alternative way to 
meet the new “5” year 
minimum standard.  
 
The pre-existing practical 
professional experience 
provisions which exist in a 
majority of EU Member 
States generally apply 
above and beyond the 
minimum standard. 
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structure of the architectural programme taught in Antwerp over the period 1999-2010, 
which is five year before and five year after the academic year in which the bache-
lor-master programmes were formally implemented (see figure 8).

The institute in Antwerp decided to launch a Bologna-compliant two cycle programme 
immediately from the moment that the decree was published, i.e. from 2002-2003. 

The 2002-2003 programme book explains that “the curriculum of both the architecture 
and interior architecture programmes is renewed in form and content, in view of the 
new Bachelor-Master structure […] in order to be able to seamlessly join the new situa-
tion after approval of the decree.”2 

The impact of the implementation is clearly visible in the figure. The share of architec-
tural design (in red + dark orange3) - which remained stable upon a bit more than half 
of the study load till the reform - diminished to about one third of the study load, in 
favour of construction courses.

Also the discourse changed. The programme book of 2001-2002 explains, under the 
heading “pedagogical basis”, the approach and goals of the education in following 
terms: 

The programme of the 2nd cycle puts an emphasis on project-based education, aim-

2 “Het curriculum van de opleiding Architectuur en Interieurarchitectuur is zowel naar vorm als inhoud ver-
nieuwd. De hervorming is gebaseerd op de toekomstige ‘Bachelor-Master’ structuur […] Voor het academiejaar 
2002-03 is het decretaal nog niet mogelijk om deze titels reeds toe te passen, zodat we nog de oude benaming 
van kandidatuur en licentiaat behouden. Na goedkeuring van het nieuwe decreet kunnen wij naadloos aanslu-
iten bij de nieuwe situatie” (studiegids 2002-2003, p. deel 2, pedagogische uitgangspunten AR/IA – 3. 

3 The dark orange colour in the graph indicates the final diploma project. In Antwerp students had the choice to 
graduate with a design project (in a design studio), or with a written thesis. The share of both remained stable 
each year, at about 80% graduating with design work, and 20% graduating with a written thesis. For these 
80% of the students the dark orange part of the graph thus also consist of design work in a studio. 

Figure 8 overview of the evolution of curriculum structure of the five-year architecture programme in Antwerp in the time-
span of 11 academic years, from 1999-2000 to 2009-2010. Blue = technical courses and courses related to construction 
(CON); green = humanities (MW); red = design studio (AO); dark orange = final diploma project (MP) (for 80% of the students 
the final diploma project consists of design studio). The grey colour (K) refers to electives. 
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ing at a maximal integration of knowledge from technical sciences, economics and 
human sciences into the design assignments. In this way, the student is optimally 
prepared for the varied and fast evolving professional practice.4 

Under the same heading one year later, the text of the programme book sounds:

At this level [2nd cycle, JDW], the design skills are further developed, in order to be 
able to recognize and solve all possible problems that can occur during the realization 
of a project. The flexible curriculum provides for electives and workshops. This allows 
for maximal potential for individual intellectual development, based upon own re-
search, and focusing upon one of the many facets of the design process. Education is 
research-bound, thus enhancing the awareness about the importance of methodology 
and knowledge in the design process.5

Apparently, affected by the academization, the profile of the student and future gradu-
ate is perceived differently. The general profile of the student as future problem-solving 
professional practitioner of the pre-Bologna era, has turned into the individual learner, 
who takes responsibility over his/her own (intellectual) development, bound to research, 
and based upon methodology and knowledge.

For the architecture programme in Antwerp, the impact of the Bologna reform is ap-
parent, both in curriculum structure and educational mission. To which extent the 
changes that can be noticed in the Antwerp case can be generalized over other schools 
has not been studied. I would highly suggest this as a subject of further research.

It cannot be stated however that the impact of the Bologna reform at the European 
scale has resulted in minimizing the share of design in architecture programmes. In 
2015, EAAE undertook a survey of architecture programmes across Europe (Bovati, 
Caja, Del Bo, & Landsberger, 2015).6 Out of the data of this survey, comprising 55 in-

4 “In de opleiding van de 2de cyclus krijgt het projectgericht onderwijs meer nadruk, waarbij de technisch 
wetenschappelijk, economische en mens-wetenschappelijke kennis maximal wordt geïntegreerd in de ontwer-
poefeningen. Op die wijze wordt getracht de student optimaal voor te bereiden op de gevarieerde realiteit van 
de beroepsuitoefening en de enorme evolutie, die zich daarin afspeelt.” (studiegids 2001-2002, p.deel2 – 3.)

5 Op dit niveau [tweede cyclus, JDW] worden de ontwerpvaardigheden verder ontwikkeld zodat men al de 
mogelijke problemen die ontstaan bij de verwezenlijking van een project kan onderkennen en oplossen. Dankzij 
het flexibele curriculum is er plaats voorzien voor keuzevakken en workshops. Zodoende is er maximale 
mogelijkheid voor een individuele intellectuele ontplooiing gebaseerd op eigen onderzoek en gericht op één van 
de vele facetten van het ontwerpproces. Het onderwijs is onderzoeksgebonden, zodat het besef groeit dat meth-
odologie en kennis belangrijke aspecten zijn in het ontwerpproces. (studiegids 2002-2003, deel 2, pedagogische 
uitgangspunten AR/IA p. 3.)

6 The data that were used for picturing the spectrum of curricular schemes of first master programmes across 
Europe relied upon information in a publication about a survey that was jointly organized by EAAE and 
Politecnico di Milano in 2015. The title of the survey was “Architectural Education towards 2030” and relied 
upon a questionnaire comprising 15 questions – of which 12 open questions - spread over five main topics. The 
raw data of this survey were collected and published. The publication comprises a concise discussion about 
specificities percountry and overall tendencies; however, no analysis of the raw data has been done so far. 
The publication does not contain information about the dissemination of the questionnaire. At the moment of 
dissemination, the association counted 111 members, of which 68 responses have been published, representing 
a response rate of 61%. Of the 68 respondents, 7 did respond to this question in a deviant way, Turkish schools 
as well as the Icelandic school was discarded as they only deliver bachelors degrees, resulting in an overview of 
55 member schools, which is 50% of all member schools. 
The distribution of respondents over different countries indicate a good coverage over Europe. However, some 
caution is required. Several big countries are underrepresented - such as Germany (only one school), UK (only 
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two schools – both from Scotland), France (no schools) -) while other countries may be relatively over-repre-
sented (such as Italy (15 schools), the country of the organizing institution (Politecnico di Milano)). 
For the analysis in this PhD I used the data under topic 3 “Framework of Teaching: Disciplines involved”, more 
particular the fourth question : “can you indicate the relative percentages of the disciplines in your programme 
below (per year should equal 100%)”. This information was provided in a table that distinguished, per study 
year between “architectural design”, “construction” and “other disciplines”. Elsewhere in the survey the 
distinction was described as a distinction between “those disciplines directly related to architectural design and 

Figure 9 positioning the relative study load of the curriculum of 55 architecture programmes across European schools. The 
graph at the left side presents the full curriculum of bachelor and master programmes, the figure at the right side presents 
the master programme (or, the two final years, if no bachelor-master structure has been adopted). The figures show the 
relative share of architectural design courses( red) in relation to construction courses (blue) and “other” courses (green)
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stitutions, I composed a graph that demonstrates the relative share of study load for 
respectively architectural design7 (red), construction courses (blue), and “other cours-
es” (green) (mostly situated in the humanities). I distinguished between the full cur-
riculum of bachelors and masters (left graph), and the master programme only, (right 
graph) as the latter is more explicitly considered to be taught in a research context. The 
study load is expressed in percentage and not in ECTS because of the inequal duration 
of study across countries (see figure 9).

For most of the schools architectural design takes at least half of the study load. The 
stepwise increase of architectural design that is revealed in figure 9 suggests a certain 
categorization among schools. Roughly speaking, it suggests that there are schools in 
which architectural design takes one third, half – or a bit more or a bit less than half - 
and two third of the study load. 

This observation made me wonder to which extent the relative study load assigned to 
architectural design could be related to the roots and traditions of the schools or their 
actual institutional embedding.

Architectural education traditionally stems from four roots, leading to four types - or 
“families” - of architectural education, each of them related to a particular conception 
of design, and related to a particular institution: 

 – Roots in apprenticeship and pupillage, related to a conception of architectural 
design as a metier, typically rather autonomous institutions, not linked to other 
disciplines, corresponding to the idea of Schools of Architecture (UK) and EN-
SA’s (Ecoles Nationales Supérieures d’Architecture)(France);

 – Roots in fine arts, related to a conceptions of architectural design as artistic 
practice , and corresponding to architectural education in schools of art (Beaux 
Arts);

 – Roots in engineering, related to conceptions of architectural design as a mat-
ter of engineering, techniques and technology, leading to architecture pro-
grammes in polytechnical institutes, technical universities, and architecture 
programmes within faculties of engineering.

 – Roots in humanities, related to the notion of architectural design as primarily 

construction and what is the amount of time assigned to the other disciplines” To which extent the description 
of courses under “architectural design” thus exclusively relate to courses taught under the denominator of 

“design studio” is not clear. The figure thus provides an overview of the relative attention dedicated to architec-
tural design, in relation to construction and other courses, rather than a strict indication of the study load of 
studio teaching.
In the educational technology of the EHEA study load is expressed in ECTS – a system of study credits, in 
which each unit represents a study time between 25 and 30 hours, and one semester corresponds to 30 ECTS. 
Not all European schools however have adopted this ECTS scale. In order to be able to compare the curricula 
of these (limited number of) schools, all data have been recalculated to an equivalent in ECTS. All data recal-
culated to ECTS when needed, were put in an MS-excel sheet, and expressed in bar charts corresponding to a 
study load of one semester (30 ECTS), in order to become comparable.

7 I have to make a remark regarding the relationship of the data that were available to construct the above figure, 
and the notion of design studio. The figure pictures the study load that the programme assigns to architectur-
al design, which does not necessarily exclusively coincide with the study load that is taught as design studio. 
However, the figure does provide a good overview of the relative dominance of architectural design – in general 
terms - in the programme. 
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intellectual work - “Artes Liberales” (see later in this chapter, point 4.4) - and 
leading to the inclusion of architecture programmes in (comprehensive) uni-
versities.

The official names and actual home bases of the different institutions still witness of 
these roots. 

It would not be irrational to expect that design studio would take a more important role 
in schools that have their roots in artistic traditions, than for instance in schools within 
an engineering tradition, or programmes within university faculties. 

Therefore, I classified each of the responding schools of the 55 programmes of fig-
ure 9 into one of the above family and analysed the relative share of each of the three 
constitutive areas – design, construction, and other courses – per root (respectively 
programmes taught at Schools of Architecture (SoA), Universities (U), Technical Universities 
(TU), and at Fine Arts institutes (FA). Classification was based upon the names of the 
schools as they are written in the survey - e.g. the architecture programme at the po-
litecnico di Milano is classified under TU (technical university), the Manchester School of 
Architecture, but also the French institute National Supérieur are classified as a “School 
of Architecture”, the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts etc.. 

The result is shown in a box-and-whisker chart that indicates for each of the school pro-
files the spread in study load of each of the three segments of the curriculum, respec-
tively architectural design, construction courses (blue, at left), architectural design (red, 
at right), and “other courses” (green) of the master programme. For each curricular 
segment, the chart indicates the two middel quartiles, as well as minima and maxima 
(see figure 10). For the schools that do not follow the Bologna two-cylce bachelor-mas-
ter structure of 3+2 years, I compared the masters degree (second cycle) with the final 
two years.

Figure 10 Box-and-whisker chart of curricular structure of the master programmes of 55 European schools, relating to dif-
ferent institutional roots. From left to right are the programmes taught at technical universities (including polytechnics, and 
Fachhochschule (TU); at universities (U), at Schools of architecture (SoA), and at Fine Arts institutes (FA). The chart shows 
the spread in study load of architectural design (red), construction courses (blue) and “other” courses (green). All values are 
expressed in ECTS (vertical axis).
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The analysis leads to the following observations: 

 – The overall image is similar for each family: architectural design (red) domi-
nates in all families; the study load connected to construction (blue) is relative-
ly low for all schools. More variation is found in the amount of “other courses”.

 – Although the highest study loads for architectural design tend to be situated in 
schools of architecture and programmes rooted in Fine Arts, the average study 
load is more equal (situated between 64 and 78 ECTS for four semesters, or 
respectively 53% to 65%). Relative study load of design in relation to the other 
courses, is thus not a distinctive factor among these families.

 – The apparently obvious assumption that programmes in institutions with tech-
nical roots (TU’s) would have a relative higher share of construction courses is 
not confirmed. Across al types of institutions, the average share is about 20%.

 – Programmes taught at university faculties tend to have a relatively higher share 
of “other courses”, possibly referring to courses in the humanities. 

The box-and-wisker chart suggests that distinctions between the families have faded. 
The data of the survey do not allow to assign this homogenization to the Bologna pro-
cess solely. This – again – I would recommend as subject for further study. 

What can be stated however, is that relative study load of architectural design, com-
pared to the other segments of the curriculum is not – or no longer - a distinctive factor 
among the four families. For all types of programmes it is clearly articulated the most 
substantial component of the curriculum. Therefore, it is correct to say that architec-
tural education is basically a design education, irrespective of its institutional roots or 
embedding.

c. academizing design education: a source of confusion

Not only the lack of consensus about study duration and internship causes difficulties 
for developing a consolidated discourse about a RT-nexus in architectural education. 
An even more fundamental problem concerns the shifting relationship of architectural 
education with research.

Previous chapter has explained how the Lisbon agenda advocated the development of 
research as a way out of the crisis, and how it got embedded in the Bologna process by 
targeting the universities as obvious key players in the development of research. The 
Lisbonized higher education area – although its agenda and impact are discussable, 
as extensively demonstrated in previous chapter, point 3.2.1) - explicitly mentions re-
search conduct as a societal duty of providers of higher education, and considers the 
development of a research disposition in the future graduate as a prerequisite for fur-
ther societal development.

This belief in connections between aspired qualifications for higher education, and 
research conduct is translated in the EHEA Qualifications Framework. According to the 
Dublin Descriptors, a master degree is awarded to students who

have demonstrated knowledge and understanding that provides a basis or opportu-
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nity for originality in developing and/or applying ideas, often within a research con-
text. (Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, 2005)

In contrast, the three versions of the Professional Directive persistently reaffirm archi-
tecture as a mainly professional sector. The Directive stipulates that the study 

shall guarantee at least the acquisition of the following knowledge, skills and com-
petences: 

(a) the ability to create architectural designs that satisfy both aesthetic and technical 
requirements; 

(b) adequate knowledge of the history and theories of architecture and the related 
arts, technologies and human sciences; 

(c) knowledge of the fine arts as an influence on the quality of architectural design; 

(d) adequate knowledge of urban design, planning and the skills involved in the plan-
ning process; 

(e) understanding of the relationship between people and buildings, and between 
buildings and their environment, and of the need to relate buildings and the spaces 
between them to human needs and scale; 

(f) understanding of the profession of architect and the role of the architect in society, 
in particular in preparing briefs that take account of social factors; 

(g) understanding of the methods of investigation and preparation of the brief for a 
design project; 

(h) understanding of the structural design, and constructional and engineering prob-
lems associated with building design; 

(i) adequate knowledge of physical problems and technologies and of the function of 
buildings so as to provide them with internal conditions of comfort and protection 
against the climate, in the framework of sustainable development; 

(j) the necessary design skills to meet building users’ requirements within the con-
straints imposed by cost factors and building regulations; 

(k) adequate knowledge of the industries, organisations, regulations and procedures 
involved in translating design concepts into buildings and integrating plans into 
overall planning.(European Parliament and Council, 2013art.46 §2)

This famous list of the so-called “11-points” makes no single mention of the existence 
nor need for development of disciplinary research, nor aspirations concerning the de-
velopment of research dispositions in the student. 

Although it can be said that the Dublin descriptors are still very cautious in suggesting 
the likely-presence of a certain research context in institutions that provide a master 
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degree, the agency of the Bologna reform as a Europe-wide adopted reference of good 
practice was more compelling. It gave birth to a so-called tendency of academization, 
that pushes each institution that delivers master degrees to develop a solid reliance 
upon research, preferably institutionally embedded. 

Architectural education was situated in a straddle between on the one side, the Profes-
sional Qualifications Directive, that resolutely affirms the professional orientation of 
architecture, and on the other side the Bologna reform that in contrast, emphasized its 
research base (Soolep & De Walsche, 2016).

Gisler and Kurath (2015) have identified several difficulties regarding the academiza-
tion of architectural education. They state that the agency to strengthen its research 
base has brought architectural education in a compilation of confusions. Confusions 
are situated at both the institutional and the practical level. They list the following con-
fusions:

 – confusions at the institutional level are caused by the artificial imposition of an 
academic research structure, based on the traditional university models, upon 
the existing – often long lasting, and accredited programmes. 

 – confusion is caused by the right to deliver doctorates: the non-university institu-
tions were not allowed to deliver doctorates, although the disciplinary knowl-
edge base is situated there; in contrast, the universities, which were effectively 
legitimated to deliver the doctorate, but had to do this formal but inappropriate 
supervisorship, because the disciplinary body of knowledge was missing.8 The 
authors indicate that this has led to strange and often annoying alliances with 
universities and university staff, abroad or within the own country. 

 – confusions also exist regarding profile and formation of the teachers (doctorate). 
 – confusions at the level of the programme concern the tendency to increase the-

oretical courses, and the sudden introduction of research methodology courses. 
 – confusions also exist concerning cultures of dissemination, caused by a shift 

from professional design work and exhibitions towards a culture of scholarly 
publication. 

 – confusions at the epistemological level are situated in a differing understanding 
of theory and practice, and of the didactic role attributed to each.(Gisler & Ku-
rath, 2015)

Later in this chapter, the discourse will affirm several of the listed issues, and discuss 
them more extensively. The point I want to make here, is to picture the particular con-
text of confusion in which the debate about the benefits of a RT-nexus in architectural 
design education is hold. 

8 As indicated by Dieter Lesage at the ECOOM symposium “evaluating research in the arts” 15-16 November 2012. 
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4.2.2 architectural design education and European research policy
The agency of the Bologna process for developing a proper research activity brought 
the providers of architectural education - that traditionally were rooted either in the 
arts or in engineering (polytechnics) - into the logic of universities’ research perfor-
mativity. I indicate how in this context the discipline of architecture suffers from in-
visibility (see 4.2.2.1.), how it relates to prevailing evaluation mechanisms (see 4.2.2.2.) 
and how different countries have developed different strategies to have architectural 
research taken into account (see 4.2.2.3.). Finally, I focus on the ascent of doctorates in 
architecture, as a particular result of European higher education, and more particular-
ly on the discussion about their nature (see 4.2.2.4.).

4.2.2.1 architectural research: invisibility and indeterminacy for actual 
research policy

In the first chapter I described how the Bologna process, soon after its inception, be-
came affected by the Lisbon strategy that addressed universities as key providers of the 
research capacity that was needed to make Europe “the most competitive and dynamic 
knowledge-based economy in the world”. A next step consisted in an active promotion 
of research programmes, which would contribute to reaching this goal. 

But in the formal frameworks of European Research policy, the disciplinary field of 
architecture remained badly served. The most important instrument for research 
funding in the European Union were the so-called “Framework Programmes” (FP’s) 
(Beerkens, 2008, p. 416). The FP’s were launched from the early ‘80s on. Particularly 
the last FP7, for which the funds were doubled – became very popular by universities, 
and in many cases a more significant target than educational objectives (Keeling, 2006, 
p. 206). The FP’s targeted nine priority areas (health; food, agriculture and biotechnol-
ogy; information and communication technologies; nanosciences, nanotechnologies, 
materials and new production technologies; energy; environment (including climate 
change); transport (including aeronautics); socio-economic sciences and the human-
ities; security and space). In none of the descriptions of the priority areas any reference 
to architecture was made - not as a scientific discipline, nor as a sub-area of research. 

Measuring and monitoring research conduct has become a crucial activity. However, 
architecture has been absent, or still is, in several lists. In those cases where architec-
ture is listed, there is no consensus in which field it should be classified. I list some of 
such measuring and monitoring systems. 

 – the Frascati Manual – the world-wide used guidance for monitoring research 
with editions in 1994, 2002 and 2015 – has no references to the existence of 
architectural research nor architecture as a discipline, in none of its editions. 
The only reference to architecture is as a form of engineering (architecture engi-
neering) and systems and computer architectures (OECD, 2002). 

 – in the OECD “Fields of Science and Technology”(FOS) classification, revised 
version of 2007 , “architectural design” is listed under Arts, next to a.o. Perform-
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ing Arts Studies (musicology, theatre science, dramaturgy), and Folklore Studies.9 
 – the Web of Science categorizes architecture as a field in the Arts and Human-

ities. In fact, initially, the WoS did not include architecture at all; it was only 
with the adopted of the AHCI (Arts and Humanities Citation Index), that archi-
tecture was acknowledged as a scientific field.

 – the International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC) considers architec-
ture as a “technical activity”,10 and categorizes it under “real estate, renting and 
business activities (OECD, 2002, p. 59). 

Even within the limited geographical area of Flanders, the positioning of architecture 
is divers:11 

 – for the Research Foundation Flanders (FWO) architecture is situated as a 
subfield of Science and Technology, subfield “Bouwtechniek en architectuur”, 
sub-subfield “architectuur” amidst some engineering fields.12

 – the IWETO categorization, developed in 1990, by the steering group of the In-
ventory of Scientific and Technological Research Flanders, situates “architec-
ture” in the Technological Sciences (translated in Dutch: “toegepaste wetenschap-
pen” - Applied sciences)(T240-architecture, interior design) (amidst a varied set 
of neighbours, such as soil and rock mechanics, carbochemistry, vacuum technol-
ogy, pollution control etcetera). It is also mentioned under the Humanties as a 
category “sculpture and architecture” (H312).13

 – ECOOM, the Centre for Research & Development Monitoring (Expertisecen-
trum Onderzoek en Ontwikkelingsmonitoring, ECOOM) classifies scholarly 
publications in architecture that are not listed in a WoS index in the so-called 
Flemish Academic Bibliographic Database for the Social Sciences and Humanities 
(VABB-SHW), a list that has been developed to compensate the underrepresen-
tation of the social sciences and humanities in the WoS. The list distinguishes 
16 categories. Architecture however, is not among them.14 Upon further inqui-
ry,15 it appeared that those publications are (all) classified under “history of art”. 

The ECOOM-case is a clarifying case of the invisibility of architecture. ECOOM is an in-
teruniversity consortium, dedicated to the development of a consistent system of R&D 

9 Revised Field of Science and Technology (FOS) Classification in the Frascati Manual, directorat for science, 
technology and industry, committee for scientific and technological policy, OECD, 26 Feb 2007. https://www.
oecd.org/science/inno/38235147.pdf, last retrieved 12 June 2018

10 The full title of the category is “architectural, engineering and other technical activities”
11 At the moment of writing, an ECOOM working group is restructuring the list of discipline codes, in an attempt 

to regulate and harmonize the different classification systems that coexist today in Flanders.
12 http://www.fwo.be/media/133922/Disciplinecodes-PDF-.pdf, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
13 IWETO codes, https://www.ugent.be/nl/onderzoek/ugent/researchdirectory/disciplinecodes.htmn, last retrieved 

12 June 2018.
14 The categories are (in Dutch): Archeology, Communication Sciences, Criminology, Economy, History, Theolo-

gy, History or Art, Literature, Pedagogy, Political Sciences, Psychology, Law, Social Health Sciences, Sociology, 
Linguistics, Philosophy (ECOOM indicatorenboek 2018, https://www.vlaamsindicatorenboek.be/, last retrieved 
12 June 2018

15 Inquiry by e-mail to the responsible university (UAntwerp), e-mail Raf Guns, dd. 23.03.2018
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and RD&I indicators for the Flemish government.16 The goal of this list is to “count and 
internationally benchmark scientific publications from researchers in the Social Sci-
ences and Humanities, working for a Flemish university” (original emphasis).17 How-
ever, although the full title of the category where those non-WoS indexed publications 
end is not “history of art”, but “history of art, architecture and art”, the term “archi-
tecture” disappears, and in the annual “indicatorbooks” there is no single mention of 
architecture as a research-active field. 

Not only presence, but also the degree of refinement is a determining factor. The more 
classifications are refined, the more precise expertise can be found, and the more ap-
propriate peer review can happen. Also in this regard, architectural research is sadly 
served. I give an example for the case of the Flemish IWETO classification. 

In the IWETO classification, fields are refined into disciplines, that are refined into 
sub-disciplines – for instance the field of humanities is refined into 5 disciplines, and 
89 sub-disciplines; the discipline of linguistics for instance is refined into 52 sub-dis-
ciplines. IWETO distinguishes between 34 disciplines, and 363 sub-disciplines. While 
for instance law is subdivided into 27 sub-disciplines, and medicine into 90 sub- disci-
plines – the two other Brotwissenschaften to which architecture is so often compared in 
discussions about the tension between academic and professional orientation – archi-
tecture is a sub-discipline in itself, without further refinement. 

Depending on the prevalent taxonomy, architecture does or does not exist as a research 
active field. If it exists, it appears as a discipline, a sub-discipline, or even a sub-sub-dis-
cipline. And in those cases, it remains unclear where to situate it: in engineering, ap-
plied sciences, business and real estate, arts and humanities, or as an artistic field. 

This is remarkable, since each of these field are fundamentally distinct, as previous 
chapter has extensively demonstrated. Apparently there is no consensual ontological, 
epistemological nor policy ground for positioning architecture as a research-active dis-
cipline. 

The above observations demonstrate that architectural research as a scientific field, 
suffers from indeterminacy and a lack of visibility. From a policy perspective, this in-
visibility and indeterminacy it is increasingly problematic. I point to some of these 
problems. 

 – the prevailing and dominant databases are unable to provide a proper picture 
of the current scope and activity of architectural research.

 – architectural research meets the problem that it has little or none representa-
tion in research commissions and councils (Kurath, 2015).

 – on the one hand, the attempts to bring architectural inquiry at the highest level 
of academic research, cannot rely upon those widely accepted quality indica-
tors to consolidate their work; on the other hand, the inappropriateness of the 
prevailing bibliometric result in a lack of assessment culture and widely shared 
consensus within the discipline of architecture to distinguish good research 

16 https://www.ecoom.be/en/introduction, last retrieved 12 June 2018
17 https://www.ecoom.be/en/research/vabb-shw
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from pseudo-science (S. Marshall, 2012). 
 – since the adoption of the OMC18 (see point 3.2.1.b), benchmarking has increas-

ingly become central for policy making. But how to benchmark architectural 
research when perceptions and classification of the field are so diverse?

 – policy making relies upon reporting and interpretation of monitoring results. 
Reports use several agglomeration levels, and therefore disciplines are clus-
tered. But when evaluating and reflecting upon such reports that talk about 
scientific clusters, it remains unclear in which of them architectural research 
is counted. So, what to conclude about that particular field?

 – it is difficult to trace to which extent the persisting invisibility and indetermi-
nacy of architectural research is due to an effective lack of valid research pro-
duction, or due to the fact that it is not captured by the dominating measuring 
mechanisms. Moreover, it risks to be a chicken-egg relation: if is not captured, 
it does not exist, and cannot be funded. If it is not funded it cannot exist.

4.2.2.2 architectural research and bibliometric research performance 
indicators

In an age of measurement, invisibility for monitoring tools, and indeterminacy of the 
subject area are severe difficulties. Increasingly research performance assessment is 
a decisive factor for securing further development of academic inquiry. Particularly 
for an “ academizing” field such as architecture a steady progress in developing an 
own and proper disciplinary research base is crucial. But not or hardly being captured 
by the prevailing measuring techniques is a hindrance. Moreover, such mechanisms 
are not only experienced as counterproductive, but even have perverse effects, which 
eventually affect architectural design education itself.

In this section I picture the presence of architecture in the WoS and discuss the impact 
for the case of Flanders (see a.), I then point to particular difficulties (points b. till e.) 
and finally I discuss the implications for the concept of a RT-nexus in architectural 
education.

a. the position of architectural research in the Web of Science

Originally, architecture was not mentioned in the Web of Science. With the incorpora-
tion of the AHCI (Arts and Humanities Citation Index) in the Web of Science, the total 
number of sub-areas increased, and with it, architecture was mentioned. Meanwhile, 
the sub-area of architecture counts 49 indexed journals in the AHCI, which is 2.7 % of 
the total number of 1785.19 

In the AHCI, architecture is a sub-area in itself. Given the broadness of the field (ar-
chitecture, interior architecture, architectural theory and history, architectural de-
sign studies, landscape architecture, urban design, architectural construction history, 
archtiectural design methodology, etcetera.), it is remarkable that no further sub-dis-

18 Open Method of Coordination
19 http://science.thomsonreuters.com/mjl/ retrieved 19 June 2017.
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ciplines are defined. This sharply contrasts with for instance the 11 sub-areas related 
to literature and linguistics, and the 3 sub-areas related to history. Picture 11 shows the 
28 sub-areas of the AHCI, ranked following the amount of journals. If the sub-areas 
related to literature and linguistics would be aggregated into a single sub-area, the total 
would count 579 journal titles; if the same would be done for the sub-areas related to 
history the total number would count 354 journal titles.

b. problematic negation of cultural diversity

The principled reliance upon bibliometric evaluation of these (commercial) databases, 
is gradually criticized by scholars in diverse fields. Gunnar Sivertsen, scientometric 
expert at the Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education (NIFU), 
charges against two persisting assumption: (i) that coverage of a publication in the Sco-
pus or Web of Science is seen as an expression of research quality; and (ii) that jour-
nal articles, more particularly in the English language, would be supreme in a general 
hierarchy of languages and publication types. When focussing on the field of Social 
Sciences and Humanities (SSH) he concludes: 

Figure 11 number of journals indexed in the AHCI per disciplinary field. Data from http://science.thomsonreuters.com/mjl/, 
(retrieved on 19/07/2017).

0 50 100 150 200 250 300

Literature, African, Australian, Canadian
Dance

Literature, Slavic
Poetry

Folklore
Literature, American

Literature, British Isles
Literature, German, Dutch, Scandinavian

Literary Theory & Criticism
Theater

Film, Radio, Television
Cultural studies

Medieval & Renaissance Studies
Architecture

Classics
Literary Reviews

Asian Studies
History & Philosophy Of Science

Literature, Romance
Music

Art
Archaeology

Literature
Religion

Humanities, Multidisciplinary
Philosophy

Language & Linguistics
History

number of journals in AHCI per subject category 



211

Simple distinctions based on these criteria are contrary to the heterogeneous publica-
tion patterns needed in the SSH to organize their research adequately, present their 
results properly, reach their audiences efficiently, and thereby fulfil their missions. 
Research quality, internationalization, and societal relevance can be promoted in re-
search assessment in the SSH without categorical hierarchies of publications. (Sivert-
sen, 2016, p. 357)

A similar concern is valid for architectural research. To the extent that architecture 
can be seen as built culture, and architectural design as an emanation of cultural per-
formance, it also has given birth to disciplinary publications that have played in the 
central and determining role in the development of the discipline, through showing 
results of practice, and exchange of reflections, insights and ideas. In the German 
language, examples can be found in journals as Architese, ARCH+ and Hochparterre; in 
Italian one can remind influential journals as Casabella, Domus, Lotus and Abitare. The 
Dutch-speaking regions owns journals as Wonen/TABK, later renamed as Archis, and 
A+. Such journals however are not taken into account in the bibliometric culture of the 
academic community and policy.

The concern to include non-English journals in the epistemological body of the disci-
pline, was one of the reasons for the EAAE research committee to build an own data-
base of periodicals, spread over Europe, but based upon input from within.20

c. a mismatch in audience resulting in a misconception of impact

There is a mismatch between the audiences that are reached through the publication 
types included in these databases on the one hand, and those which are (to be) targeted 
from a disciplinary and societal point of view on the other hand. This is the case both 
in terms of disciplinary peers, and in terms of language. The dominance of English ex-
cludes a significant amount of communication and mediation within specific cultural 
communities and tendencies. 

In many cases real impact is to be sought elsewhere than in the audiences which the 
scholarly journals reach. Therefore a terminology such as “impact factor” should be 
considered as misleading, and its adoption as a criterion for quality, an abuse of the 
concept “impact” (Sivertsen, 2016).

d. problematic negation of diversity of research outcome

The other concern Sivertsen warns for is related to the diversity of the outcome. Even 
more than in SSH, this concern applies to architectural research. Only taking into con-
sideration written documents as carriers of knowledge and insight is to negate the 
nature of the discipline itself. Architectural knowledge has always been transmitted 
through three interconnected types of sources: writings, drawings and buildings (Hill, 
2014). The nature of the outcome, resulting from architectural research thus, is more 
diverse than these databases capture. Adherence to the databases only shows a limited 
and biased image of the outcome, resulting in a loss of knowledge transfer and preci-

20 The database can be found at http://www.eaae.be/publications/periodicals/, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
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sion. Acknowledging only written documents, corresponds to a deficiency in commu-
nication and mutilation of the discipline. 

This concern was also acknowledged by the experts of the writing group of the EAAE 
Charter of Architectural Research, and made them point to need to acknowledge and 
assure the diversity of the outcome of architectural research: 

Valid architectural research outputs are as varied as the constantly growing range of 
research approaches. It includes installations, experimental projects, design propos-
als, models and actual buildings as such, in addition to written and graphic research 
outputs.(EAAE, 2012)

In a next section of this chapter I will more extensively discuss how gradually countries 
are undertaking attempts to develop a more appropriate policy for a proper develop-
ment of architectural research (see point 4.2.2.3.).

e. risk of perverse effects

The problem of bibliometric research performance assessments reaches further than 
inadequacy of the indicators, and invisibility in measuring and monitoring mecha-
nisms. An even more detrimental problem is that it impacts the discipline from within. 

The pressure to publish in indexed and highly ranked journals may lead to the perverse 
effects that academics shift their attention towards research which allows for the most 
proficient bibliometric assessment, rather than for research with the highest disci-
plinary or societal relevance. Frank van der Hoeven (2011, p. 185), director of research 
at the Department of Architecture and the Built Environment at the TUDelft, reports of 
the dilemma that academics face: those who decide not to comply with the academic 
expectation of publishing, disappear from academic esteem and proficiency; whereas 
those who do decide to publish, have at their turn the dilemma either to address their 

Figure 12 Flow chart of options that an academic in the field of architecture can take, and their impact. After Frank van der 
Hoeven ( 2011).
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peers, by publishing in periodicals which or not indexed (and thus not counted), or to 
publish in indexed academic journals in their field, but alienate themselves from their 
disciplinary peers (van der Hoeven, 2011, p. 185). 

Sivertsen has uttered a similar concern, for losing connection with own and proper 
peers in the SSH. He warns: 

The SSH would lose their raison d’être by disconnecting from the surrounding culture 
and society and mainly communicating in international journals that are only read 
by peers abroad. (Sivertsen, 2016)

f. the impact on the RT-nexus: Who is teaching? What it taught?

Van der Hoeven’s flow cynically predicts the fate of the inquisitive architectural teacher 
once embedded in the context of the current logic of academia, either being a practi-
tioner or an academic. The flow chart suggests that persons who teach architecture ul-
timately can be divided into three categories (boxes at the right side of figure 12): those 
who have disappeared from academia, those who are acknowledged in academia, but 
not taken into account (“counted”), and those who are alienated from peers. 

Redirecting this reasoning to the discourse about the RT-nexus, results in the obser-
vation that when a RT-nexus is established in architectural design education, this will 
done by a teacher that corresponds to one of the following three profiles: 

 – a teacher who has disappeared from the academic radar, because (s)he does 
not publish, 

 – a teacher who is acknowledged in academia, because (s)he publishes, but is not 
taken into account for his/her research quality, because (s)he is not using the 
appropriate publication channels, 

 – a teacher who is academically spoken proficient, because (s)he aligns with the 
indicators and assessment criteria, but who is alienated from the disciplinary 
core which (s)he is teaching. 

It is hard to believe that such constellation of educators would provide the most fertile 
ground for discipline specific higher education.

Scholars have reported that subordination to performance-based assessment protocols 
indeed leads to aberrations and alienation from the proper disciplinary cultures. Wil-
laert (2007) reported that the inclusion of journal publications as a key in the Flemish 
university funding allocation mechanism, was disappointing researchers in the hu-
manities to invest time in writing books, their natural medium for communicating new 
insights, and stimulating them to concentrate on shorter, and less in-depth, articles in 
journals. (Willaert, 2007, in ’ECOOM, vlaams indicatorenboek 2011, p.182)21

21 In order to respond to this aberration, the Flemish government established by the end of 2008 the “Flemish 
Academic Bibliographic Database for the Social Sciences and Humanities” (VABB-SHW) , an additional data-
base, https://www.ecoom.be/sites/ecoom.be/files/FAQwhy_0.pdf, last retrieved 12 June 2018.



214

4.2.2.3 the emergence of initiatives to foster the development of architectural 
research

The loss of connection with the field and of alienation from peers is a concern and a risk 
for all fields of research related to culture, society and (professional and artistic) prac-
tice (law, medicine, engineering, management, political sciences, etcetera). I would 
refer to this risk as a result of “over- academization” of higher education. Nevertheless, 
there are also positive signs – cases in which the increased emphasis on research, has 
pushed the development of proper architectural research conduct and culture. 

In the following paragraphs, I focus on several cases where particular initiatives have 
contributed to the development of proper architectural research. 

Firstly, I point to the central role of design (see a.) and refer to past and ongoing onto-
logical dissent (see point b.). I then discuss several national policy strategies (cf previ-
ous chapter): the Nordic case (see point c.), the case of UK (see point d.), the case of the 
Netherlands (see point e.), France (see point f.), and Flanders (see point g.). I end this 
overview by discussing some trans-national initiatives (see point h.).

a. the central role of design in developing proper architectural research

Notwithstanding this risk and the many problematic agencies this academization ten-
dency might have induced, it did not prevent academia for developing particular sub-
areas of architectural research. A typical example can be found in architectural theory 
and history that during the past decades, developed itself as a recognised field of aca-
demic research. Murray Fraser writes: 

Never before have so many books been published in architectural humanities and the 
standard is rising as more and more schools set up research clusters in the area. […] 
This has arisen because of the impact of critical theory and cultural studies, and the 
trend is likely to enrich debates about architecture for the foreseeable future at least.
(Fraser, 2010, p. 8)

Such developments – although it is too strong to call them marginal for the discipline, 
but they are not at the core either - should not be seen as a problem, but as an asset for 
the development of research at the core of the discipline, and, according to Fraser, this 
is design. 

It might seem curious that design – the central, and indeed distinguishing, feature 
of the architecture profession and architectural schools alike – is not yet seen as pos-
sessing its own corpus of research. This is a deficiency which needs to be remedied 
urgently. (Fraser, 2010, p. 8)

Resolving this deficiency is not a matter of academia, but should be a job from within 
the discipline itself: 

This is not to say that architectural design hasn’t for centuries been engaged in im-
portant high-end research – how else could architectural ideas have changed so dra-
matically over time, and been so hotly contested in all periods? – but what has been 
missing is the ability, or desire, to articulate the role of research in design. What are 
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those aspects of design proposals, built and unbuilt, which explore and communicate 
architectural ideas beyond the scope of the actual project itself? How are such ideas 
shaped, transferred, mutated, hybridised and tested out by further design projects? 
These and other questions have to be pursued and debated, and to do so we must 
encourage architects in practice and tutors in architectural schools to delve into them.
(Fraser, 2010, pp. 8-9) 

b. ontological dissent and a lack of consensus about the relationship between design 
and research

The central disciplinary position of design turns out to be a difficulty, and the con-
viction that it should take a central role in the development of a proper disciplinary 
research base is not commonly shared over Europe. 

Earlier in this chapter I pointed to the divergence where architectural research is cat-
egorized – humanities, engineering, arts. But particularly for projects where design 
is involved, the issue becomes even more complicated. The question then is not only 
about where to classify design research. A primordial question is whether design can be 
research at all. This ontological dissent becomes clear when juxtaposing some excerpts 
from research policy docyments.

The latest Frascati Manual, edition 2015, does acknowledge the significance of design 
in research conduct. 

Design and R&D activities are difficult to separate. Some design activities are an inte-
gral part of R&D projects, and R&D can be an input to new design efforts. There are 
similarities and linkages. However, not all design meets the functional novelty and 
uncertainty tests as captured in this chapter’s five core R&D criteria.

Design plays a key role in the development and implementation of innovations. As 
an agreed definition of design for statistical purposes does not yet exist, design can be 
described as a potential multi-faceted innovation activity aimed at planning and de-
signing procedures, technical specifications and other user and functional character-
istics for new products and processes. Among these activities are initial preparations 
for the planning of new products or processes, and work on their design and imple-
mentation, including adjustments and further changes. This description emphasises 
the creative role of design within an innovation process, a feature potentially shared 
with the R&D performed in the same context. (OECD, 2015, pp. 63-64)

However, after this extensive narrative about the position and significance of design 
for research conduct, it is concluded that design is not taken into account as research 
in itself: 

Some design-related activities may be considered R&D to the extent that they play a 
role in a product development process, which is aiming at something “new” (but not 
necessarily at new knowledge), is creative and original, can be formalised (performed 
by a dedicated team), and leads to a codified output to be passed on to the develop-
ment team. The main difference with R&D is that no uncertainty is likely to be found 
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when skilled designers are asked to contribute to an innovation project. This leads 
to a view that design is not R&D and that it has to be kept distinct from R&D for 
any statistical purpose. (OECD, 2015, pp. 63-64, emphasis added)

For those (institutional) policies which consider architectural as a case of artistic re-
search, the verdict of the Frascati Manual is even more severe. In the opinion of the 
OECD, artistic research is excluded from R&D. The argument is that artistic practice 
(the Manual uses several terms – artistic expressions, artistic creations, artistic per-
formance – without precise specification) looks for new expression, and not for new 
knowledge (which is considered as a failure for the novelty criterion of research). More-
over artistic practice does not succeed in “transferring the additional knowledge which 
would potentially be produced”(which is considered as a failure for the reproducibility 
criterion) (OECD, 2015, p. 65). The more design is seen as creative-practice, and thus a 
particular case of artistic expression/artistic creation/artistic performance, the more it 
is – at least for OECD -excluded from research. 

In 2011, Frank van der Hoeven wrote: 

The central product (one might say “experiment”) of architecture is design, but de-
sign is simply not recognized as research. This suggests that a core activity of a faculty 
of architecture does not contribute to scientific quality, productivity, and relevance. 
There is a systemic error in assessing the performance of a faculty of architecture since 
a large part and a most important part cannot be assessed by the rules [which apply 
to scientific research)].”(Architecture, Building and Planning, Series: Quality Assess-
ment of Research, 1998, in: van der Hoeven, 2011, p. 178)

This quote is remarkable. TU Delft was at the cradle of the establishment of research 
by design as a valid type of academic research conduct. In 2000, the TU organized the 

“Research by Design” conference. Both the conference and its proceedings (van Ouw-
erkerk & Rosemann, 2001) were seminal, and “a milestone in the development of this 
direction in architectural design research”(Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012). TU Delft 
was about to take the lead. This was enforced by the publication of “Ways to Study and 
Research Urban, Architectural and Technical Design” (de Jong & van der Voordt, 2002) 

– an edited book ambitiously aiming to provide methodology and rigour for the young 
discipline in its early years. But apparently, one decade later, the advocacy has turned 
into a dispute which has not been settled.

The quote above is written in the same year that the Swedish government decided to 
fund ResArc - the Swedish national school for Architectural Research – and formally 
included research by design as a necessary and promising field of academic inquiry.

Getting clarity in the position and the structure of the relationship between design and 
research, and the capacity of each to produce knowledge in an academic context, is 
a knotty problem. Attempts to categorize design-as-research are complicated. Entice-
ments to position architectural design research to either artistic research or to scientific 
research behave wicked. As Claudia Mareis expresses, each of the stances are problem-
atic:

Design research occupies a special position within artistic research. Many similar-
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ities are indeed found among design research and artistic research, such that they 
could ultimately be subsumed under the heading “research in the creative disciplines” 
(as it is in English). However, they also differ markedly, such as in their historical 
origins and the self-image of their practitioners. If design is unquestioningly cate-
gorized among the arts, these differences are forgotten and the historically evolved 
specificity of design practices that shape design research today is ignored. And yet, if 
design is postulated as a separate form of knowledge or action, one that is categori-
cally [original emphasis] distinct from the knowledge of the arts and the sciences, the 
historical contingency of design practices and their interconnectedness with artistic 
and scientific practices are disregarded.(Mareis, 2009, p. 88)

Borgdorff argues that the benefits of such demarcation is limited. Instead, he suggests 
to pay more attention on diversity in subject-matter, methods, contexts and outcomes 
of each mode of inquiry (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 46) rather than aiming at demarcation and 
rigid categorization. 

Such attempts have been undertaken. Several conferences have been attributed to ar-
tistic research, design research, and practice-based research.22 Scholarly literature is 
emerging and scholarly books are increasingly substantiating the body of knowledge 
and theoretical underpinning of artistic research,23 as well as of design research.24

During the first decade of this century, the ontological dissent about design research 
has faded (for a late case of rejection, see: Coppens & Van Geel, 2013; for an earlier 
case, see: Heylighen, Cavallin, & Bianchin, 2009). The consensus that design research 
belongs to the core of proper architectural research increases. The Sage Handbook of 
Architectural Theory acknowledges that design research25 is subject of attempts “to bring 
it up to the level of a recognized academic methodology”, thus “enriching architectural 
research by widening the set of available techniques and approaches” (Crysler, Cairns, 
& Heynen, 2012, p. 36). Several scholars within the discipline have argued and demon-
strated that architectural design research has come of age, and that it is the disciplinary 
research field par excellence to be further developed in the coming decades (see a.o. 
Blythe & van Schaik, 2013; De Walsche & Komossa, 2016a; De Walsche & Verbruggen, 
2013; Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012; Eisinger, 2008; Fraser, 2010, 2013; Geiser, 2008b; 
Hill, 2014; Nilsson, Dunin-Woyseth, & Janssens, 2017; van Schaik, 2005; Verbeke, 2013). 

However, the implementation of architectural design research remains complicated 
and meets obstacles. The authors of the Sage Handbook do refer to the potentials of de-

22 In “The Conflict of the Faculties”, Borgdorff lists 9 international conferences on artistic research, held between 
October 2008 and June 2009 (9 months) (Borgdorff, 2012, pp. 113-114) : Artistic research: Verflechtungen 
zwischenkünstlerischer und kulturwissenschaftlicher Forschung 2007, Lüneburg; Artistic Research and the 
Bologna Process, 2007, Vienna; KASKA onderzoeksdagen in de kunsten 2009-2011; Can Art be demonstrated? 
The artist as researcher, The Hague, 2010.

23 E.g. “Arts and Artistic Research” (2009), “The Routledge Companion to Research in the Arts” (2010),
24 “Design Research” (Downton, 2003); “Design Research now”(Michel, 2007); “Design Research in Architecture, 

an overview” (Fraser, 2013); “The Routledge Companion to Design Research”(P. A. Rodgers & Yee, 2015); 
“Mapping design research”(Grand & Jonas, 2012) ; “perspectives on architectural design research”(Moloney, 
Smitheram, & Twose, 2015); Questions, hypothesis and Conjectures (Chow, Joost, & Jonas, 2010); Design 
Innovation for the built environment (Hensel, 2012);

25 A semantic explanation about the use of the terms “research by design” and “design research” can be found 
later in this chapter, under point 4.3.2.2. a.
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sign research, but eventually they do not include it in their Handbook. They apologize 
for its absence, consider it as “an inevitable corollary of their principle of open-ended-
ness,” and leave it open for future research (Crysler et al., 2012, p. 35). No affirmative 
stance is taken. 

c. the Nordic case: in defence of architectural design research

The strategy of the Scandinavian countries to allow for the development of proper dis-
cipline-specific research, including the creative disciplines, consisted of the introduc-
tion of a particular category: the so-called “artistic development work” – in Norwegian: 
kunstnerisk utviklingsarbeid (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 62; Reichert, 2009, p. 64). In following 
paragraphs I discuss this concept, with the focus on demonstrating to which extent it 
allows the development of proper architectural design research and a proper architec-
tural research culture.

The initiative of the Scandinavian countries to establish the umbrella “artistic develop-
ment work” as a formal category of research, was an important asset for the develop-
ment of research in the creative sector. The notion of artistic development work origi-
nates in Sweden, in the ‘70s. At that time, it was considered as a parallel activity, next to 
academic research, and not on the same level (Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012, p. 44). 
Similar developments can be seen in other European countries at that time. Austria de-
veloped a comparable category under the name Entwicklung und Erschließung der Kün-
ste (development and promotion of the arts), and in the Netherlands, it was suggested 
to talk about ontwerp en ontwikkeling (design and development). Initially, these terms 
indicated a tendency to avoid words for ‘research’ (or forskning, or Forschung or onder-
zoek) when relating creative practice with knowledge production (Borgdorff, 2010). In 
the Scandinavian countries however, this stance changed. During the first decade of 
this century, the status of artistic development work gradually evolved to a formally ac-
knowledge form of knowledge production, in need of support to develop itself to reach 
the same level as formal scientific research.

In Norway, it was decided that all higher education institutions - universities as well 
as university colleges – have an equal mission to conduct research and academic and 
artistic developmental work, which rendered the university colleges the opportunity, 
at least in terms of principle, to reach the same level than scientific research, including 
delivering doctoral degrees (if some additional criteria were met) (Reichert, 2009, p. 
69). For the field of architecture this expansion was of paramount importance for the 
development of proper architectural research. The implementation of the notion of 
artistic development work served for a clear academic identity and solid epistemologi-
cal ground for artistic disciplines and architectural design research (Dunin-Woyseth & 
Nilsson, 2012, p. 44). 

In 1999, the Oslo School of Architecture launched the “Millenium Programme”, cover-
ing more than 50 doctoral students in the fields of architecture and design. Although 
the programme still relied upon traditional academic research approaches, it provided 
epistemological ground and strong arguments to develop (doctoral) research training 
programmes for more solution oriented approaches (Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012). 
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The programme contributed to a shared acknowledgement among academics involved 
in doctoral education, that – de facto – a “continuum from scientific research tot cre-
ative practice” already existed. The Millenium programme was the start of a new gen-
eration of researchers who – more or less from 2004 onwards - integrated own creative 
practice in the doctoral project, not only in an illustrative, but also as argumentative 
ground (Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012). 

In Sweden a similar evolution took place. It is remarkable to notice that, in a time when 
architecture is hardly acknowledged as a field of research in the OECD-monitoring 
technology and in the WoS, it received high attention in Sweden at the national lev-
el. In 2006, the Swedish Research Council for Environment, Agricultural Sciences and 
Spatial Planning – Formas – evaluated ten years of architectural research conduct in 
Sweden (Formas, 2006). The experts explain the relevance of architectural research in 
following terms: 

The relevance of architectural research can be considered both in terms of its benefits 
to society, and of its benefits to the professions of architecture, landscape architecture 
and spatial planning. In terms of benefits to society, firstly, architectural research is 
unique in promoting integration between technological research and the shaping of 
space, as in, for example, the research undertaken into the development of ‘smart’ 
homes; secondly, it monitors the results and quality of existing environments, work 
not normally done by professionals; thirdly, it throws up critiques of existing envi-
ronments and of the processes and practices through which they are created; and 
fourthly, it explicates the status of architectural products as cultural media, relative 
to other media such as cinema or literature. In terms of benefits to the professions, 
architectural research helps to maintain their competitiveness relative to other occu-
pations and social groups. In a society becoming increasingly knowledge-based, it is 
important for the professions concerned with giving form to the built environment 
to be research-based. If not, the shaping of buildings, parks, cities and regions will 
become mere surfaces, coverings to matters decided upon by other kinds of expertise 
and professionalism. In a world of knowledge-based economies, the architectural and 
planning professions have to shift from being “syncretic” to research-based so as to 
better interact with the increasingly research-based nature of other kinds of expertise 
and professionalism. Future architects, landscape architects and planners must feel 
just at home in research as in designing. (Formas, 2006, p. 17)

The experts of the evaluation panel acknowledge the raise of “research by design”, (al-
though always mentioned between quotation marks): 

[…] over the ten years of research that we were asked to look at, changes to both na-
tional and international circumstances have created new expectations. These chang-
es include, at the national level, a change in the funding structure for architectural 
research, that has brought it into direct competition with other science and social 
science disciplines, and at the international level, the development of new research 
areas and approaches, such as that of ‘research by design’. (Formas, 2006, p. 5)

In previous section I pointed to a risk of alienation from peers and professional prac-
tice, caused by publication pressure for academics, and the inappropriateness of bib-
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liometric assessment for architecture. The Swedish Formas report acknowledges this 
risk. It holds a plea for a strong bond between architectural research and the profes-
sions. To secure this conviction, the experts attribute a significant role to research by 
design. They wrote the following recommendation: 

From the point of view of the professions, the research by design initiative should be 
supported where it can be shown to offer benefits to the profession. (Formas, 2006, p. 
31)

The experts notice that, if architectural research is to stay on par with traditional forms 
of scientific research, action has to be taken: 

Several researchers told us of their frustration at repeated failure to secure research 
funding from Formas, and while there are various reasons for this, it is clear that a 
discrepancy has grown up between what Formas considers viable research, and what 
the architectural research community considers worthwhile. This mismatch between 
expectations of research can only be resolved by greater dialogue between the funding 
agencies and the research community. The panel does not recommend giving prefer-
ential treatment to architectural research, but suggests instead that Formas and the 
other research councils could act together to strengthen the research environment in 
architecture by promoting collaboration between researchers in different institutions, 
possibly by means of targeted programmes favouring networks. (Formas, 2006, p. 6)

The panel aims to support further development of architectural research and provide 
recommendations: 

There is an urgent need to open a dialogue between the various schools involved in 
architectural research, the architectural professions, and the main funding agencies, 
to agree upon the priorities for funding, and the most appropriate strategies and 
groupings for the future development of research. (Formas, 2006, p. 5)

The call of the Formas report for cooperation and mutual agreement between insti-
tutions upon research programmes, has led, in 2012, to the foundation of ResArc, a 
national Swedish research school in architecture. The research school is a collabora-
tion between the four Swedish schools of Architecture at Stockholm (KTH), Göteborg 
(Chalmers), Lund (LTH) ad Umeå University. At the moment of writing the school has 
published 13 doctoral theses, and counts 37 PhD students.26 

The positive stance in Norway and Sweden, towards architectural research as a proper 
field of academic inquiry, is to be seen as part of a Scandinavian-wide attitude of foster-
ing architectural research. Already in 1987, an Association for Architectural Research was 
founded, and a Journal of Architectural Research was launched. In 1992, the association 
was extended with members from Denmark, Norway and Finland, and transformed 
into the Nordic Association for Architectural Research; the journal was renamed into the 
Nordic Journal of Architectural Research.27 The journal is double blind peer reviewed, and 

26 Data retrieved from http://resarc.se/students.html, 27 June 2017.
27 See http://arkitekturforskning.net/na/index. The journal was launched in 1987; from 2012 The Nordic Journal 

of Architectural Research (ISSN: 1893-5281) is published by SINTEF Academic Press, P O Box 124 Blindern, 
NO-0314, Norway.



221

ranked as a highly prestigious publication channel (level 2) in Norway, Denmark and 
Finland, but not indexed in the WoS or Scopus. The journal consists of two editors, an 
editorial board of 20 members, and 24 reviewers. The journal seems to respond to grow-
ing need: the regular number of issues is two per year, but in 2016 three issues were 
released, and in 2017 four issues; since November 2016 till the moment of writing, the 
journal decided to stop accepting papers for the time being – the editors talk about “an 
extraordinarily high interest” in the journal, reflected in receiving significantly more 
papers than they can actually manage.28

d. the case of UK: cautiousness not to lose valuable insights of architectural design 
research

I also redirect the other case that I have discussed in previous chapter, namely the 
REF2014 campaign in UK and direct the discussion now to the particular question 
how it addresses the option to have architectural design research develop its proper 
research base.

In previous chapter I referred to the UK-wide Research Excellence Framework (REF2014) 
as an example of a vigorous alternative, providing a more inclusive approach, which 
challenges bibliometric research performance assessment. I pointed to the explicit 
reference to design, and the generation of artefacts, as possible signs of scholarship 
(REF2014.2011, p.48, see point 3.2.2.2.c.) From its early years already, the UK-approach 
had taken an inclusive stance towards design research. The RAE – predecessor of the 
REF - was even seminal for the Scandinavian research policy. The Swedish Formas re-
port refers to the RAE for its progressive advocacy for research by design: 

In some countries there has been a growing preparedness by government and research 
councils to recognize and fund research by design: the guidelines for the forthcoming 
Research Assessment Exercise in the UK state that ‘the invention and generation of 
ideas, images, performances, artefacts including design, where these lead to new or 
substantially improved insights’ may constitute research. (Formas, 2006, p. 17)29

The REF2014 explicitly rejects the use of bibliometrics ranking as indicators for re-
search quality by stating that “no sub-panel will use journal impact factors or any hi-
erarchy of journals” (REF2014, 2012, p.48, see point 3.2.2.2.c.). To be submitted to a 
peer panel – a so-called unit of assessment (UOA) – the research must be “published, 
disseminated or made publicly available in the form of assessable research outputs” 
(REF2014, 2011, p. 48). What kinds of “assessable outputs” are taking into account, is 
left open.

Each unit of assessment had to produce a particular criteria statement. The statement 
of the UAO for architecture (Panel C, UOA16) mentions the types of outcome that the 
assessors expect to be submitted. , thus providing a concrete picture of the diversity of 

28 http://arkitekturforskning.net/na/pages/view/Journal, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
29 The quote in this citation refers to RAE 2008, ’Guidance to Panels’, Jan. 2005, Annexe B, ’Definition of Re-

search for the RAE’, p.28. http://www.rae.ac.uk/pubs/2005/01/ 
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the outcome that could be taking into account architectural research is actually pro-
ducing:

Main Panel C expects to receive a wide range of research output including, but not 
limited to: 

• Books, edited works, parts of books, special issues. 

• Journal articles (including web-based), including articles in supplements of journals. 

• Physical artefacts such as buildings, devices, images, installations, materials, prod-
ucts and processes, prototypes. 

• Digital artefacts such as data sets, multi-use data sets, archives, software, film and 
other non-print media, web content such as interactive tools. 

• Temporary artefacts, such as exhibitions and performances. 

• Other paper-based outputs such as: case notes; catalogues; conference papers; de-
signs; design codes; monographs; multilateral and international agencies’ research 
reports; outputs from projects commissioned by all levels of government, industry 
and other research funding bodies; policy evaluations/reports/commissioned reports; 
primary data reports; publications of development donors; published maps; patents; 
critical review articles; systematic reviews; teaching, curriculum and assessment ma-
terials and textbooks (including those for training and/or for practice) where they 
embody original research; working papers.(REF2014, 2012, p. 64)

The list provides a concrete image of the broadness and diversity of the types of out-
come that architectural research may produce. In contrast with a policy of securing 
scientific quality by demarcation criteria based upon bibliometric indicators (such as 
inclusion in the WoS), the UK-policy is an example of an inclusive stance for grasping 
and valuing as carefully as possible all traces of proper academic inquiry, witnessing of 
a concern not to lose knowledge that is produced and transferred in those modes that 
bibliometrics are not able to grasp.

The REF2014 accepts the possibility of design as a valid way of research conduct. With 
its open stance towards the diversity of outputs (as explained in a previous section), it 
also accepts the possibility of built architecture as a valid outcome of research. Subse-
quently, since funding of universities and research centers is based upon research out-
come, the possibility exists that designed and built architecture is acting as a ground 
for allocation of funding to the institution to which the designing and researching ar-
chitect of the building is affiliated to. 

Examples of such type of outcome validation exist. The Bishop Edward King Chapel 
at Cuddesdon, Oxfordshire, UK, is a project designed by Niall McLaughlin architects. 
The project was submitted to the REF2014. The accompanying “Statement about the 
Research Content and Process” contained four research questions, for which the build-
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ing was presented as the medium “to have the new insights effectively shared”.30, 31 The 
submission was accepted as a valid outcome of research, hence also as a basis for fund-
ing.32 Niall McLaughlin is teaching at the Bartlett, UCL, London. It was on behalf of 

30 I refer to the definition of research for the REF2014 “a process of investigation, leading to new insights, effec-
tively shared” (REF2014, 2011, p.48)

31 The four research questions were formulated as follows: “(i) To investigate the relationship between space and 
liturgy. (ii) To examine the creative use of natural light and geometrical form as an expression of the divine. 
(iii) To consider Semper’s search for origins and recreate the notion of the primitive hut. (iv) To explore the 
use of innovative structures and sustainable design principles in the context of contemporary liturgical design.
(Nial McLaughlin Architects, 2013, p. 4)

32 Submission form for the REF2014 can be found at: http://results.ref.ac.uk/Submissions/Output/2398647, last 
retrieved 12 June 2018

Figure 13 images of the Bishop Edward King Chapel, designed by Niall McLaughlin architects. Source: (Niall McLaughlin 
Architects, 2013)
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this affiliation that the Bartlett received funding, based upon the work of the company 
McLaughlin architects. 

The case of the Bishop Edward King Chapel, demonstrates that in UK, it is acknowl-
edged that in the field of architecture, a significant field of knowledge production is sit-
uated within professional practice, outside academia, and outside the realm of formal 
academic research conduct. 

Since its nomination as highest ranked institution in the subject area of Architecture 
and the Built Environment in the RAE2008, the research section of the Bartlett School 
of Architecture has strongly focused upon further developing design-based PhD re-
search, and a community of architectural design researchers. The Bartlett provides 
four areas of architectural research: Architectural Design, Architectural History and The-
ory, Architectural Space and Computation, and Architecture and Digital Theory.33 In all of 
these areas design-driven approaches are prominent. In four year time, the number 
PhD students is tripled. In May 2013, the total number of students was For the running 
programma, the website lists 117 current PhD students (89 students in the programme 
of Architectural Design and Architectural Theory and History; and 28 for the Architectural 
Space and Computation programme) and lists 64 past PhD students.34 

The case of the UK illustrates how the relationship between research conduct and out-
come on the one hand and research policy behaves like a chicken-egg relationship. 
Research conduct is impacted by the way how its outcome is validated. Policy which do 
include a diversity of outcome types, will – directly or indirectly – support the develop-
ment of creative practice and design as relevant types of research. On the other hand, 
policies which do take into account non-written outcomes, such as a building, as an 
indicator of research, will discourage research which will lead to such outcomes. More-
over, research which do result in such outcomes will remain “inexistent” (as research) 
and disguised (as incompetent to count as research).

e.  the case of the Netherlands – three initiatives in defense of the designing disciplines

The Netherlands, which is to a certain extent to be considered as the “cradle” of the 
concept of “Research by Design”, as explained earlier in this chapter, remain hesitant to 
consider and promote architectural design research as academic inquiry. Nevertheless, 
several initiatives have been taken to face the difficulties, and to resolve the problems, 
in order to recuperate the potentials that design research is able to offer, but that the 
formal research monitoring mechanisms are not able to grasp and validate. 

I point to three examples: a policy paper of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and 
Sciences (Koninklijke Nederlandse Academie van Wetenschappen, KNAW; the found-
ing of the Creative Industry Fund; and a specific research program of the Netherlands 
Organisation for Scientific Research (NOW) exclusively reserved for design research . 

In 2010, the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (Koninklijke Neder-
landse Academie van Wetenschappen, KNAW) published a report about the validation 

33 See https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/architecture/programmes/mphil-phd, retrieved 12 June 2018.
34 It is not clear to which extent this list of past students is exhaustive. 
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of research outcome in the so-called designing disciplines.35 The report was a timely re-
sponse on the urgent request of the Technical universities to develop a solution for the 
difficulties that the designing disciplines met because of the increasing adherence to 
bibliometric performance indicators. The experts of this report charge against the ex-
clusive use of publications as an indicator of quality.

The highest standards of quality assurance are needed not only to build support for 
research beyond the scientific community, but also because transparent assessment 
of research is beneficial for scientists themselves. The challenge is to ensure that the 
method used to measure quality is compatible with the intrinsic value of the relevant 
field of research. There is much work ahead in that respect. […] Research quality 
cannot be measured solely on the basis of scientific publications and citation impact. 
In many fields, citations tell only half the story or less, and the standard assessment 
methods miss out on large areas of research as a result. (KNAW, 2011, p. 5)

If a monitoring and assessment protocol is not able to catch and include “large areas 
of research”, it is not a valid representation of reality. Taking such protocols as a basis 
and guidance for further development – neglecting the areas for which they are blind – 
means a loss of knowledge, innovative potential, and human capital. 

In their report, the KNAW proposes the development of a systematic assessment frame-
work, appropriate for these specific disciplines, not only taking into account peer-re-
viewed journal articles, but also designs, designed artefacts (products, processes and 
software), and structures (KNAW, 2011, pp. 5, 30).

Additionally to their selective “blindness”, leading to neglect of “large areas of research 
conduct”, the indicators are also inadequate for portraying and monitoring the profile 
and excellence of faculty. The KNAW reports:

Scientists in design and engineering regularly encounter problems in the assessment 
of the quality of their research output, whether that assessment takes place within 
the context of an external evaluation, an academic appointment or promotion, or an 
application for funding. The quality indicators used in such situations are borrowed 
from the more basic sciences (publications in ISI journals, impact factors, citations, 
the Hirsch Index) and are, in the eyes of these scientists, inadequate. (Koninklijke 
Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen - Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and 
Sciences (KNAW), 2011, p. 9)

As a second initiative of explicit governmental support for the development of design 
research I point to the foundation of the Creative Industries Fund NL.

35 The report originates from a request of an alliance of the three Technical Universities (TU’s) of the Netherlands, 
to the KNAW, to advise on criteria for ex-ante and ex-post assessments of research output in the design and 
engineering disciplines. Prevailing science and technology indicators were eventually perceived inappropriate 
for these fields. In Dutch this report is entitled “kwaliteitsbeoordeling in de ontwerpende en construerende 
disciplines”. The English translation is “quality assessment in the design and engineering disciplines”. The 
translation of “construerende (constructing) disciplines” into “engineering” may be misleading. The report re-
fers to the notions “ontwerpend”/“design” and “construerend”/”engineering” as they are included in the three 
technical universities (TU’s) in the Netherlands: TU Delft, TU Eindhoven, TU Groningen. After this report, 
similar reports where produced, respectively for the Humanities (2012) and the Social Sciences (2013).
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Similar to the research policy of Sweden, already in the ‘90s the Dutch government 
acknowledged the need to establish a policy for advocating architecture as a disci-
pline which could contribute to the contemporaneous societal challenges. In 1993 the 

“Stimuleringsfonds voor Architectuur” was founded. The initiative ran till 2012, when it 
merged into the new framework of the “Creative Industries Fund NL”.36 The last policy 
plan - 2009-2012 - states that “a high priority is given to the conduct of research with, 
by, and for the sake of the design disciplines”37 (Stimuleringsfonds voor Architectuur, 
2009, p. 31, translation by the author). It defines two categories for funding: “Research/
analysis/theory”, and “Research by Design”. The aim of the fund is to contribute to an 

“excellent development of the discipline” (p.25). Although the fund opens up ways of 
research conduct through design, compared with the comprehensive approach of the 
Scandinavian countries and the UK, the policy statement reveals that at that time, the 
Dutch understanding of research by design is narrowed to generating, comparing and 
discussing scenarios for spatial development (p.21). The fund aimed to be 

“the spider in the web between spatial design disciplines, research in and reflection 
upon production of the design disciplines, research of spatial issues, design education, 
authorities and clients” (p.47).38 

However, an analysis of the projects reveal that the fund rather succeeds in support-
ing professional practices, than establishing connections between those practices and 
academia, let alone in supporting the development of architectural design research 
within academia. This observation was confirmed at the symposium “Next Level – On-
twerpend Onderzoek in Praktijk”.39 To a significant extent, the symposium consisted 
of the presentation of projects, rather than of a dissemination of insights reaching be-
yond the particular project. In this regard, the Fund risks to affirm a situation in which 
architectural design research is seen as part of professional practice only, distinct and 
separated from formal academic inquiry (e.g. at the TU’s). 

A contrasting approach can be found in the third initiative that I discuss, namely a 
particular research call of the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), ex-
clusively reserved for design research.40, 41 The call was launched in spring 2015 and 
targeted the fields of architecture, industrial design and fashion. Similar to the Formas 
report in Sweden in 2006, the KNAW in the Netherlands advised the authorities to stim-
ulate the development of design research in the universities, as a valid, and necessary 

36 http://stimuleringsfonds.nl/en/the_fund/organization/about_the_fund/
37 “Het SfA kent een hoge prioriteit toe aan het verrichten van onderzoek met, door en ten behoeve van de ont-

werpende disciplines. Jaarlijks worden budgetten geoormerkt voor de categorieën: Ontwerpend Onderzoek en 
Onderzoek/analyse/theorie.”

38 “Het fonds is een spin in het web tussen:_ ruimtelijk ontwerpende disciplines_ onderzoek naar en reflectie op 
productie van ontwerpende disciplines_ onderzoek naar ruimtelijke opgaven_ ontwerponderwijs_ overheden_ 
opdrachtgevers”

39 Rotterdam, 10 November 2015. http://stimuleringsfonds.nl/nl/actueel/nieuws/terugblik_bijeenkomst_next_lev-
el_ontwerpend_onderzoek_in_praktijk/; https://vimeo.com/145387056; https://vimeo.com/145377223, last 
retrieved 12 June 2018.

40 http://www.stw.nl/sites/stw.nl/files/RTD-call-ENG.pdf, last retrieved 12 June 2018
41 “Binnen deze call kunnen alleen aanvragen worden ingediend waarbij ‘ontwerpend onderzoek’ als methode 

ingezet wordt. “ https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/our-funding-instruments/gw/nwo-creative-industries-re-
search-through-design/nwo-creative-industries-research-through-design.html - last retrieved 12 June 2018
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branch of academic inquiry. Thereby, associations between universities of applied sci-
ences (UAS, a type of university colleges in the Netherlands – note of the author) and 
universities was promoted. 

The call acknowledges the specific capacities and potentials of design research. This is 
well expressed in how the aim of design research is described: 

In addition to knowledge development, transfer, and utilisation, design research 
aims at inciting debate, reflecting on the design issue at hand, or at times acting as 
a mirror for societal practices and assumptions in general, and setting the research/
societal agenda. […] In addition to exploring new technological possibilities it fo-
cuses on creating and transforming social meaning, public and cultural values, and 
aesthetics. (NWO, 2015, p. 3) 

Until then, panels dedicated to design research, or even panels familiar with design 
research, did not exist. Proposals for architectural design research had to be submitted 
in panels with experts in sciences, social sciences, humanities or engineering, assess-
ing the proposals regarding the commonly adopted evaluation criteria for these dis-
ciplines. The launch of a specific call with earmarked funding, dedicated exclusively 
to design research approaches, allowed for establishing a proper evaluation process, 
appointing appropriate peers, and acknowledging proper indicators for quality. De-
sign research proposals were isolated from this improper competition, and specific 
and more appropriate assessment could take place. The call therefore explicate the 
particular approach of design research: 

Design research explores values in a social and cultural setting via artefacts. More-
over, it communicates in a manner appropriate to the design fields, such as exhi-
bitions, movies and magazines. […] It embraces complexity and because it studies 
wicked problems, the process is more open and ambiguous, and both the problem/
focus and the outcome mutually evolve. As the outcome is uncertain, the process 
requires alternative modes of management, which do justice to the particularities of 
design research. (NWO, 2015, p. 4) 

And it further promotes its specificity as follows: 

Due to its openness, ambiguity and sensitivity, the modes of documentation and the 
communication require a certain generosity in reception. Since the process and the 
personal approach of the designer is a crucial part of the outcome, the documentation 
of the process forms an essential part of the project. (NWO, 2015, p. 3) 

The call affirms the central position of artefacts, next to written outcomes, and ac-
knowledges their scientific status: 

Design research uses artefacts to generate explicit and tacit knowledge. The knowl-
edge of design research is situated within language, drawings, artefacts, processes 
and models. Understanding the scientific status of the products of design is crucial to 
the disciplines of design, and potentially offers new insights to the sciences in general. 
(NWO, 2015, p. 3) 
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The call was accompanied by an “Inspiration and Co-creation day” to discuss and clar-
ify the intentions.42 Nine projects have been awarded, counting for 2.6 million euro.43 
There was a strong preference for projects that could deliver results in a time span of 
two years. However, at the time of writing the programme is still ongoing, and none 
of the projects have been finished.44 So long, no new call has been launched, and the 
NWO website indicates that the programme is closed for a long term.45 Although pro-
longation of the Dutch “Research through Design” programme might be unsure, it is 
a witness of the growing belief of societal and scientific relevance of design research. 

f. the French case –Stratégie nationale pour l’architecture

Also in France, a need to actively promote architectural research by means of national 
policy, was felt. In 2015, the Ministry of Culture and Communication – with the field of 
architecture under it – launched the new Stratégie nationale pour l’architecture (SNA).46 
The programme is centered around innovation and research. It is remarkable that it 
are not the traditional scientific disciplines and research centers which are expected to 
deliver this research conduct, but the schools in architecture – the so-called Ecoles Na-
tionales Supérieures d’Architecture (ENHSA) – themselves, preferably in cooperation 
with partners from industry and regional authorities.47 In April 2016, five core branch-
es (“chairs”) of architectural research have been put forward and distributed among 
the architecture schools, often in collaboration with stakeholders and authorities.48 
The French strategy acknowledges the existence of a proper disciplinary knowledge 
base, and express a belief that it has to be found in the architecture schools. 

42 See a.o. the “inspiration and co-creation day” (“Inspiratie en Co-creatiedag”) of 12 February 2015. http://www.
regieorgaan-sia.nl/nieuws/research-through-design-%E2%80%93-inspiratie-en-co-creatiedag

43 http://www.stw.nl/nl/content/groen-licht-voor-projecten-research-through-design, last retrieved 12 June 2018
44 http://www.stw.nl/nl/projecten?tid_2=All&tid_1=All&tid=356&project_type=All&field_project_trefwoorden_

value=, last retrieved 12 June 2018
45 “langdurig gesloten voor aanvragen“ https://www.nwo.nl/financiering/onze-financieringsinstrumenten/gw/

nwo-creatieve-industrie-research-through-design/nwo-creatieve-industrie-research-through-design.html, last 
retrieved 12 June 2018

46 http://www.culturecommunication.gouv.fr/Thematiques/Architecture/Strategie-nationale-pour-l-architecture; 
this strategy was also presented for an international community of practitioners and academics at the ACE 
symposium, Rome, 6 May 2017, by Catherine Jacquot, “Education and Practice; the future architect, Les 
strategies intégreées. See: http://www.ace-cae.eu/890/ , last retrieved 12 June 2018.

47 http://traduction.culturecommunication.gouv.fr/url/Result.aspx?to=en&url=http%3A%2F%2F-
www.culturecommunication.gouv.fr%2FPresse%2FArchives-Presse%2FArchives-Commu-
niques-de-presse-2012-2017%2FAnnee-2016%2FCreation-de-chaires-partenariales-d-enseignement-et-de-re-
cherche-dans-les-ENSA, last retrieved 12 June 2018.

48 The five themes are: (i) Les mobilités métropolitaines innovantes; (ii) l’architecture et la construction en 
bois; (iii) L’habitat du future; (iv) L’écologie numérique, le design environnemental, l’architecture 2.0; (v) 
La réutilisation et la création architecturale dans le patrimoine bâti et paysager. Translated in English: (i) 
the innovative metropolitan mobilities; (ii) the architecture and wooden construction; (iii) the housing 
environment; (iv) the digital ecology, the environmental design, structures him(it) 2.0: digital RDL (De-
sign Research by Laboratory) and (v) the re-use and the architectural creation in the built and landscaped 
heritage. (translations of the original website) at http://traduction.culturecommunication.gouv.fr/url/Result.
aspx?to=en&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.culturecommunication.gouv.fr%2FPresse%2FArchives-Presse%2FAr-
chives-Communiques-de-presse-2012-2017%2FAnnee-2016%2FCreation-de-chaires-partenariales-d-enseigne-
ment-et-de-recherche-dans-les-ENSA,, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
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The Scandinavian, UK and Dutch examples alike, the French strategy witnesses of a pos-
itive belief in the scientific and societal relevance of architectural research as academic 
inquiry. However, strategies on how to exploit this capacity for relevant contribution 
differ. The Scandinavian countries, UK, and the Netherlands advocate design research, 
as a valuable, particular and complementary way of generating insights, with both sci-
entific and societal relevance. In contrast, the French programme does not commit 
itself to any promotion of design research. Instead, it promotes a development of prop-
er doctorates in architecture. The French strategy acknowledges the existence valuable 
research in professional practice, and considers the doctorate as the proper way to 
valorize the knowledge that is produced in those practices. It considers such doctorates 
in architecture as cross-fertilization between academic research that is undertaken at 
the Architecture schools (Ecoles Nationales Supérieures d’Architecture – ENSA) and in 
universities on the one hand, and innovation that are developed in professional enter-
prises in architecture on the other hand. In the end, it is the expectation that the ascent 
of such new types of doctorates will structurally enrich professional practice and the 
architectural industry. The strategy aims to have 100 doctoral graduates appointed in 
the architecture industry (offices, research centers, authorities,…) by 2020 (Ministère 
de la Culture en de la Communication, 2015, p. 16).

The very notion of a doctorate in architecture, is still unclear and remains contested. A 
closer examination of the occurrence and nature of the doctorate in architecture might 
be revealing. This is done later in this section (see 4.2.2.5).

g. the case of Flanders – persistent adherence to bibliometrics

As indicated before, in Flanders bibliometric performance is increasingly used as a 
parameter in allocation mechanisms. 

The decree of 2012,49 the year before the integration of the non-university programmes 
into the universities - stipulated the allocation to be calculated through publications of 
staff members in journals which are indexed in the Web of Science (WoS), taking into 
account the impact factor of these journals. It included a classification of scientific 
disciplines into 16 domains and 68 subdomains.50 Architecture was not among them. 
The decree also provided the list of WoS-journals, which were taken into account for 
allocation. From the total number of 11 318 journal titles, only 7 (0.06%) were referring 
to “architecture” or “design”. While the average of the impact factors of the full list was 
1.5122, the average of the impact factors of these seven journals was 0.4695. 

At the moment of writing, an even more substantial part of university funding is based 
upon bibliometric assessment of research performance (from a share of 10% in 2003 
till a share of 40% in 2016,51 see also point 3.2.2.2.d.)). Because of the difficulties regard-
ing invisibility and indeterminacy of categorization, it is difficult to evaluate the share 

49 BOF decreet, goedkeuring 21 december 2012; publicatie B.S. 22/03/2013 - https://data-onderwijs.vlaanderen.
be/edulex/document.aspx?docid=14492, last retreived 12 June 2018.

50 The list was coordinated by ECOOM - the Centre for Research and Development Monitoring, and interuniversi-
ty consortium. It was related to the ISI-subject categories.

51 BOF decreet, goedkeuring 21 december 2012; publicatie B.S. 22/03/2013 - https://data-onderwijs.vlaanderen.
be/edulex/document.aspx?docid=14492, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
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of architectural research in the actual assessment of research activity and funding al-
location.

Simultaneously with the drawback for the development of architectural (design) re-
search due to the increasing emphasis on written scholarly publication, outside aca-
demia several initiatives were taken that relied upon – ànd promoted - architectural 
design research, particularly as an instrument for exploring the contemporary urban 
condition (Avermaete, 2004; Cox, 2014). Veerle Cox has reported about a steadily grow-
ing culture of urban design workhops in Flanders, relying upon methodologies of re-
search by design (Cox, 2014) and the establishment of the “Team Flemish Government 
Architect” has resulted in a steady offer of research-by-design calls and a programme 
of so-called “pilot projects”.52

Without doubt, the steadily growing number of project calls for architectural design 
research, the accompanying conferences, workshops and publications, as well as the 
principled involvement of local actors and authorities is a substantial contribution to 
the growth and establishment of an architectural design research culture. However, 
the initiatives described above did not have the agency yet to penetrate formal scien-
tific research policy in Flanders. Unlike in the Netherlands for instance, where design 
research has formally been addressed by NOW through a dedicated call, in Flanders 
FWO has not formally promoted architectural design research projects so far.

h. trans-national initiatives for developing a proper architectural research culture 

In an attempt to contribute to the ambivalent situation that on the one hand there are is 
an increasing evidence of availability of proper architectural design research, but that 
on the other hand there is a lack of acknowledgement and recognition, the European 
Association for Architectural Education (EAAE) found it necessary to write a Charter on 
Architectural Research.53 The writing process illustrated the interest and involvement 
of the academic community: the editing relied upon contributions from 35 academics, 
over 19 countries. The Charter was approved by the EAAE General Assembly in Chania, 
03 September 2012. The Charter had a clear use in mind: 

The EAAE Charter on Architectural Research is intended as a reference document for 
the use of universities, architecture schools, research institutions, funding agencies, 
professional bodies and architectural practices that are undertaking architectural re-
search. It specifies the character and objectives of architectural research, confirms the 
variety of valid methodologies and supports the development of a vibrant, interna-
tionally recognized and well-funded research community. (EAAE, 2012)

The EAAE wanted to underline the need and relevance of architectural research in line 
with the statement which one can find in the Formas report. Under the heading “ar-
chitecture as a discipline and a field of knowledge”, the Charter stresses the need and 
relevance of architectural research for society in following terms: 

52 https://www.vlaamsbouwmeester.be/nl last retreived 12 June 2018.
53 The idea was initiated by Hilde Heynen in 2009. In 2010, I took over the coordination of the working group as 

a project leader and penholder for further elaboration, see De Walsche and Heynen (2015)
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Architecture is facing challenges of climate change, globalization, urbanization and 
social transformation that necessitate vital research. In parallel, the horizons of 
architectural experimentation are expanding rapidly with the development of new 
technologies and media. If we are to understand, explain, anticipate and influence 
the consequences of these changes, research is essential. Moreover, research is essen-
tial for the continued expansion of the discipline’s knowledge base, the development 
of spatial understandings, and the improvement in teaching, learning and practice 
of architecture. (EAAE, 2012)

The early versions of this charter54 - till the third draft, in 2009 - were entitled “Research 
in Architecture”. During the process of writing however, the titled was changed in 

“Charter for Architectural Research”. It was argued that there was no need for advocat-
ing research in architecture, as architecture is a phenomenon of human practice and 
culture, which is open for any discipline. The shift in the title, from “research in archi-
tecture” to “architectural research” resulted from the need which was felt to emphasize 
the proper disciplinary way of looking, and the proper mode, scope and methods. This 
concern is expressed in the definition of architectural research: 

Architectural research is original investigation undertaken in order to generate 
knowledge, insights and understanding based on competencies, methods and tools 
proper to the discipline of architecture. It has its own particular knowledge base, 
mode, scope, tactics and strategies. (EAAE, 2012)

Affirming that design research has come of age, but acknowledging that it needs sus-
tained advocacy, the charter emphasizes the central position of this type of research: 

In architecture, design is the essential feature. Any kind of inquiry in which design is 
the substantial constituent of the research process is referred to as research by design. 
In research by design, the architectural design process forms the pathway through 
which new insights, knowledge, practices or products come into being. It generates 
critical inquiry through design work. Therefore research results are obtained by, and 
consistent with experience in practice. (EAAE, 2012)

Another sign of the growing community of architectural researchers was the founding 
of ARENA – acronym for Architectural Research European Network Association55- in spring 
2013. At the moment of writing, the network consists of 35 researchers, representing 
research centers from 32 institutions in 13 different European countries. This network 
of architectural researchers runs several projects,56 and has launched a peer reviewed 
journal, AJAR.57 Several indexed journals which are relevant for architectural research 
cover a broader domain and have “the architectural” as a subset. For instance jour-
nals as Design Issues and Design Studies, cover the broad domain of “design science” as 
a scholarly field, and include articles which are dealing with architectural design as 

54 Third draft: September 2009 after discussions at the Council Meetings in Bucharest and Barcelona and present-
ed by Hilde Heynen at the Annual Meeting of the EAAE in Chania in 2010

55 see http://www.arena-architecture.eu/
56 See http://www.arena-architecture.eu/category/projects/
57 https://ajar.arena-architecture.eu/
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well. Similarly, the International Journal of Arts and Design Education does include archi-
tectural design education, but as a sub-set. Others, such as Journal of Architecture, are 
mainly situated at the field of architectural theory. AJAR, in contrast, can be seen as an 
indicator of a raising consciousness about “the architectural” as a scholarly field in its 
own. Thereby it spans the broad range of architectural design, architectural technolo-
gy, architectural practice, and architectural theory and history as well. 

DR_SoM project, acronym for Design Research, Series on Method is one of the ARENA 
projects, and another sign of how architectural research, and particular architectural 
design research, has come of age. The “Aim and Rationale” of this project explains that 
design research has come of age, but still needs support in its further development:

There is no longer any merit in demonstrating the existence of high level academic 
design research, nor in demonstrating the breadth of this field, nor the multitude and 
diversity of issues that it tackles. Instead there is a need for a stronger establishment 
of this field of research, in order to reach and convince a broader audience, inside 
and outside the field, researchers as well as practitioners, institutions and industry 
as well as policy makers. The epithet ‘Design Research’ still acts as a huge umbrella, 
spanning a broad range of diverse approaches. The rationale of the arena project 

‘Design Research, Series on Method’ (DR_SoM) consists in the belief that discerning 
common and distinctive features between approaches, and identifying particulari-
ties and coherence between themes, tools, strategies, and discourse, will contribute 
to a better understanding of the scope and capacities of design research. This will be 
helpful to be more precise in research proposals, in identifying appropriate peers, in 
establishing accurate assessment of the outcome, and finally it will inspire for future 
endeavours. At last, a better comprehension of design research as an academic field 
and culture, will contribute to a better communication, interaction and exchange 
with other research disciplines and communities. It will demonstrate its ability to be 
a catalyst for inter- and trans-disciplinary endeavours, and offer new approaches to 
pending issues. (De Walsche & Komossa, 2016b, p. 2)

A remarkable illustration that architectural research, based upon creative practice and 
design, has formally been acknowledged as “excellence science”, can be found in the 
ADAPT-r project (Architecture, Design and Art Practice Training-research). ADAPT-r 
was an inter-university research project co-coordinated by KULeuven and RMIT. It suc-
ceeded in receiving funding under the European Marie-Curie ITN programme of the 
7th Framework Programme of the European Union. Marie-Curie ITN programmes are 
dedicated to “excellence science”. ADAPT-r aims at the development of research-train-
ing across a range of design and arts disciplines, all covered under the denominator of 
creative practice research. Its mission was to “address identified deficits in EU research 
training for creative disciplines”. The project ran from 2007 till 2013, involved 7 partner 
institutions, engaging 34 early stage researchers and 9 experienced researchers, from 
18 countries. It resulted in 8 international training conferences, a major research con-
ference, a major exhibition, three key books, several scholarly publications, 225 project 
reports and a website.58

58 Data retrieved from http://adapt-r.eu/ on 15 June 2017, and the exhibition catalogue (van Schaik, Rattenbury, 
Watson, & Blythe, 2016)
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4.2.2.4 the doctorate in architecture: a new condition for proper disciplinary 
development

The doctorate is the academic degree “par excellence”. It is also a degree which is ex-
clusively delivered by universities. Architecture has never been part of the traditional 
university faculties. This might explain why the notion of a doctorate in architecture 
is relatively young. However, as it increasingly became important to demarcate what 
to take into account as science and scientific research, and to monitor and qualify sci-
entific excellence, the existence of a doctorate is crucial. As a doctorate is seen as the 
token of academic excellence (Dunin-Woyseth, 20, then the absence of a doctorate 
means disappearance from the academic scene. 

a. the doctorate in architecture, a concise chronicle

In historical perspective, architecture may be formally a field of inquiry since Vitruvius, 
it never was part of the traditional university (that consisted of the four faculties the-
ology, law, medicine and philosophy, cfr previous chapter). The use of the term Ph.D. 

– Philosophiae Doctor – as a degree indicating general research excellence across these 
academic disciplines, stems from the central position of philosophy in the Humbold-
tian “modern European university” at the beginning of the nineteenth century (cf pre-
vious chapter). In the second half of the nineteenth century, the German university 
model was adopted in US, and while in US the model undogmatically developed in 
close response to societal and technological evolutions, the German university fossil-
ized (Herbst, 2014) and philosophy completely dislodged from an underpinning posi-
tion to a critical margin (Vermeersch & Braeckman, 2014). Nevertheless, the term Ph.D. 
remained in use as a generic token of academic excellence (Dunin-Woyseth, 2005).

Before the disciplinary expansion of the university by the end of the twentieth century, 
a doctorate in architecture was not available, since architecture did not belong to these 

“academic disciplines”. Studying architecture was done either on site, as pupillage or 
apprenticeship – and considered as crafts – or in the Académies des Beaux-Arts – and 
considered as art, not belonging to the realm of science, and thus not covered by a 
doctorate – or in the polytechnic schools, thus fading away from architecture as a dis-
cipline into engineering.

Exceptions exist. A remarkably early case of a proper doctorate in the architecture can 
be found in Poland. Ensuing from the foundation of a research centre at the Depart-
ment of Polish Architecture in 1923, the first doctorates were granted from 1930 on. 
These doctorates were situated in the fields of history of urban structures and rural 
settlements, theory of architecture, structural design and construction technology, in-
terior design (Tulkowska, in: Voyatzaki, 2014, p. 313). However, it was only from the 
‘60s on that gradually, and only in rather a few countries, the doctorate in architecture 
came into existence. Examples are found in the ‘60s in Sweden/Chalmers (Dyrssen & 
Strid, 2014, p. 389), 1965 in Greece/Thessaloniki (Spiridonidis, 2014, p. 193), in 1975 in 
Scotland/Glasgow (Stewart, 2014, p. 457), in 1977 in Spain/Barcelona (Gastón Guirao, 
2014), in 1982 in Italy (Mecca & Perrone, 2014, p. 210), in 1988 in Denmark/Aarhus (Ped-
ersen, Verbeke, & Albertsen, 2014, p. 128). 
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A general breakthrough of the doctorate in architecture was related to the general es-
tablishment of the doctorate as a third cycle of higher education, by the Berlin Com-
muniqué in 2003 (Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education, 
2003). Till then, the implementation of a research programme, and the ensuing doc-
torates often depended on institutional policy decisions, or even on the developments 
of individual research units. The formal inclusion of the third cycle as part of harmo-
nization of European Higher Education Area, and the doctorate as an accreditable lev-
el in the European Qualifications Framework – level 8 – induced a general pressure 
among schools to further develop a proper research programme. Particular for the 
creative disciplines, it is said that the impact of the Berlin Communiqué was far-reach-
ing. Scholars have even argued that this imposed establishment of universal third cycle, 
should even be seen as a cause of the sudden general interest for artistic research (Borg-
dorff, 2007, 2009; Lesage, 2009; Toro-Pérez, 2009). For them, the recent phenomenon 
of the emergence and development of research in the artistic and creative disciplines 
is not only due to disciplinary or societal evolutions, but to a significant extent based on 
political argument (Toro-Pérez, 2009, p. 31). 

The evolutions in the arts alike, the Berlin Communique eventually was also an import-
ant asset for the formal acknowledgement and further development of architectural 
research. Examples can be found in Flanders and France. In Flanders, the doctorate 
in architecture was established by a new decree on the restructuration of higher edu-
cation in 2003 (Decree of 4 April 2003). The decree implemented the bachelor/master 
structure, and expanded the doctorate from university programmes, to programmes 
taught at university colleges, such as architecture and the arts. In fact it were still the 
universities who were exclusively legitimated to delivered doctoral degrees; for this 
reason, all doctorates in the non-university programmes were organized in the context 
of an “association” between a university colleges and a university. In France, the doc-
torate in architecture was established by a ministerial decree in 2005 (décret intermin-
istériel du 30 juin 2005 (Ministère de la Culture et de la Communication, 2005).

b. the new condition of belonging to academia: an opportunity for developing a proper 
research culture

The impact of the Berlin Communiqué is not restricted to a formal level. It also induced 
a shift in perception of the doctoral degree, which, at least for some fields, also impact-
ed the content and approach of the PhD. Till that moment, the PhD was primarily a 
matter of scientific research and belonging to the realm of (demarcated) science. The 
Berlin Communiqué, brought it in an educational context. The concept of the third 
cycle formalizes the opportunity for to further develop themselves after qualification 
at a master degree. The impact is far-reaching. The Berlin Communiqué brought the 
doctorate into the European Qualifications Framework, which describes the learning 
outcomes of the doctoral third cycled. The Framework describes: 

Qualifications that signify completion of the third cycle are awarded to students who 
have demonstrated a systematic understanding of a field of study and mastery of the 
skills and methods of research associated with that field” (Bologna Working Group on 
Qualifications Frameworks, 2005, pp. 68-69).
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The descriptor explicitly points to “mastery of the skills and methods of research as-
sociated with that field”, irrespective of the disciplinary nature of that field. The Ber-
lin Communiqué implemented the principle that for any discipline which provides a 
master’s degree, a doctorate could be established. For the field of architecture, the es-
tablishment of a doctorate in architecture, framed within the European Qualification 
Frameworks, de facto affirms architectural research as a branch of academic inquiry. 
This new condition made Halina Dunin-Woyseth write: 

[…] with regard to the doctorates in architecture an assumption has been made that 
there is now a supportive climate in Europe for developing various forms of doctor-
ates within the broad scope of the earlier “unthinkable” and now increasingly “think-
able” doctorates. Such development seems to be promising for architecture both as a 
field of expertise and as a field of inquiry. (Dunin-Woyseth, 2005, p. 99)

In architectural education, this shift from a mere (narrow) interpretation of the profile 
of a PhD candidate as a scientist, towards somebody who is “mastering the skills and 
methods of research associated with the field” is significant. Indeed, the formal exis-
tence of a doctorate in architecture does not per se means that its actual elaboration 
would be based upon architectural tools, modes and methods. Given the diversity of 
disciplines which architecture is connected with, most doctorates tend to rely upon 
well-established, proven, and accepted techniques, methodologies and paradigms situ-
ated in these other disciplines. The profile and competencies of students who enter the 
third cycle then often result from their ability to deal with the techniques and meth-
odologies from the other disciplines, rather than from mastering the proper architec-
tural modes and methods. The students which are attracted in the third cycle then, are 
not particularly “the best students in architecture”. Typically, the “best” students, who 
graduate with a design project are seen as good designers, rather than as potential candi-
dates for a PhD. For those promising students, further personal development is seen as 
becoming an excellent designer, through internship in renowned offices, rather than 
as further inquiry into architectural issues through a PhD trajectory. Such condition 
leads to a paradoxical situation. On the one hand, a doctorate is considered as a place 
where the disciplinary core - epistemological body and methodologies - is expanded 
and renewed, and therefore addresses the “best” students in that discipline. But in ar-
chitecture, the doctorate tends to attract students that are more excelling in compe-
tences, skills, and interests that are situated outside the disciplinary core, rather than 
to attract students that were excelling in architectural design– the disciplinary core. 
The question then raises what kind of education will result from faculty that renders 
its “doctorateness” from elsewhere. 

Notwithstanding the risks of being recuperated by rules and mechanisms of traditional 
scientific research outside the disciplinary core, it can be said that the Berlin Commu-
niqué provided an opening for the development of proper disciplinary research, for-
malized as third cycle education, and leading to the formal degree of doctor in architec-
ture. This opening allows those national and institutional policies with an openness for 
proper disciplinary development of the architectural knowledge base for formally hav-
ing its researchers and academics comply with academic standards and requirements 
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regarding PhD tenure, and formally rendering visible the existence of a disciplinary 
knowledge base and proper research activity.

c.  “doctorateness” in architectural (design) research is coming of age

Since the discussions about the option to take design practice as a basis for a doctorate 
in the ‘90s, several conferences have been dealing with the issue. Among others: Ohio 
(1999 – Doctorates in Design Conference) La Clusaz, France (2000 – Foundations for the 
Future: Doctoral Education in Design Conference),Tsukuba, Japan (2003)(Asian Design 
Conference – Doctoral Education in Design), Marseille 2004 (La Question Doctorale).

Conferences have also specifically addressed the issue of the design-based doctorate 
in architecture, such as “The Unthinkable Doctorate,” Brussels, 2005 (Belderbos & Ver-
beke, 2005); Istanbul (2011 – Doctoral Education in Architecture); Riga (2013 – Archi-
Doctor Universalis, Future of Research in European Architectural Education) and three 
symposia in France (Nantes, 2010; Paris 2012; Marseille, 2015) (Margolin, 2010b; Ver-
beke, 2013; Voyatzaki, 2014).59 

The issue of the doctorate by design has also be subject of scholarly debates in literature, 
with publications of, among others topic (among many others: Candlin, 2000; Candlin, 
2001; Davidts, Delbeke, Lagae, & Leach, 2006; Heynen, 2006; Margolin, 2010b; Melles, 
2009; Ministère de la Culture et de la Communication, 2005; Pedgley & Wormald, 2007; 
Radu, 2006; Verbeke, 2013; Verschaffel, 2006; Younès, 2006). In 2005 the French gov-
ernment published a “collective reflection” upon the issue “vers un doctorat en archi-
tecture”. The book is a collection of 25 articles of French scholars about the possibility 
of a doctorate in architecture, and is intended as a “collective reflection” upon this op-
tion. A recent book is entirely dedicated to the concept of “doctorateness” for the fields 
of architecture, music and the arts (Nilsson et al., 2017), including a retake of an article 
by Oya Atalay Franck (Atalay Franck, 2016), discussing the case of architecture with a 
focus on design research.

In the midst of the ‘90s field-specific doctoral programmes, relying upon design-driven 
approaches, were established in Oslo School of Architecture (Norway), at the Bartlet 
(UK) and the three schools of architecture in Sweden - Lund, Chalmers, and KTH (Swe-
den) (Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012; Fraser, 2017). This has led to the delivery of de-
sign-based doctoral degrees around the millennium turn. 

d. in spite of growth, ongoing dissent still making architectural design research a 
matter of negotiation

But still, in spite of the growing numbers of delivered (design-based) doctorates in ar-
chitecture, important dissent and contradiction exist. 

While the European Union is funding artistic-based doctoral research, the Frascati 
Manual reject the possibility of such doctorates. The Manual observes that “doctoral 

59 See http://www.culturecommunication.gouv.fr/Thematiques/Architecture/Formations-Recherche-Metiers/
La-recherche-architecturale-urbaine-et-paysagere/L-organisation-de-la-recherche/La-recherche-doctorale, last 
retrieved 12 June 2018
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degrees are granted to an artist as a result of artistic performances” (OECD, 2015, p. 
65). For these cases the Manual is very cautious, but also slightly ambiguous. Firstly, it 
states that artistic performance can never be research (because of failure for the nov-
elty criterion, and the reproducibility criterion) (cf. previous chapter). Consequently it 
warns that: 

As a consequence [of the failure of artistic performance for the novelty criterion, and 
the reproducibility criterion], arts colleges and university arts departments cannot 
be assumed to perform R&D without additional supporting evidence. (OECD, 2015, 
p. 65)

In case an institution do grant such doctorates, this is to be considered as a particular 
institutional stance, and object of further scrutiny:

Higher education institutions have, nevertheless, to be evaluated on a case-by- case 
basis if they grant a doctoral degree to an artist as a result of artistic performanc-
es. The recommendation is to adopt an “institutional” approach and only to take 
account of artistic practice recognised as R&D by higher education institutions as 
potential R&D (to be further used by data collectors)”. (OECD, 2015, p. 65)

But in spite of the ongoing ontological dissent, and the resolute exclusion of artistic 
research by the Frascati Manual, several accredited institutions have delivered PhD’s 
by artistic practice, PhD’s by creative practice, and PhD’s by design. Thereby, the full 
scope of doctorates in architecture now ranges from traditional and well-established 
dissertations in the fields of theory and history, engineering and technological inno-
vation over computational experimentation and experimentation through making and 
participatory action-research to artistic research, practice-based research and a diver-
sity of design research at several scale levels. 

The contradiction between the formulation of the Frascati Manual and the effective 
awarding of the ADAPT-r project by the European research council is revealing. In 
such circumstances of ambivalences between national policy and actual disciplinary 
development, indecisiveness of (trans-)national policy, the question whether to devel-
op proper disciplinary forms of architectural research, including design research – and 
eventually link them with teaching – depends on conviction and beliefs, and, as the 
Frascati Manual indicates, in many cases it becomes an institutional concern. 

Academics belonging to traditional research disciplines, with a restricted understand-
ing of architectural knowledge either reject, or pay high attention to the framing of 
form and content of research in architecture. This makes Kurath conclude that in the 
field of architecture, the meaning of research has become a matter of negotiation, not 
only involving the discipline itself – such as through discussions within the own de-
partments as well as between other peer institutions - but also the wider academic 
community, including administrative bodies such as research councils (Kurath, 2015, 
pp. 95-96). 
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4.2.3 findings: the RT-nexus in architectural design education in the 
context of European policy.

Applying the findings of previous chapter, and the issues that were identified regarding 
advocacy of a RT-nexus from the perspective of European higher education and re-
search policy, I can summarize the following observations: 

 – Architectural research, including architectural design research, exists, but sev-
eral complications have hindered its development as a recognized disciplinary 
field of academic inquiry. 

 – Architectural (design) research has suffered, and still suffers, from invisibility 
in measuring and monitoring tools and scientific categorization. As a result it is 
not or merely acknowledged by formal national or institutional research policy.

 – A significant part of architectural inquiry operates through its own dissemina-
tion channels, developing a proper disciplinary architectural research culture, 
thereby addressing a distinct community of peers and practitioners, which do 
not coincide with traditional academic channels and academic communities. 

 – Regarding the development of a proper architectural research base that in-
cludes design, there is a growing discrepancy between countries that adhere to 
what I referred a new scientism (see chapter3, point 3.2.2.2.e.) and those that 
advocate a more inclusive humanist approach. 

 – As a result there is a growing difference in the possibility for establishing a 
RT-nexus, and a growing discrepancy in what is understood as a discipline-prop-
er RT-nexus across European countries. (It is obvious for architecture schools 
in UK and in the Scandinavian countries to argue that teaching that relies upon 
an inquisitive adoption of architectural design is a valid form of an academic 
RT-nexus, while this is a difficulty in the Netherlands, Flanders or France.)

 – The implementation of a doctorate as a third cycle of higher education, is an 
asset for formal recognition and growth of architectural (design) research as 
a field of academic inquiry. However, in spite of the supportive climate that 
this new conditions at European level might induce, and in spite of convincing 
practices in countries with more progressive research policies, a global break-
through of architectural design research stay out. Dissent and scepticism still 
exist, and the eventual appreciation of architectural design research as a case 
of academic inquiry still remains a matter of negotiation. 
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4.3 a philosophical view:  
screening architectural design education  
with regard to the shifting nature of research 
In section 3.3 of previous chapter – “ the RT-nexus and the shifting nature of 

research” - I explained that the scope of what is actually been taken into account as 
research has expanded. I pointed to three different levels of expansion: disciplinary frag-
mentation (see 3.3.2.), conceptual expansion (see 3.3.3) and physical sprawl (see 3.3.4.). I 
demonstrated how this expanded scope coincides with many ways of knowing.

In this chapter, I will reapply these three levels of expansion, and look for what they 
mean when applied to the field of architecture and architectural design education. 

The first level – disciplinary fragmentation – revealed that science is rather to be consid-
ered as an amalgamation of epistemic cultures, than a unity (see 3.3.2.). In this chapter 
I explore to which extent one can speak of a proper epistemic culture of architecture, 
and identify its content and nature (see 4.3.1.).

The second level - conceptual expansion – pointed to a reconsideration of the relation-
ship between practice and knowledge. I elaborated on practice-based research, with 
particular attention for the ascent of artistic research (see 3.3.3.). Since design is the 
central practice in (the epistemic culture of) architecture, I apply the analysis of prac-
tice-based research to the practice of design, and discuss the nature of design research 
(see 4.3.2.) 

The third level – physical sprawl – pointed to the emergence of knowledge production 
sites outside the university, and the distinct nature of the type of knowledge and mode 
of knowledge production (conceptualized as Mode-2) (see 3.3.4.). In architecture, it is 
argued that disciplinary advancement and innovation is originating rather in profes-
sional practice than in academia. In this chapter I explore the option to consider pro-
fessional practice as a place of (mode-2) knowledge production and its impact on the 
conception of a RT-nexus (see 4.3.3.).

4.3.1 architectural education and the disciplinary fragmentation of 
science: the epistemic culture of architecture

In previous chapter, I demonstrated that it is imprecise to talk about “a” RT-nexus, since 
the term research has become an umbrella for distinct endeavors. Even the specifica-
tion “scientific research” is not helpful, since science is not univocal, but covers many 
ways of knowing, each operating under their own and proper epistemic cultures. 

In this section I will study what the disciplinary fragmentation of science means with 
regard to the conception of a RT-nexus for architectural design education.

Architecture in itself is a field which involves and is studied by so many other disci-
plines. I discuss this versatility in point 4.3.1.1. After focusing on the “boundary work” 
that results from the entanglement with so many disciplines, I question the notion of 
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disciplinary boundary in itself, and point to the discipline-transgressing nature of ar-
chitectural research (see 4.3.1.2.). If the issue of disciplinarity is challenged both by 
a strong entanglement with a myriad of other disciplines, and by an innate tenden-
cy to transgress disciplinary borders, the question emerges to which extent architec-
ture should be considered as a composite field of borrowed modes and methods, or, to 
which extent it does have an own epistemic culture. This is discussed in point 4.3.1.3. 

4.3.1.1 architecture: versatile boundary work

a. a discipline defined by multiplicity and versatility

The EAAE Charter on Architectural Research refers to architecture as a versatile disci-
pline, involving many ways of knowing. Firstly, the Charter refers to an internal versa-
tility of the discipline: 

Architecture is the discipline devoted to the creation, transformation and interpre-
tation of the built environment and the articulation of space at various scales. It in-
volves art, science, design, conservation, planning, management, construction and 
representation, addressing issues of ethics, aesthetics, culture and society. (EAAE, 
2012)

It continues with formulating an external versatility, namely the varied scope which 
architecture addresses, both thematically: 

The discipline of architecture engages with the cultural, socio-economic and environ-
mental conditions affecting our quality of life. […] By its nature, architecture also 
connects to a variety of industries, including the cultural sector, the construction 
sector, the environmental sector, the public, private and social sectors.(EAAE, 2012)

and methodologically: 

Architecture reaches out to and incorporates knowledge of other disciplines. Archi-
tectural research therefore is fertile for trans- and inter-disciplinary endeavours. By 
embracing aspects of rationality and intuition, objectivity and inter-subjectivity, 
technique and emotion, logic and creativity, architectural research enriches the un-
derstanding of the world. (EAAE, 2012)

But next to this outward bound of architectural research with other disciplines, the 
charter also emphasizes the existence of a disciplinary core, both epistemological and 
praxeological: 

Architectural research is original investigation undertaken in order to generate 
knowledge, insights and understanding based on competencies, methods and tools 
proper to the discipline of architecture. It has its own particular knowledge base, 
mode, scope, tactics and strategies. (EAAE, 2012)

Architecture thus, is depicted in terms of multiplicity – a plural and versatile discipline, 
multi-layered, with a more or less concentric structure : a proper core, and many com-
ponents that connects this core to an outer world of many other disciplines. 
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b. identifying the content and nature of this multiplicity and versatility

The range of disciplines to which architectural education is connected, or connects 
themselves is even more diverse that the list of the EAAE Charter suggests. From 2015 
till 2017, I was involved in “New Schools of Thought” (NeST) - a research project initiat-
ed at the university of Liechtenstein, and subtitled “Architectural Education in times of 
homogenization”. The project focused on the phenomenon of newly emerging initia-
tives in the broad field of architectural education.60 It consisted of a multiple-case study 
of these new “schools of thought”, and explored the nature and their raisons d’êtres. 

A survey61 amongst these new schools of thought indicated a tendency to bring archi-
tecture into relationship with a much broader scope of disciplines than current curric-
ula are doing, and also than the EAAE Charter is doing. The analysis identified 38 dis-
ciplines, which the cases explicitly indicated as being constitutive for their approach 
to architecture. The disciplines are spread over social sciences, humanities, technical 
sciences, natural sciences, and even medical sciences (figure 14).

60 In the project, education was understood in a broad sense, including secondary education, higher education, 
architectural research (third cycle education), and public mediation (adult education, lifelong learning).

61 This mapping covers a selection of 17 cases of “innovative initiatives” in architectural education in Europe. 
For each case, the project mapped the disciplinary fields which were Data were collected by means of website 
texts, and a survey with open questions. 13 cases participated in the survey, thus providing direct response to 
the survey questions. For the four other cases, the information relies upon the information which is available 
online.

Figure 14 circle chart of the 38 disciplines that architecture is involved with, identified in the multiple-case study of the 
research project NeST (Staub et al., 2016a).
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For the particular educational scope that this dissertation is looking at – viz. academ-
ic higher education and scientific research – still 32 disciplines are considered as sig-
nificantly connected with architecture and architectural education. (Staub, Kaps, & De 
Walsche, 2016a, 2016b).

Scholars look different to this condition of multiple connectivity. I point to two of them.

Albena Yaneva, an STS-scientist who is teaching and doing research in architecture, 
studied iconic but controversial architectural design projects in the recent past, such 
as the 2012 Olympics stadium in London, the Welsh parliament, the Bolshoi theatre in 
Moscow among others, and concluded that architecture cannot be understood from 
internal logics only. Each architectural outcome is the result of complicated interac-
tions between multiple sets of agencies – human and non-human (a newspaper article 
may impact the eventual design proposal as well as legislation, or human interference 
from several actors, sectors and disciplines (in this regard, each architectural outcome 
is to be considered as a case of co-creation – and thus, a case of transdisciplinary pro-
duction – see next point). Because of this, Yaneva argues that “the architectural” is a 

“connector”, and that, in order to understand architecture - read: to do architectural re-
search – it is crucial to take into consideration the viewpoint of all these actors, sectors, 
and disciplines, and how they impact the eventual architectural product. Understand-
ing architecture, according to Yaneva, implies looking outwards, retracing the network, 
from the outcome to its multiple sources (Yaneva, 2012). In this view, architectural ed-
ucation should consist of raising awareness that architectural production is a result of 
a multiplicity of interactions, in which the designer is only one of the many actors. At 
the core of architectural research, in the perspective of Yaneva, is the study of the de-
pendency and responsivity of architecture on external agencies.

Martha Thorne – Associate dean of the IE School of Architecture and Design in Ma-
drid/Segovia and Executive Director of the Pritzker Architecture Prize – emphasizes 
the other direction of focus. At the 3rd International Education Summit at ANCB in 
Berlin, she referred to architecture as “the discipline that intrinsically has the capabil-
ity to synthetize information from multiple fronts” (Thorne, 2013). For Thorne, archi-
tectural education is integrative. The training of the capacity to deal with complexity 
and multiplicity is due to design and architectural thinking. Thanks to these features, 
architectural research is not only a matter of developing the own discipline; by show-
ing the special skills and the promise of architectural thinking and design approach 
architectural research – as a particular approach - will also stretch out to those other 
disciplines, and contribute with knowledge and creativity. In its turn, this relevance 
for others will also be enhancing its own position and roles, and subsequently, its own 
relevance.” (Thorne, 2013, p. 98) 

c. a discipline operating as “boundary work”

Monica Kurath does not focus on an in- or outwards direction of knowledge and in-
formation flows, but on the impact of this condition of multiple connectivity, in the 
light of European higher education and research policy. She describes the condition 
the discipline as a case of “boundary work” (Kurath, 2015). With this term, Kurath re-



243

fers to sociologist Thomas Gieryn (Gieryn, 1983), who used the word to point to cases of 
research conduct where it are external disciplines that evaluate the particular type of 
knowledge production and demarcate it from their own research approaches. In an era 
of increased emphasis on evaluation and measuring, such dependence on “the other 
side” is of paramount importance to understand the actual position and conditions of 
disciplinary research.

Based upon both literature study and interviews, Kurath argues that the “boundary 
condition” affects the discipline from three sides. 

 – Firstly, she refers to an internal condition of dissent within the discipline between 
segments who are judging and evaluating each other. At one hand there is a 
segment for whom architecture is an academic discipline and architectural 
practice a place of knowledge production, and at the other hand, there is a seg-
ment for whom academization of architecture is a mistake, as it should just be 
considered as professional practice. 

 – Secondly, she refers to the external perspective on architectural research by tradi-
tional scientific disciplines, that question the value, validity and scientific quality 
of the architectural views, tools and methods. 

 – And thirdly, she points to the understandings of the discipline and its needs, at in-
stitutional level resulting from the European policies for harmonizing and econ-
omizing higher education and research, that in many aspects seems to be per-
ceived as “external” to the discipline. 

Later in this chapter, I explore the historical grounds of the persistent debate about 
the existence – or non-existence - of a proper disciplinary base of the discipline and its 
research conduct, and demonstrate that the struggle between defining a proper disci-
plinary core on the one hand, and defining the nature of architecture as an amalgama-
tion of other disciplines on the other hand, is not new, but an ongoing debate for ages 
(see section 4.4.).

4.3.1.2 a connector of disciplines, or a transdisciplinary discipline?

a. the transdisciplinary nature of architecture and architectural research

Architecture has suffered from its dual identity as both an academic discipline and a 
professional practice. Tensions between both have affected – and still are affecting – 
architectural education as well as architectural research. However, the recent pleas 
for trans-disciplinarity (see point 3.3. 4.1.a) should be seen as an asset for architectural 
research. 

A recent research call, framed in European policy for sustainable urban development 62 
strongly advocates transdisciplinary approaches. It calls for submitting proposals that 
foster “transdisciplinary co-creation”, and defines transdisciplinarity as:

62 I refer to a call of JPI Urban Europe, “The ERA-NET Cofund Smart Urban Futures (ENSUF) was established 
by the Joint Programming Initiative (JPI) Urban Europe in order to initiate a transnational joint call for RDI 
proposals developing our knowledge of the urban condition and sustainable development through creation and 
testing of new methods, tools, and technologies required to overcome current economic, social, and environ-
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a collaboration spanning multiple partners, both academic and non-academic, to 
solve a common problem. […] In transdisciplinary co-creation it is thus important 
to recognize value and combine not just academic knowledge, but also practical and 
local knowledge.63 

Next to the societal need for adopting transdisciplinary modes of research conduct, 
scholars have also pointed to its ascent as an immanent evolution of science in itself. 
For them, delineation of disciplines has lost both epistemological and methodological 
ground. (Doucet & Janssens, 2011; S. Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1991; S. O. Funtowicz & Ravetz, 
1993; Nowotny, 2000, 2004; Pereira & Funtowicz, 2015): historians borrow quantitative 
methods from social sciences; social sciences borrow design research as a method.64 
Expert knowledge is increasingly transgressing disciplinary borders (Nowotny, 2000, 
2006). Moreover, uni-disciplinary approaches to complex problems have led to unfore-
seen complications afterwards (e.g. unconsidered ecological damage due to large in-
frastructures, conceived as an problem of engineering only). Dogan and Pahre argue 
that after the stage of increasing specialization, processes of hybridization are occur-
ring, namely continuous reintegration of fragments of specialities across disciplines 
(Dogan & Pahre, 1995, in: Doucet & Janssens, 2011). These concepts of transgressing 
disciplinary borders, disciplinary blur, and hybridization has supported the idea of 
trans-disciplinarity, post-disciplinarity, or even un-disciplinarity (Darbellay, 2015; J. 
Marshall & Bleecker, 2010) and even “alterplinarity” (P. Rodgers & Bremner, 2011).

For architecture, the notion of transdisciplinarity is both revealing and relieving, as 
it challenges these older paradigms, and the dualism which they induce between ac-
ademic inquiry and professional practice. A transdisciplinary view operates in a logic 
that science provides knowledge for society, and society talks back to science. Knowl-
edge is transferred in a myriad of environments - institutions, universities, industry, 
professional practice. In each biotope several types of knowing occur, which closely 
relate to its specific context and epistemic culture.

b. a transdisciplinary RT-nexus for architecture

In the book “Transdisciplinary knowledge production in architecture and urbanism: 
towards hybrid modes of inquiry”, the editors Doucet & Janssens (2011) relate the con-
cept of transdisciplinarity to the nature of architectural research. They point to three 
major features: 

 – the integration of discipline and profession – as well as theory and practice - in 
knowledge production, thus squaring up with the unidirectional conception 
that academia would be the place of knowledge production, to be delivered to 
and applied in professional practice. Instead academia and professional prac-
tice are acknowledged as two sites of knowledge production in a process of mu-
tual learning;

mental challenges.” p.1
63 ENSUF call for ERA-NET 2016, “ERA-NET Cofund Smart Urban Futures Joint Call for Proposals” p.8, re-

trieved from http://jpi-urbaneurope.eu/ensuf-call/
64 I refer to the new tendencies of adopting design research in fields as education and management.



245

 – acknowledgment and inclusion of an ethical dimension in scientific inquiry, 
thus squaring up with the idea that scientific research is and should be val-
ue-neutral; 

 – the importance of experimental, designerly modes of inquiry; thus squaring up 
with the idea that research only is a matter of looking how things are, and not a 
matter of investigation and reflection upon how things could and/or ought to be.

The impact on academia as a place of higher education and research, and the conse-
quent impact on the notion of a RT-nexus is described by Thompson Klein:

It [transdisciplinarity] is a new mode of inquiry, practice, and learning that places 
ethics, aesthetics, and creativity inside, not outside, of disciplinary and professional 
work. It brings new objects into view, places practices into new configurations, con-
textualizes and re-situates theory and learning, and incorporates social, political, 
and ethical questions once deemed beyond the proper sphere of research and educa-
tion. (Thompson Klein, 2011, p. vi)

And Doucet & Janssens add that the acknowledgment of the innate transdisciplinary 
nature of architectural research leads to 

[…] approaches that advocate hybrid modes of inquiry.[…] Such approaches have in 
common their suggestion to approach architectural issues not according to predefined 
ideologies or (critical) theories but to study them as situated, complex gatherings of 
all sorts of agencies. (Doucet & Janssens, 2011, p. 9)

In terms of the establishment of a proper and authentic RT-nexus in architectures, 
these observations call for acknowledging a nexus that relate to hybrid modes of inqui-
ry – situated in academia and in practice - responsive to, and depending on temporary 
and contextual agencies, acknowledging experimentation and design, and taking into 
account ethical, aesthetical and cultural considerations. 

4.3.1.3 the epistemic culture of architecture
The first exploration of the nature of architectural research pictured architecture as 
a meeting point of many and distinct disciplines. The second exploration highlighted 
the transdisciplinary nature of architecture, architectural practice, and architectural 
(design) research. Both cases, so can be said, affirm the disciplinary field - hence also 
architectural education - as an amalgamation of many ways of knowing. If architecture, 
architectural practice, architectural research and architectural education are to be 
seen as a hybrids of disciplinary fragments, transgression of disciplinary borders and 
connectors between sectors, is it still meaningful then to look for identity and delin-
eation of the discipline? This issue – the existence and nature of a proper disciplinary 
identity – is subject of this section.

a. architecture as a proper disciplinary field

In the ‘90s, attempts have been undertaken to grasp the disciplinary identity of archi-
tecture from a sociological point of view. Drawing upon Bourdieux, the “architectural 



246

sociologist”65 Garry Stevens has argued that architectural education, in spite of its obvi-
ous strong vocational orientation, also is “intended as a form of socialization, aimed at 
producing a very specific type of person” (Stevens, 1995, p. 105). He pictured architec-
tural education as a relatively introspective, and closed process of acculturation aimed 
at adopting a particular way of looking, which make the architecturally trained gradu-
ate belonging to a “favoured circle” (Stevens, 1995, 1998). 

In this PhD, I do not refer to this sociological understanding of “discipline” and “disci-
plinary field”. My interest is related in an understanding of the discipline as a field of 
research.66 

However, the first sections of this chapter have demonstrated that it remains difficult 
to position architectural research among the current scientific classifications into nat-
ural sciences, humanities and social sciences. When considering it as a technical dis-
cipline, belonging to the hard sciences, it is difficult to frame its orientation towards 
the individual and situational, as well as its reliance upon tacit technical knowledge 
and aesthetics (Kurath, 2015). As a discipline within the “softer” humanities and social 
science, it is difficult to frame its technical dimensions, its teleological nature towards 

“Verwirklichung”(Oechslin, 2009), and its reliance upon devices, instruments, materi-
ality and (epistemic) artefacts. 

I thus rely upon another approach, and instead of attempting any categorization among 
existing categories, I study the discipline as a phenomenon in its own rights and char-
acteristics. I want to know to which extent architecture possesses a proper and particu-
lar epistemic culture – the term that Karin Knorr Cetina introduced to discern particular 
distinctive features and conditions under which (sub)disciplines may operate (see pre-
vious chapter, point 3.3.2.2.b.). 

b. the epistemic culture of architecture

Starting from the observation that on the one hand architecture is “boundary work” 
(see 4.3.1.1.) but on the other hand is perceived as a proper field of action, performed 
by a delineated community of practitioners and academics, Kurath & Gisler (Gisler & 
Kurath, 2015; Kurath, 2015)(see also 4.2.1. and 4.2.2.), investigated the existence of a 

65 Stevens is founder of the “Key Centre for Architectural Sociology”, see http://www.archsoc.com/, retrieved 18 
September 2017

66 I deliberately use the term “disciplinary field”, fully aware about the distinctions made between “discipline” 
and “field”, more particularly by Bourdieu, and afterwards applied to the domain of architecture by Stevens 
(Stevens, 1998). Bourdieu – and Stevens after him – do not use the term “field” as a loosely indication of an 
area of knowledge and practice, but as a technical sociological structure (Bourdieu, 1977; Stevens, 1998, p. 
74 et seq.) With the term “disciplinary field”, I suggest that today – at a moment where intense discussion is 
taking place about the changing roles of the architect - no clear delineations about architecture as a discipline 
are available; it can only be pictured as an interacting landscape of many approaches and conceptions – dis-
tinct but connected - responding to several forces - social, political, economic, etcetera. - hence my reference to 
a “field”. Moreover, delineation is always historically and socially and culturally contingent, and disciplines 
are “historically discontinuous knowledge formations I constant change” (Piotrowski & Robinson, 2001; 
Shumway & Messer-Davidow, 1991, p. 218in: Piotrowski, 2001, p.ix) and discussions about identity of a 
discipline should take such diachronic - historical - framing into account, next to a synchronic survey of the 
actual contemporary situation. For an interesting attempt to grasp disciplinarity in a synchronic way in terms 
of coexisting content lines and strategies, see Somers, 2017, (Somers addresses the field of interior architecture, 
but to a significant extent her approach and even content lines can be applied to architecture as well).
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proper epistemic culture for the case of architecture, and its features, similar to Knorr 
Cetina’s study of epistemic cultures within science, to which I referred earlier (see 
3.3.2.2.b). Kurath and Gisler followed Knorr Cetina’s methodology and adopted the tri-
fold analytic framework, subsequently focussing on empirical, ontological, and social 
dimensions of architectural knowledge production. In order to be coherent with the 
analytical framework that I have adopted elsewhere this PhD, I reframe the findings 
into ontological, epistemological praxeological and teleological dimensions. 

According to Kurath’s findings, the ontological dimension of architectural knowledge 
production – the world so to say, that the architectural researcher is able to see and 
grasp - is closely related to the tools and practices that (s)he adopts for seeing and grasp-
ing reality during design. Kurath thus considers architectural design as an epistemic 
practice, including drawing, modelling, colouring, constructing etc. The tools that act 
as epistemic artefacts include drawings, models, computer visualisations etc. Although 
the types of inscriptions and visualisations are very heterogeneous, they are deliber-
ately and conscientiously preformed, and cannot be just ascribed to simple intuition. 

In epistemological regards, Kurath found out that architecture is not relying upon the-
ory as “representation of a certain reality”. Instead of relying upon codified theories, 
architects make reference to “context devoid individual heuristics” (Kurath, 2015, p. 
85). These heuristics can be tenets (“form follows function”), renown predecessors, 
typologies, stylistic periods and cultural areas (Baroque, Post-modern, Scandinavian, 
Mediterranean, etc..), or buildings and renown architects.67 In the epistemic culture of 
architecture individual reference takes the role that theories and research concepts do 
for traditional research disciplines. 

From a praxeological perspective the most distinctive feature is to be found in the cen-
tral position of design – as explained above, the ontological foundation of the discipline. 
Kurath characterizes design as a “non-linear, volatile process of circulation, reformula-
tion, back-and-forth translation and re-adaptation”(Kurath, 2015, p. 86). Thereby, this 
process is guided by the “markers in the mind” (Damasio, 1994) a palimpsest alike, left 
by non-realised designs, rejected ideas etc. She points to (fellow-STS-scientist) Albena 
Yaneva who has identified similarities between studio practices and practices of exper-
imentation in scientific laboratories (Yaneva, 2005, 2009), and to Callon, who indicates 
that architectural work is to be considered as artistic, scientific and technical in paral-
lel (Callon, 1996). (Kurath, 2015, pp. 86-87)

In teleological regards, the absence of codified theory coincides with an absence to aim 
for theory building. In line with its reliance upon individual reference, rather than 
upon codified theories, undertakings to advance the discipline also consist of adding 
to the existing stock of individual reference, rather than to construct theory. In the 
epistemic culture of architecture reigns a marked preference for the particular over 
the generic, for singularity over reproducibility, and for inspiration over inference. (Kurath, 
2015, pp. 85-86). 

67 Kurath refers to them as “contemporary heroic figures”
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c. the relationship between education and epistemic culture in architecture

Kurath considers architectural education as a form of capacity building in a number of 
fields, such as arts, art history, social sciences and physics, but whereby its main fea-
ture is situated in its didactics: it is taught through the practice-based pedagogy of the 
design studio instead of through scholastic instruction (Kurath, 2015, p. 85). But next 
to this, it should also be seen as developing the features of the epistemic culture in the 
body and mind of the architecture students, as future participants of the epistemic cul-
ture. Kurath points to the absolute dedication to the profession in terms of unlimited 
working hours, translated in formalized rites of “highly intense, festive and sociable 
working culture”(Kurath, 2015). With Stevens, Kurath relies upon Cuff (Cuff, 1991) to 
affirm that architectural education is oriented not only to qualification, but also to so-
cialization, which in this case is a process of enculturation. The pedagogy of the design 
studio, the critique (desk crit or jury), and the charrette are typical practices which are 
intended to socially frame this culture, and thus substantial in shaping the process of 
knowledge production. 

In terms of academic career, the epistemic culture of architecture is distinct from other 
academic disciplines, that it is generally acknowledged that promotion is based upon 
professional excellence rather than on academic qualification. Design chairs are most-
ly assigned to practicing architects instead of tenured academics. Within the logic of 
informal tenure and appointment criteria, it is generally acknowledged that to reach 
excellence, a significant part of the training takes part outside academia, within profes-
sional elite circles, and that once established in these circles, an architect may return 
to academia (Kurath, 2015, p. 88).

Architectural education thus is a reflection of its disciplinary epistemic culture and it is 
a place of development of the epistemic culture. In its turn, the epistemic culture thus 
relies upon architectural education as a proper mechanisms of its own reproduction 
(epistemic acculturation, so to say). This circular relationship contributes to maintain its 
otherness from other academic disciplines, that operate within epistemic cultures that 
align more easily with university culture and its protocols.

d. the need for further empirical study

The study of Kurath & Gisler is particularly relevant, since it is undertaken in a similar 
context than this PhD namely the process of academization of architecture schools, 
and the ensuing tensions and difficulties – in her case it concerns Swiss schools of ar-
chitecture, in the case of this study, Flemish schools of architecture; in both cases a co-
existence exist of departements of (engineering) university faculties, and programmes 
outside the university. 

However, the findings also have to be taken with some caution. The empirical part only 
relies upon interviews and observation in one department of one particular technical 
university. It can hardly be stated that it provides a solid overview of the overall process 
of academization of architectural education in Europe, or even in Switzerland. 
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To a large extent, the findings of this study are based upon literature in the field of 
“selected architectural cultural studies”.68 The empirical ground as well as the research 
paradigm on which each of the selected studies rely largely differ, ranging from a fem-
inist look at architectural practice in 1991 in US (Cuff, 1991), and a Bourdivin study of 
common architectural practice in Australia (Stevens, 1998) to an STS-analysis of archi-
tectural practice in France, late ‘90’s (Callon, 1996), and ethnographic work from a prag-
matist-gaze in the exceptional star-architects’s office of OMA (Yaneva, 2009). To which 
extent it is valid to reassemble these differing sources and lenses, ranging over a time-
span of about 30 years is doubtful. 

So, although Kurath’s study is framed in the context of academization of Swiss archi-
tectural schools, an although the findings that she reports seem so recognizable – seen 
through my perspective from “within” – it should be acknowledged that the “epistemic 
culture” she describes is to a certain degree still hypothetical, and should be subject of 
corroboration and refinement through future research. 

The fieldwork that I undertook for this PhD, looking at the epistemic culture and its 
practises in the actual settings of architectural design studio teaching, can be seen as a 
contribution in this quest.

4.3.2 conceptual expansion: from designerly ways of knowing to design 
as a way of coming to know 

Next to the disciplinary fragmentation of science, chapter 3 has also adjusted the un-
derstanding of a RT-nexus by pointing to a conceptual expansion of the notion research, 
especially due to the ascent of the notion of practice-based research. In that section I paid 
particular attention to the notion of artistic research, being that kind of practice-based 
research, that relies upon artistic practice (see 3.3.3.2.). 

The EAAE Charter on Architectural research emphasizes that in the field of architec-
ture, design is the central practice. It even provides a definition of the concept of “re-
search by design”:

In architecture, design is the essential feature. Any kind of inquiry in which design is 
the substantial constituent of the research process is referred to as research by design. 
In research by design, the architectural design process forms the pathway through 
which new insights, knowledge, practices or products come into being. It generates 
critical inquiry through design work. Therefore research results are obtained by, and 
consistent with experience in practice. […] (EAAE, 2012)

In this chapter, I direct the issue of practice-based research to the field of architecture, 
and explore the conceptual expansion of the notion research caused by the acknowl-
edgement of design research as a particular case of practice-based research. This is done 
in a systematic and more or less chronological order. Firstly, I point to the growing 
acknowledgment of particular ways of knowing that underlay design practice, and how 

68 This is how Kurath describes the nature of the sources of this study (Kurath, 2015, p.83)
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this gradually has led to the recognition of design as research (see 4.3.2.1.). I then point 
to attempts to clarify the relationship between design and research (see 4.3.2.2.). Final-
ly, I elaborate on the nature of design research (see 4.3.2.3.). As this point is at the core 
of this PhD, it is the most extensive part of this chapter. 

4.3.2.1 from designerly ways of knowing to design as a way of coming to know

a. cognition as practice, and design as high-level cognitive practice

Because architectural education is basically a design education, it is crucial to evaluate 
to which extent the practice of design is solely a goal to be mastered at the end of the 
study – in this case the study relies so heavily on design practice because it requires a 
lot of time to learn this practice (as mastering a musical instrument to a level of virtu-
osity), or to which extent it is also a didactic method – in this case the study uses design 
as a way to make the students study about architecture (as the musician who plays an 
instrument to learn more about music). 

In both cases however, it is needed that the practice of design is performed anyway. To 
which extent then is design a matter of applying knowledge, or of knowing in itself?

In Bloom’s taxonomy of the cognitive practices, to which I also referred earlier in this 
PhD (see 3.3.1.1.b.) “evaluation” and “synthesis” were situated at the top, indicating they 
were considered as the most complex cognitive practices, relying upon mastery of the 
underlying. About half a century later, Anderson et al. (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) 
revised Blooms taxonomy (see figure 15).

 Two modifications are remarkable: firstly, the categories change from nouns to verbs 
– thus emphasizing cognition as a practice, rather than as a state of mind - and secondly, 
tthey changed the hierarchical position of synthesis and evaluation at the top.

For Anderson et al. not “evaluation”, but “creating” is to be considered as the most com-
plex mental practice. Anderson et al. define “creating” as: 

Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives

evaluation

synthesis

analysis

application

comprehension

knowledge

original version by Bloom et al. (1956) revised version by Anderson et al. (2001)

creating

evaluating

analyzing

applying

understanding

remembering 

Figure 15 Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives (left), and the revised version by Anderson et al. (right).



251

Putting elements together to form a novel, coherent whole or make an original prod-
uct. (Krathwohl, 2002, p.215)

Within this practice of creating, they discern three cognitive processes: generating, 
planning, and producing. This conception of “creating” highly aligns with the practice 
of “designing”.

An education which relies upon design thus – at least framed in the legacy of Bloom’s 
learning theory – consists of a pedagogy that relies upon triggering the most complex 
cognitive practice, which implies that the student is able to rely upon respectively the 
cognitive practices of evaluating, analysing, applying, understanding, and remember-
ing. Teaching through design thus, is teaching through that particular way of thinking 
and reasoning. 

Within Bloom’s learning theory, the educational capacity of design is not contested. It 
can clearly be positioned as highest-level cognitive practice, relying upon knowledge, 
understanding, etcetera. Moreover, the revision by Anderson gives short shrift to the 
dualism cognition versus practice, as it considers cognition as practice.

b. designerly ways of knowing, a feature of professional practice

When the idea of design sciences came into being, from the ‘60s on (I come back to 
this in more detail in next section 4.4.), design was seen as a valuable way of thinking, 
particularly to solve so-called “wicked problems” (Rittel & Webber, 1973). It can even 
be stated that design was the methodological answer to tackle those issues for which 
the analytical approach of problem-solving was inappropriate. Moreover, the interest 
in artificial intelligence, and the raise of cognitive psychology, systems theory and cy-
bernetics also included an interest in design as a cognitive process. 

While Bloom and his followers were mainly interested in educational concerns and 
curriculum development, these system theorists and cybernetics where interested in 
the nature of design thinking in operational conditions, such as professional practice. 

Protagonists such as Michael Polanyi (1958, 1966), Herbert Simon (1969), Chris Argyris 
and Donald Schön (1974; 1983) aimed at explicating the implicit and hidden processes 
of design, often relying upon the - still more or less obscure - term of tacit knowledge, in-
troduced by Polanyi (Polanyi, 1966). Cross (1982, 2001, 2007a, 2007b, 2011) and Lawson 
(2006) have tried to explicate components and patterns of “designerly ways of knowing”. 

To a more or lesser degree, all these scholars have focused on the mutual interde-
pendency between practice and cognition, thus countering the Cartesian body/mind 
schism, and trying to close the gaps between theory and practice, advocating the act of 
designing as a cognitive practice.

c. dissent about designerly ways of knowing as a ground for research 

All these scholars hold a plea to acknowledge and value tacit knowledge, and partic-
ularly “designerly ways of knowing”, as a main and valuable feature of professional 
practice. They did not however, focus on the option that practice in itself could be a 
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source of knowledge creation in which new insights emerge that transcend the particu-
lar case in which they occurred. Such insights could be shared with others, and, hence 

– by definition – be considered as a result of research. In fact, some of the protagonists 
were very skeptical towards this option. Bruce Archer, renown design theorist wrote in 
a seminal article “The Nature of Research”, published in Co-Design 1995:

Undoubtedly, there is such-a thing as tacit knowledge, that is, a kind of knowing 
that is not separated, or separable, from the perception, judgement or skill which 
the knowledge informs, there will be some of that in all creative practitioner activity. 

Undoubtedly some knowledge can be transmitted by some works to other practitioners, 
and possibly to the population in general, when the work is ‘published’. 

Undoubtedly, in some, circumstances, a striking art work or a radically new product 
or other innovation can itself constitute new knowledge, tacit or otherwise, that can 
be highly significant leading to major changes in people’s perceptions, circumstances 
and values.

Clearly, too, a great deal of practitioner activity entails some research, of orthodox 
or unorthodox kinds, in support of the main thrust of the practitionership. It is not 
quite so certain, however, that the practitioner activity itself is quite the same as re-
search activity, however much research it may have been supported by. (Archer, 1995, 
p. 10, original emphasis).

When about 10 years later, Ken Friedman reflects upon the arguments of those protag-
onists, he agrees with the scepticism regarding the tendency to consider practice as 
research conduct. He calls for caution: 

In many situations, education and learning proceed by practising an art or craft. 
While we learn the art and craft of research by practising research, we do not under-
take research simply by practising the art or craft to which the research field is linked. 
(Friedman, 2008, p. 156)

Furthermore, he asks for more precision and profundity in the use of terms:

The phrase ‘research by design’ is widely used, but it has not yet been defined. Instead, 
those who use the phrase have not bothered to read either Frayling’s paper (1993) or 
Read’s book (1944, 1974). Instead, they adopt a misunderstood term for its sound-
bite quality, linking it to an ill-defined series of notions that equate tacit knowledge 
with design knowledge, proposing tacit knowledge and design practice as a new form 
of theorizing.(Friedman, 2008, p. 157)

Friedman states that, irrespective of the paradigm under which research operates - in-
terpretive, quantitative, or axiomatic - all theoretical activity, all theory, and all theory 
construction relies upon explicit and articulate statements. He does not contradict that 
tacit knowledge is valuable, and central to all human activity, nor that reflective prac-
tice can lead to design knowledge, and thus improve design practice, but points to this 
need for explication, in order to be able to test, to contrast, to compare, and to share 
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theories that are developed. Implicit types of knowledge do not meet this principle. 
Friedman therefore concludes: 

For this reason, the misguided effort to link the reflective practice of design to design 
knowledge, and the misguided effort to propose tacit knowledge or direct making as a 
method of theory construction are dead ends.(Friedman, 2008, p. 158)

In 2009, Ann Heylighen et al. join this scepticism, and come to a similar conclusion. 
They do not contest that knowledge is a substantial constituent of both research and de-
sign, but they emphasize the distinction between knowledge resulting from scientific re-
search conduct and design knowledge – being knowledge related to, and instrumental for 
the process of designing, a particular type of tacit knowledge (and therefore, not scien-
tific). Research aims at knowledge, design depends upon knowledge. For both activities 
knowledge has a different position: for research, knowledge is an end; while for design, 
knowledge is a means to an end (Heylighen et al., 2009, p. 103). 

So the way in which design may depend on cognitive states of mind is instrumental: 
beliefs and knowledge are necessary, but they are necessary as the means to an end 
which is defined independently. (Heylighen et al., 2009, p. 103) 

d. design as a way of coming to know

Archer, Friedman, Heylighen and others react against the ascent of the notion of “re-
search by design”, i.e. the option to consider (the cognitive practice of) design as a 
means to produce knowledge and thus, as a case of research. The notion of research by 
design originates from the late ‘90s, but was firmly launched in the scholarly communi-
ty by an international conference at the TUDelft, with the same name (Langenhuizen, 
van Ouwerkerk, & Rosemann, 2001; van Ouwerkerk & Rosemann, 2001), and further 
promoted by several books and articles (among many others for instance de Jong & van 
der Voordt, 2002).

Since its inception, the option that design could be a pathway for gaining knowledge, 
and thus operate as a mode of research, has led to ontological dissent and polarization 
amongst scholars. The relationship between design and research has been described as 

“uneasy”(Bonsiepe, 2007, p. 25), “lacking sharp definition” (Geiser, 2008a, p. 8), “funda-
mentally distinct” (Heylighen et al., 2009, p. 104), and the notion of design research has 
been called “an oxymoron” (Krippendorff, 2007, p. 67) or an “arranged marriage”(Cop-
pens & Van Geel, 2013, p. 79). 

In 2008, Friedman complained about a lack of definition for the concept (see above). 
The working group of the EAAE Charter on Architectural Research (2012) decided to 
provide one. It defines research by design as 

any kind of inquiry in which design is the substantial constituent of the research 
process. 

It further clarifies that 

in research by design the architectural design process forms the pathway through 
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which new insights, knowledge, practices or products come into being (EAAE, 2012). 

Although it is a self-reflective definition, it does state that it is possible to apply design 
practice with a primary goal to reach insights and to produce knowledge. It does not 
postulate that design always is a case of research. 

The typical question then arises how to discern “normal design practice” from “re-
search by design practice”; or: when is design a case of research, and when is it to be 
considered as normal practice. A similar question has been often raised for the case of 
artistic research (Borgdorff, 2010, p. 45). Henk Borgdorff explains that 

The idea that all art practice is by definition research might sometimes be useful for 
underlining the reflexive nature of art, and it may arise in the uncertain quest con-
tained in the creative process, but it is not fruitful for bringing clarity into the debate 
about research in the arts. If everything is research, then nothing is research anymore. 
(Borgdorff, 2007, p. 6, footnote 20). 

The quote also stands when “art” is substituted by ”design”. Drawing upon the reasoning 
above, the answer what distinguishes “normal design practice” from “design research” 
can be answered by stating that in normal design practice, the goal is to conceive an 
independently defined result, and the process to reach this result instrumentally de-
pends upon the mind, knowledge and beliefs of the designer, while in the case of de-
sign research, the goal is to reach new insights, the process to reach this insights is 
determined by how these insights are defined, and the mind of the researcher instru-
mentally depends upon both the practice of design, and the designed artefacts as they 
emerge during practice. 

The definition of the Charter counters the statement of Heylighen et al. that “the way 
in which design may depend on cognitive states of mind is instrumental: beliefs and 
knowledge are necessary, but they are necessary as the means to an end which is de-
fined independently.” 

Firstly, when the authors refer to “an end which is defined independently”, they point 
to the final design outcome (a product/artefact). But in research by design, the design 
outcome is not defined independently; the design outcome is – at all stages of the design 
research process - the career of thought, and as such carefully defined depending on the 
insights and knowledge that the designing researcher is hunting for. 

Secondly, the previous observation counters the assumption that design may depend on 
cognitive states of mind, but instrumentally. It is exactly by opposing to this, that design 
becomes research. In research by design it is not design that depend upon a cognitive 
state of mind, but it is the cognitive state of mind that instrumentally depends upon design. 

Notwithstanding the ongoing ontological dissent, communities have adopted research 
by design and have developed it as an established academic research practice. The 
number of successful PhD’s “by design” steadily increased. For the institutions where 
these PhD’s are granted, apparently design research “had come of age” (Cooper, 1997; 
Fraser, 2010). For them, the era of ontological dissent has passed, and a more widely 
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recognition of research by design as valid academic methodology is only a matter of 
time. 

For others however, it still remains a niche of voluntarism. And although there are 
indications that the era of ontological dissent is gradually coming to an end – to the 
advantage of design research - at the moment of writing, both opinions coexist. 

4.3.2.2 attempts for classifying the relationship between research and design

a. “research by design” versus “design research”, a semantic clarification 

The option that the design process is the constituent element of research is conceptu-
alized as “research by design”. At this point of the discourse, I want to insert a semantic 
clarification about the use of this term, and more particularly about the preposition 
that is used – “by”. 

The term “research by design” emphatically explicates the definition, namely by ar-
ticulating that research is conducted by – or through – the process of designing. It ac-
knowledges “design” both as a verb and as a noun. This means that it acknowledges that 
both the practice of designing as well as the artefacts (drawings, models, etc.) that are 
substantiating the design process are considered as the main constituent elements of 
the research conduct. It thus could also have been indicated as “research by designing”. 

The more compact term “design research” is older. It originates in the period of the 
ascent of design science in the ‘70s and ‘80s. At that time, the term pointed to the (scien-
tific) study of (the cognitive process of) design. But still in 2006, Nigel Cross - a famous 
protagonist in the advocacy of design as a science - describes design research as the 
study “about the way designers work and think, and the kinds of problems they tack-
le”(Cross, 2006, p. 12). In these terms, design research thus is understood as a study about 
the nature of designing. (In section 4.4 of this PhD, I elaborate more extensively on this 
period and its understanding of design and its relationship with research and science.)

Today however, there is a tendency to use the term design research in a most compre-
hensive way. including all types of inquiry related to design, design methodology and 
the design process, thus also “research by design”, which is increasingly felt as a too 
emphatic term. Also in this PhD, I will in most cases avoid the emphatic term “research 
by design”- unless the specification is revealing and required for reasons of precision - 
and use the inclusive denominator of “design research”. 

Nevertheless, the use of propositions has been crucial in the debate about the relation-
ship between research and design, and the development and establishment of a proper 
understanding of the concept of “research by design”. I point to two scholars that have 
launched sets of propositions to clarify that relationship: Christopher Frayling – the 
most seminal – and Henk Borgdorff, who proposes an adjustment of Frayling’s catego-
rization. 
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b. Frayling’s trichotomy into/through/for – a first attempt

Christopher Frayling aimed to bring clarity in the increasingly confusing debate about 
the relationship between research and design. Drawing upon the concepts of Herbert 
Read (Read, 1943)– teaching to art and teaching for art – Frayling distinguished between 
research into art and design, research through art and design, and research for art and 
design (Frayling, 1993, p. 5). To increase applicability of these concepts to the topic of 
this PhD, the subject-matter “art and design” can be substituted by, or expanded with, 

“architecture” or even “architectural design” (both as a verb and a noun), thus leading 
to the categories 

 – Research into architectural design
 – Research through architectural design
 – Research for architectural design

In today’s understanding, research into architectural design refers to well-known areas 
of research in the historical, social, ethical, economic, cultural, material, perceptual, 
structural, etc.. perspectives of architectural design. Research through architectural 
design refers to what is later renamed as “research by design”, extensively discussed 
before. And research for architectural design points to research that is instrumental 
for further development of architectural design - one could think of methodological 
research, the development of tools, techniques and software that are supportive for 
the design process, material research, research on building physics, building process 
management, etcetera. 

The categorization of Frayling has become extremely seminal. In discussions about 
practice-based research it has become an almost “quasi-scientific methodology” 
(Belcher, 2014, p. 235). But reference to Frayling’s categorization is problematic for 
three reasons. I explain each of them.

A first problem regarding the use of Frayling’s trichotomy is that it its current interpreta-
tion is historiographically incorrect. The way how Frayling understood the three prop-
ositions differs from how they have been come in use the decades after the publication 
of the article. There is no discussion about the first category – research into art and 
design. This is the most settled, and established in normal traditional scientific disci-
plines as (art) history, sociology, archeology, anthropology etcetera. Concerning the 
second and third category however, Frayling himself had a different understanding 
than how they have been staged afterwards. Frayling clarifies the second category – 
research through art and design – with three examples: materials research (Frayling’s 
example: experimenting with alloys in the design of jewelry), development work (Fray-
ling’s example: customizing a piece of technology to do something novel), and action 
research (Frayling’s understanding: keeping track in a diary of practical experimen-
tation). The third category of research – research for art and design - is understood by 
Frayling as those practices of investigation that lead to immediately embodied in the 
art or design artefact. 

Research where the end product is an artefact – where the thinking is, so to speak, 
embodied in the artefact, where the goal is not primarily communicable knowledge 
in the sense of verbal communication, but in the sense of visual or iconic or imagistic 
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communication. (Frayling, 1993, p. 5)

For Frayling, the most problematic of the three is the third – research for art and design. 
In those cases, according to Frayling, it is “work where the art is said to ‘speak for itself” 
(Frayling, 1993, p. 5). The problem there is the lack of univocal communicability. In the 
actual debate, the issues of embodied knowledge, and the communicative agency of 
the (epistemic) artefact that is substantiating and constituting the research process, is 
part of the debate about research by or through design (second category); for Frayling 
this debate apparently was part of the debate about the third category - research for de-
sign. For Frayling, practical knowledge, and knowledge that resulted for research, was 
still and exclusively understood as instrumental for the conception and elaboration of 
a design product – instrumental to an end, which is a final artefact. The option that the 
artefact could be instrumental for the generation of knowledge, where this acquisition 
of knowledge and insights is the end – not an artefact in itself, is merely taken into con-
sideration in Frayling’s paper. It is remarkable with which ease Frayling’s categoriza-
tion nevertheless has been staged for decades, to refer to a phenomenon that Frayling 
himself – apparently – was not able to thoroughly conceive.

A second point of critique to Frayling’s categorization of relationships between research 
and art and design also concern the second category – research through art and design 

– and has been brought forward by Ken Friedman (Friedman, 2008). Friedman criticiz-
es Frayling for conceptual weakness. He argues that Frayling’s reference to Herbert 
Read’s concept of teaching through art as an inspiration to categorize research conduct, 
reflects a misunderstanding. Read’s advocacy for teaching through art, concerned a 
pedagogic plea. It talks about the possibility that the direct practice of art can have an 
educational impact. Friedman explains that this is what happens in any process of so-
cialization as well as in guilt training and apprenticeship. This, however, has nothing to 
do with research, which addresses cognitive, intellectual mental processes. What both-
ers Friedman, is that Frayling equals pedagogy with research, without distinguishing 
the fundamental distinctiveness of the goals of each.

A third critique concerns the observation that, as a categorization of research, Frayling’s 
trichotomy is ill-defined. The attributes of the categorization are heterogeneous, and 
not distinctive. 

 – Research “into” refers to the “what”-question – i.e. to subject matter; it is a cate-
gorization on thematical ground (which might imply ontological and epistemo-
logical distinctions)

 – Research “through” refers to the “how”-question, - i.e. to practice; it is a catego-
rization on praxeological (which might include methodological considerations). 

 – Research “for” refers to the “why”-question – i.e. a purpose; this is a categori-
zation on teleological basis (expressed in terms of an instrumental relationship).

It is very well possible to conduct research into design through design for design - for 
instance: recuperating a design method from the ‘60s and reapplying it in a contempo-
rary context, in order to gain insights in persistence of its applicability, or in order to 
adjust it to contemporary needs. 
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Frayling’s categorization does not refer to different types or models of research conduct, 
but to different dimensions of research conduct, and, as such, can be adopted in any 
field of scientific inquiry – for instance one can also talk about research into chemical 
experimentation, research through chemical experimentation, and research for chem-
ical experimentation. It does not reveal clues about the ontological, epistemological, 
praxeological or teleological nature of the particular research practice that it refers to. 
In this regard, it is a superficial categorization, with only limited relevance for inquiry 
that try to grasp the what actually happens inside the processes of generating knowl-
edge and insights. 

c. Borgdorff’s on/for/in: a revision of Frayling’s trichotomy

An alternative for Frayling’s trichotomy has been proposed by Borgdorff (Borgdorff, 
2007). Borgdorff distinguishes between research on the arts, research for the arts, and 
research in the arts. And again – as was the case for Frayling’s categorization - for the 
sake of this PhD, the subject-matter “arts” may be substituted by “design” or “architec-
tural design”. 

 – Borgdorff’s first category – research on the arts – corresponds to Frayling’s 
“into”, and refers to the established academic disciplines, mainly in the human-
ities and social sciences (art history, history, media studies, etcetera). Borgdorff 
explains that this category refers to investigation aimed at drawing valid con-
clusions about art practice from a theoretical distance. 

 – The second category – research for the arts – refers to applied research in the 
narrow sense. It corresponds with how Frayling’s research for arts and design 
is generally acknowledged in the common scholarly debate - although we know 
now that this differs from Frayling’s own interpretation. Research for the arts 
refers to studies that are instrumental, or “in the service” of art practice, by 
delivering for instance new tools, or knowledge of materials. 

 – The third category - research in the arts – is the most particular, and should not 
be confused with Frayling’s “research into arts and design” category. It has to 
be understood from a praxeological perspective, but with ontological and epis-
temological implications. With research in the arts, Borgdorff refers to an im-
manent and performative dimension of artistic research, akin to Donald Schön’s 
concept of reflection-in-action, as it assumes a mutual interaction between 
subject and object, and between thinking and doing.. This type of research as-
sumes that no fundamental separation exists between theory and practice in 
the arts (Borgdorff, 2007, p. 5) - it is research in the realm, logics, and mode of 
operation of artistic practice. 

In Borgdorff’s categorization, the debate about embodiment of knowledge, and the role 
of epistemic artefacts, belongs in the third category – research in the arts. In the ide-
ation of Frayling, these aspects, quiet confusingly, were part of his “for”-category. 
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d. the result: confusion instead of clarification

Both Frayling and Borgdorff attempted to bring clarity in the debate about the rela-
tionship between research and art, research and artistic practice, and research and 
design. The limitations and problems, conceptual, historiographical and content-wise, 
of Frayling’s categorization has extensively been discussed. But Borgdorff’s attempt for 
adjusting the situation has obviously caused new confusion as well. Ongoing reference 
to both classifications lead to confusion. I give some examples:

 – Examples that Frayling consider as cases of “research through design”, such 
as development of new technology, would in a contemporary understanding 
rather be categorized as a case of “research for design”.

 – Borgdorff’s preposition “in” does not corresponds to Frayling’s preposition 
“into”, but rather to Frayling’s “through”. It is Borgdorffs’ “on” that corresponds 
to Frayling’s “into”. The contemporary understanding of research by design 
thus corresponds to Frayling’s “through” and to Borgdorff’s “in”.

 – In recent debates, the issue of embodied knowledge and communicability of 
the artefact typically belong to the debate about “research by design”. In the 
original understanding of Frayling himself, it was part of the category “research 
for design”. However, as pointed to in previous point, Borgdorff indicates this 
practice as “research in design”

These observations demonstrate that when specifying a RT-nexus for teaching in terms 
of its relation to that relies upon design-related research, it is a delicate operation to 
specify the type of design-related research in terms of prepositions such as in/into/by/
through/for.

e. other attempts for positioning design research

The ontological dissent about the validity of the very concept of design research, par-
ticularly when pointing to the more specific notion of “research by design”, has led 
to many principled stances and a confusing, and somehow interminable debate. The 
question whether design could ever be research or not, has led to an ongoing discus-
sion “as if it were about the sex of angels”.69 A need is felt to “demystify” (Dye & Samuel, 
2015) the relationships between research and (architectural) design. As I indicated ear-
lier in this chapter, there are indications that, after an era of ontological dissent, design 
research – in its most comprehensive understanding, including the notion of “research 
by design - has come of age. Nevertheless, as it is considered as a young discipline, po-
sitioning architectural design research in relation to normal architectural practice on 
the one hand, and to scientific research conduct on the other hand, can be helpful to 
reach such stronger establishment of this field of inquiry. 

Such an attempt has been undertaken by van de Weijer et al. (van de Weijer, Van Cle-
empoel, & Heynen, 2014). The authors aim to position design research in relation to 

“normal scientific research”, “normal” architectural practice, and engineering. To do so, 

69 The reference to the debate about research by design as if it were a discussion about the sex of angels, has been 
made by Koenraad Van Cleempoel, vice-dean research of the Faculty of Architecture and Arts, at the University 
of Hasselt, in his laudatio of Marijn Van de Weijer at the public defence of his PhD, 30 April 2014.
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Figure 16 Mode of production and finality divide a continuum into 4 spheres. Modes of cooperation, crossing the boundaries 
between the spheres, are depicted with the gray arrows. (van de Weijer et al., 2014)
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they map two dimensions: the modes of knowledge production of each, and the finality 
of research for each. The axis of modes of knowledge production spans from practic-
es which rely upon analysis, objectivity and calculation – heaped together as a rational 
mode of knowledge production – to practices which rely upon synthesis, subjectivity and 
imaging – considered as a mimetic mode of knowledge production. The axis of finality 
distinguishes between problem solving and problem defining. 

The authors acknowledge that “combinatory practices with different finalities and ap-
proaches” exist (van de Weijer et al., 2014, p. 23). Therefore, the four quadrants should 
be considered as a continuum. 

The two axis model is primarily meant to position design research against other inquis-
itive practices rather than explicating the nature of design research. However, it does 
reveal certain statements about its features, namely: a synthetizing practice, involving 
the researcher’s self, based upon an act of imaging, aiming at defining a problem rather 
than at solving problems. 

Such attempts for positioning design research in relation to science, engineering and 
professional practice might be intended to strengthen its establishment as a field of 
academic inquiry. However, their contribution to gain insights in the nature of the 
process of knowledge production by design, or in the nature of the mental process of 
coming to know by the designing researcher, or in the process of sharing insights with 
peers and others, is limited, or even reductive. It may suggest that research by design – 
or research through design as it is mentioned in the scheme - substantially relies upon 

“mimetic modes” of sense-making such as subjectivity and imaging; it is hard however, 
to state that architectural design would rely to a lesser extent upon rationality which, in 
the scheme, is situated at the opposite end of the axis.



261

Moreover, the polarizing agency of the axes tends to categorize too strictly and rigidly. 
The scheme suggests that problem definition – situated at the left side of the finality-ax-
is - is nó matter of architectural design in professional practice or engineering. This is 
strange, since the opposite can be argued as well. To the extent that design problems, 
both in architectural design and in engineering, are “wicked” (Rittel & Webber, 1973), 
problem definition is a first and substantial stage of the process. It is also hard to as-
sert that social science do not rely upon mimetic modes of representation, imagining 
and synthesis, and that the researcher’s self is not involved. Narrative methodologies, 
basic principles of positionality in social sciences, the use of “vignettes” in qualitative 
research in medicine, even concepts of transferability and generalizability in case stud-
ies prove the contrary. 

The positioning of van de Weijer et al. focusses on methodological (mode-axis) and te-
leological (finality-axis) dimensions. Also the EAAE definition of research by design, 
which consider it as a pathway through which new insights come into being, tend to 
suggest a methodological understanding of “research by design”(van de Weijer et al., 
2014, p. 20). Knorr Cetina’s ethnographic study of the epistemic cultures of scientific 
research practices, has demonstrated that for grasping the nature of a particular re-
search approach, more dimensions than methodological concerns are involved. Be-
reiter, professor at the university for Knowledge Innovation and Technology of the 
University of Toronto and cofounder of the Institute for Knowledge Innovation and 
Technology, aligns with Knorr Cetina’s view to take a comprehensive view when iden-
tifying the nature of a particular research approach. Bereiter even states that a proper 
understanding of its nature, is nót to be situated at the methodological but primarily at 
teleological level (in the quote below, Bereiter refers to “research by design” in terms of 
the comprehensive word “design research”, as I explained earlier) : 

Design research is not defined by its methods but by the goals of those who pursue it. 
Design research is constituted within communities of practice that have certain char-
acteristics of innovativeness, responsiveness to evidence, connectivity to basic science, 
and dedication to continual improvement. (Bereiter, 2002)

Bereiter’s characterization of design research/research-by-design highlights the nego-
tiated character of knowledge, and the situatedness in communities of practice of sig-
nificance and quality. 

 – The description that is provided by Bereiter, and the features that are highlight-
ed lead to another type of positioning design research.

 – in its interest in interaction with consequences of the research conduct itself 
relates design research to philosophical pragmatism

 – it relates design research with theories of practice, accentuating the negotiated 
character of knowledge, related to its situatedness in communities of practices. 

 – Its aim for change, and responsiveness to evidence, aligns design research with 
concepts of action research. 

 – with phenomenology, it shares a deep awareness of the significant role of the 
knower, and an understanding of research conduct as an individual process of 
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“coming to know” in relation to concrete interaction with the world 
The description that is quoted above does not stem from design research in architec-
ture, but from educational design research. Although the concept of design research 
originates in the designing disciplines, apparently it is no longer limited to this field. In-
creasingly the notion of “design”, and the act of “designing” are adopted in other fields 
as well, particularly in social sciences, such as education and management. In these 
fields it may be processes, approaches, strategies etcetera that are “designed” instead 
of material artefacts or buildings, but with architectural design research they have in 
common that insights result from conceiving new options. The observation that the 
concept of design research transcends the field of the “making disciplines” such as 
architecture, product development and industrial design, affirms the assumption that 
design research is both a paradigmatic and methodological approach, applicable to 
many fields. It incites to more generic understandings of the notion design research, ir-
respective of the discipline in which it takes place. Wondering what it is that makes 
design research a case of architectural research, can then subsequently take place in a 
second consideration, in which the “architectural” is a particular dimension and condi-
tion, defining concrete appearances of mechanisms and stances that are more generic.

4.3.2.3 the nature of design research 
In previous points I pictured the ascent of the idea that the practice of design could be 
ground for research conduct - research by design – and I referred to attempts to relate 
it to other approaches of academic inquiry. I also explained how a semantic shift has 
occurred regarding the use of the term “design research”, that initially referred to re-
search about and into the process of designing, towards a comprehensive use that includes 
research by or through the act of designing, and that is commonly referred to as research 
by design. When, in the following paragraphs I refer to the term design research, it has to 
be in its comprehensive meaning, including research by design. I will only emphatically 
use the term research by design when needed for the sake of clarity, or to avoid misun-
derstandings.

Acknowledging the option that design practice can be a basis of research conduct is 
of paramount importance for the concept of a RT-nexus, particularly for a designing 
discipline, such as architecture. It not only allows for establishing a disciplinary-proper 
RT-nexus that relies upon insights that stem from architectural design research, but 
also for the option that the practice of designing in itself becomes a case of a RT-nexus. 
For both cases the nature of a RT-nexus can only be grasped by understanding the na-
ture of design research in itself.

In following paragraph, I thus explore the nature of design research. This is done in 
three steps. 

Firstly, I point to the inherent diversity within architectural design research (see a.). 
Indeed, given the diversity of disciplines that architecture is involved with (see 4.3.1.), 
and given the definition of design research as any kind of inquiry in which design is 
the substantial constituent (EAAE Charter), it seems valid to say that there are as many 
different approaches of architectural design research, as there are ways of designing. 
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To which extent then is it feasible or even meaningful to identify core features of such 
variegated research approach? 

I then argue that notwithstanding the inherent diversity of design research, it is a re-
search approach with particular features. However, I point to this particularities not 
by stressing its “otherness” from research conduct, but by looking at affinities. In this 
regard, I point to two affine approaches, namely grounded theory (see point b.) and ar-
tistic research (see point c.). Similar to previous analyses of research approaches, this 
is done by systematically discussing ontological, epistemological, praxeological and 
teleological dimensions of research conduct.

Acknowledging these affinities will contribute to a better understanding of the nature 
of design research, and the status of its outcomes. But next to characterizing-by-simi-
larity, the comparison with grounded theory and artistic research also allows to charac-
terize architectural design research from the particularities regarding its allies. 

a. diversity and distinctiveness among design research approaches

Defining design research – or more particularly research by design - by the only require-
ment that “design is the substantial constituent of the research process” - as the EAAE 
Charter does – seems to allow for inferring that there are as many ways of doing design 
research as there are ways of designing. This however is not correct. As argued before 
(see 4.3.2.1.d.), not all design practice is research. What distinguishes design research 
from “normal” design practice, is teleological: for design research the end is knowl-
edge – the design proposal is a means to reach this end; for “normal design” the end is 
a pre-specified product – in these cases knowledge is a means to reach that product as 
an end. 

While design – in all its diversity, but within the restriction that it is staged to generate 
new knowledge – is the common denominator of design research approaches, distinc-
tiveness thus is to be found in distinctiveness of the knowledge that is pursued.

In previous chapter, I referred to Habermas’ theory of cognitive interests, to point to 
fundamental distinctiveness among research that is conducted from different interests. 

As mentioned before, Habermas advocates the relativist view that knowledge cannot be 
understood independent from the interest it pursues, thereby rejecting objectivism as 
a “restricted scientistic consciousness of science” (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 316). 
According to Habermas, scientific research is to be understood in terms of coherence 
between the knowledge which one is aspiring for, the logics and methods which are ad-
opted, and the interests which are pursued (Habermas & Shapiro, 1972, p. 308). A differ-
ent interest, will induce a different way of conducting research, since it pursues differ-
ent types of insights. To satisfy specific interests, some particular approaches, methods, 
and techniques will be more appropriate than others. Different interests, connected to 
different insights, thus lead to research conduct of a different nature. I will now apply 
this frame to the case of design research.
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Habermas distinguishes between three types of interest – technical, practical and eman-
cipatory – giving way to distinctive approaches of research. Architectural design re-
search can be related to each of these interests. 

 – To the extent that architecture is understood in its physical, technical and tech-
nological dimensions, architectural design research will be related to engineer-
ing and technological innovation. Design research in this realm, will most like-
ly pursue a technical interest-satisfaction - aiming at prediction and control. It 
will rely upon empirical-analytical evidence. 

 – To the extent that architecture is considered as a societal and cultural phenom-
enon, architectural design research will rather relate to social sciences, cultur-
al studies and to the extent that it includes phenomenological aspects of space, 
in its sensorial, emotional, perceptual and conceptual dimensions, it will be 
akin to artistic research. Such cases of design research will most likely pursue 
a practical interest - aiming at comprehension, and insight in the own position 
in culture and tradition, by adopting an hermeneutic stance. 

 – To the extent that design research is aiming at inducing change based upon crit-
ical reflection and understanding of the conditions to which one is subjected 
it takes a study design of action research. The research process then consists 
of a sequel of design stages, alternated with interaction with stakeholders that 
result from an actor-analysis. Such endeavours are pursuing an emancipatory 
interest. 

An example of design research that responds to a technical interest can be found in the 
conception of so-called Delta-Hubs by Sven Verbruggen (see figure 17.) This design re-
search investigates the option of developing off-shore settlements in delta areas that 
are threatened by the rising see level as a result of global warming. The design research 
consists of the conception of new typologies that allow for evaluating, discussing, and 
further refining this option.

An example of the pursuit of a practical interest can be found in the practice-based-
PhD of Jo Van den Berghe (Van Den Berghe, 2012) (see figure 18). Here, the researcher 
conducts auto-ethnographic introspection, in order to reach better understanding of 
his own architectural design practice, and in order to share this better insight with 
peers (and students). Figure 18 shows a drawing, made by the researcher, in which he 
reconstructs, based upon personal memories, architectural concepts that have been 
influential for his personal development as a designing architect.

An example of the design research pursuing an emancipatory interest can be found in 
the action research that has been undertaken in the frame of the SPINDUS SBO re-
search project in the field of urban design and spatial planning (Segers et al., 2013) (see 
figure 19). The central quest of this research project consisted of exploring the concept 
of spatial quality. The rationale consisted of the assumption that spatial quality is not to 
be understood in terms of absolute definitions, nor criteria, nor in phenomenological 
terms, but as a consensus that result from discussion and negotiation among different 
actors and stakeholders. The research question, from the perspective of the designing 
disciplines, was to explore to which extent designed scenarios could mediate this pro-
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Figure 17 design research on new typologies for settlements in flooding areas in river deltas, by Sven Verbruggen (Ver-
bruggen, 2012)

Figure 18 drawing of the PhD of Jo Van den Berghe entitled: “Exploring the own mental space of the design researcher 
through drawings of past buildings” (Van Den Berghe, 2012)
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genrator topping of waves ?

turbine driven by tidal streams ?

heat exchanger: temp. at -20m 1 - 10°

yearly usage by 1 inhabitant 8 MWh

yearly usage by 1 resident 1,5 MWh

yearly usage by 1 family 30 MWh

water

yearly average of rainwater (NL) 0,78 m3/m2

yearly captivated rainwater per footprint 2.500 m3

yearly usage by 1 inhabitant 16 m3

yearly usage by 1 resident 1,5 m3

miscellaneous

average depth sea dutch coast 20 - 30 m

average depth river / canal 12 - 16 m
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Knock Nevis loaded above/below water 9/25 m

nitrate salt is used for heat storage

container TEU (twenty feet equivalent unit) 6x2,5x2,5m

1000 MWh = 85ton fuel, 800ton CO2, 0.1ton CO
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cess of discussion and negotiation. The study design consisted of action research, rely-
ing upon several workshops in which design proposals were discussed, and reviewed, 
and in which co-creation could occur. The research conduct thus (deliberately) affected 
the unit of investigation (namely how actors where thinking of spatial quality), and 
gradually made it evolve as a result of the insights that emerged out of the actual re-
search conduct itself.

b. affinities with grounded theory

To the extent that architecture is not understood in its technical and physical dimen-
sions only, but as a cultural and societal phenomenon, and to the extent that architec-
tural research is not focusing on reductions or simplifications of the reality, but as an 
approach of “capturing the whole” (Eisinger, 2008, p. 21), architectural design research 
shares common ground with social sciences and cultural studies. With its attention for 
the natural settings in which phenomena occur, its preference for the particular rath-
er than the generic, and its reliance upon interpretive inference, it shares common 
ground with qualitative research approaches. And within this qualitative research para-
digm, it shares affinities with grounded theory.

Indeed, architectural design research is interested in the bound between human in-
terventions in the world, and conceptions about the consequences of these interven-
tions (De Walsche & Verbruggen, 2013); in this regard, design research aligns with the 
fundaments of philosophical pragmatism (R. Hickman, 2008), and Charmaz argues that, 
in its turn this philosophical pragmatism has provided the theoretical foundation of 
constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014, p. 231). 

Given this line of paradigmatic connections, I will now more systematically point to 
features of affinity between architectural design research and grounded theory. I argue 
that design research is akin to – and to some extent even to be considered as a case of 

- grounded theory, irrespective of the discipline in which design research takes place. 
The particularity of what makes design research architectural, is that the researcher 
looks through an architectural gaze, applies architectural tools, methods and tech-
niques, and aligns with ways of operating in according with the epistemic culture of 
architecture.

Figure 19 image of a SPINDUS workshop with actors and stakeholders (Cox, 2014)
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At the ontological level I point to acknowledging the positionality of the researcher, and 
the presumption of a constructivist ontology. I then focus at the praxeological level, 
and point to similarities in the non-linear iterative process of research conduct. At the 
epistemological level, I discuss the fundamental reliance of these non-linear processes 
upon abductive inference. And finally, at teleological level I indicate affinities regarding 
the style of the outcome. 

ontological affinity: positionality of the researcher, and ontological 
constructivism

Firstly, I look at the ontological level, and focus on the positionality of the researcher and 
the constructivist ontology under which both grounded theory and architectural design 
research operate. 

Positivist accounts of research, and the early accounts of grounded theory approaches 
as well, presumed the researcher to be a neutral knower. None of them were acknowl-
edging, nor accepting, that the researcher’s social and personal context and back-
ground affects the research process. Meanwhile it is extensively demonstrated that 
they do (Lempert, 2010, pp. 247-248). Rhoads argues that, in any endeavor – including 
research - a person always brings in his/her own histories, social standing, and cultural 
background (Rhoads, 1997, p. 480, in: O’Neill e.a., 2010, p. 482). This positionality of the 
researcher inescapably affects research conduct. Barnes has demonstrated that it im-
pacts (1) how interviews are conducted, (2) what type of questions are asked, (3) how 
the interview is recorded, and (4) what observations are ultimately made (Barnes, 1996, 
in: O’Neil Green, Creswell, Shope, & Plano Clark, 2010, p. 482).

Such concerns are a fortiori apparent for architectural design research. Design always 
supposes somebody who designs. Histories, social standing, personal preferences, cul-
tural background will determining what is designed, and how meaning is attributed to 
the designed artefact. 

A second point of ontological affinity is found in the observation that both architectural 
design research and grounded theory presume a constructivist ontology. Constructivism 
addresses the question how realities are made. It assumes that people, including the 
researcher construct the realities in which they participate (Charmaz, 2014). 

Constructivist inquiry starts with the experience and asks how members construct 
it. To the best of their ability, constructivists enter the phenomenon, gain multiple 
views of it, and locate it in its web of connections and constraints. Constructivists 
acknowledge that their interpretation of the studied phenomenon is itself a construc-
tion. (Charmaz, 2014, p. 342) 

This assumption is literally applicable to architectural design research. Here, research 
conduct substantially relies upon the construction of new reality, resulting from “en-
tering a phenomenon” – viz. the design in its spatial, temporal, … context - , “gaining 
multiple views” – viz. the different design proposals that are produced consequently, 
or that may exists simultaneously next to each other – and “locating it in its web of 
connections and constrains” – viz. a design proposal that is constantly assessed and 
evaluated in relation to its context, its performance in this contexts, and submitted to 
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the constrains of both the (limited) aspects that it is able to address, and the (limited) 
aspects against which it is evaluated. 

praxeological affinity: a non-linear process of iteration

Analysis of the praxeological dimensions leads to a third point of affinity, namely the 
iterative nature of the process. In grounded theory, concepts are derived from ongoing 
data collection during the research process itself. Grounded theorists rely upon a cyclic 
process of commuting between a stance of observing a concrete reality and a stance 
of evaluating this observed reality. This re-iteration is meant to deliberately change the 
way of looking, and modify the mindset and understanding of what is “seen”. Each cy-
cle provides new insights - as a stage of harvesting - but simultaneously induces a new 
way of looking - as a stage of seeding. Ezzy (2002) and Boeije (2010) described this cycle 
in following terms: empirical data inform the construction of theory through concep-
tualization, whereas, in its turn, the enhanced theoretical sensitivity and the resulting 
insights will impact and enhance discernment and interpretation of data (see figure 
20, left).

Also the design process can be conceptualized as a cyclic process. The designer con-
ceives and give shape to a proposal, which can consequently be “tested” – i.e. evaluated 
to which extent it complies with the expected consequences, or to which extent it re-
veals unexpected effects. Through observation of and reflection upon the performance 
of this design proposal, the designer will make up his/her mind, conclude, re-concep-
tualize and adjust, or conceive alternative option (figure 20, right).

Donald Schön has decribed the interactional and cyclic nature of the architectural de-
sign process in terms of “a conversation between drawing and designer.” Schön devel-
oped the metaphor of the conversation, to clarify the interaction between an inquiring 
designer and his environment: 

We can think of the inquirer moving in the situation and the situation ‘talking back’ 
to the inquirer, triggering a reframing of the problem, a re-understanding of what is 
going on. The entire process then has the quality of a reflective ‘conversation with the 

make things 
emerge

test

make up 
your mind,
conclude

give shape
conceive

(re-)conceptualize,
theorize

observe
reflect

theory

… shapes the general 
interpretation of, and 
sensitises to …

data

… inform the 
development of … 

artefact

thought

Figure 20 comparison of the empirical cycle of grounded theory (left – after Ezzy, 2002), and the empirical cycle of design 
research (right)
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situation’ . (Schön, 1985, p. 26) 

Later on, Schön applied this metaphor of the conversation to the designer and his/her 
drawing. Reflective practice now concerns”the maker’s reflective conversation with his 
materials”(Schön, 1985, p. 31, emphasis added). As the lines are drawn, the drawing 
gradually becomes a carrier of his/her thinking, but – as it gradually become compli-
cated too – it starts to “behave” self-willed, which causes the designer to apprehend 

“unanticipated problems and potentials”. This is the way how the drawing and the mod-
el “talk back” (Schön, 1985, p. 48). The drawing or model not only acts as a materi-
al-to-talk-with, but starts acting as material-to-think with – gradually it becomes a carrier 
of thought and reflection, an epistemic artefacts (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009; Karin Knorr 
Cetina, 1997; Karin. Knorr Cetina, 2001; Knuuttila, 2005; Rheinberger, 1997)

In grounded theory insights are developing gradually, through an ongoing and non-lin-
ear process of inference based upon the provisional state of evidence that is available. 
This inference is referred to as analytical induction and the praxis as inductive analysis 
(Bryant & Charmaz, 2010; Charmaz, 2014; Mortelmans, 2011; Patton, 1980)

Inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis come 
from the data; they emerge out of the data rather than being imposed on them prior 
to data collection and analysis. (Patton, 1980, p. 306).

What data collection is for grounded theory, is the act of designing for design research 
(see figure 20, right). Both the act of data collection, and the act of designing, is a nour-
ishing practice towards a “state of emergence” (Van Den Berghe, 2012). Such moments 
of revelation by emergence – either by interpreting evidence of handled data or by 

“reading” the material evidence of a design proposal – are leading to analysis, reflection, 
thematisation and conceptualization.

By substituting in Patton’s description of inductive analysis the term “data” with “draw-
ing” (it could also be “model” instead of “drawing”), inductive analysis in design re-
search then, means that 

patterns, themes and categories of analysis come from the drawing; they emerge out 
of the drawing rather than being imposed on them prior to drawing and analysis.

Designing in this mode thus is not a matter of drawing till the design complies with 
pre-specified briefs, but is a matter of mental openness and sensitivity towards what 
emerges from the drawing itself. 

Epistemological affinity: abductive reasoning and sensitizing concepts

The epistemological perspective reveals a fourth point of affinity. It concerns reliance 
upon abductive inference and the associative capacity to be guided by sensitizing con-
cepts. 

Charmaz argues that the ability to include abductive reasoning is a distinctive an cru-
cial, but by criticists of grounded theory under-acknowledged, feature of grounded the-
ory (Charmaz, 2014, pp. 200-201, 244) She explains it as 
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a mode of imaginative reasoning researchers invoke when they cannot account for a 
surprising or puzzling finding. Subsequently they make an inferential leap to con-
sider all possible theoretical explanations for the observed data, and then form and 
test hypotheses for each explanation until arriving at the most plausible theoretical 
interpretation of the observed data. (Charmaz, 2014, p. 201).

The concept of abductive inference stems for the American philosopher and father of 
philosophic pragmatism Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914). In both deduction and in-
duction, the conclusion can only consist of elements which are included in the premise. 
That is the reason why they cannot provide solutions for conditions which are alien to 
the constitution of the premise. Abduction, on the contrary allows for new combina-
tions and relationships:

The abductive suggestion comes to us like a flash. It is an act of insight, although of 
extremely fallible insight. It is true that the different elements of the hypothesis were 
in our minds before; but it is the idea of putting together what we had never before 
dreamed of putting together which flashes the new suggestion before our contempla-
tion. (Peirce, 1931, p. V. 5.181)

In design research, abductive reasoning is fundamental. One can even argue that it 
is the reason of existence of design research, or, in other terms, that particularly for 
those cases where the stronger types of inference – deduction and induction – are not 
available, design research is the approach that remains. I explain this assertion.

It is commonly acknowledged that scientific research relies upon deduction and induc-
tion. Its goal is to construct assertions of the type “if A, then B”. However, philosophical 
pragmatism argues that, in practical conduct – i.e. in situations of complexity, uncer-
tainty and otherness - neither deduction, nor induction are able to provide solutions for 
situations that contain elements which are really “new” or “other” – i.e. a situation B’ or 
C, for which no precedence A exists. We then have to rely upon the construction of a 

“best explanation” that – at least - provisionally suffices. Such construction typically rely 
upon abductive reasoning. In such situations we rather formulate “what-if” questions, 
than attempting to rely of “if-then” rules, since the “if”-premise is never exactly present 
(Elkjaer, 2000, 2009). Answering the “what-if” question – i.e. constructing conceptions 
about possible consequences of conceived interventions - does not rely on deduction 
nor induction, but on abduction (Kolko, 2010).

In grounded theory, abductive reasoning leads to a screening of available theories, to 
reach “the best explanation” (cf. Charmaz’ citation p.201). The capacity to link empiri-
cal observation with elements of available theory is referred to as “theoretical sensitiv-
ity”, and the pieces of theory that might become meaningful in a particular situation 
are referred to as “sensitizing concepts”. The term sensitizing concepts originates from 
Blumer (1954), who contrasts it with definitive concepts. 

A definitive concept refers precisely to what is common to a class of objects, by the aid 
of a clear definition in terms of attributes or fixed bench marks. […] A sensitizing 
concept lacks such specification of attributes or bench marks and consequently it does 
not enable the user to move directly to the instance and its relevant content. Instead, 
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it gives the user a general sense of reference and guidance in approaching empirical 
instances. Whereas definitive concepts provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitiz-
ing concepts merely suggest directions along which to look. (Blumer, 1954, p. 7 in: 
Bowen, 2006) 

Charmaz explains that for the grounded theorists, sensitizing concepts act as “back-
ground ideas that inform the overall research problem”, and that are “offering ways of 
seeing and understanding experiences”.

A similar stance of fostering concepts as gateways to something else, rather than as 
conclusive entities, suspending judgment, postponing the decision in order to allow for 
being brought elsewhere, accompanied and guided by these concepts can be found in 
design research. But in contrast with grounded theory, the epistemic culture of archi-
tecture does not rely upon codified theory, but rather on individual reference (tenets 

- “form follows function”, concepts as “the intelligent ruin” – canonic buildings, ….) 
and association with available precedence (How have similar issues been solved in similar 
conditions by others?). 

It is clear that the kind of insights that are gained by abduction does not have the status 
of absolute truth. It is only offering a “habit of positive expectation, that shall not be 
disappointed”. These types of insights, do not contain the force of affirmative certainty 
offered by scientific laws. This kind of knowledge is fallible. The highest level of cer-
tainty that can be gained is the status of “educated guesses”, “hopeful suggestions”, or 
as Peirce calls it: “warranted assertability”. This aspect has more extensively been dis-
cussed earlier, in chapter 3, point 3.3.1.2.c.

teleological affinity: style and status of the outcome

A fifth point of affinity – situated at the teleological level– is related to the style and status 
of the aspired contribution to science and society. Eisinger explains that architectural 
design research should be understood as an offer to society (Eisinger, 2008). Its goal 
is not to conclude, but to open up minds, and to open up a the debate, by providing 
a newly constructed view upon possible realities, that were not seen, or could not be 
thought of before. Thereby, the design serves as a mediator for interpretive reading, as 
a guiding practice. 

The flood of publications in which architects confront the realities of the world with 
their perspectives shows no sign of letting up. This newest generation of design re-
search does not lament the lack of a common theoretical foundation. Design research 
no longer aspires to resolve its observations and conclusions into the general. lnstead, 
it presents itself as reflections, interpretations and diagnoses, which repeatedly sub-
ject the whole to commentary and analysis. (Eisinger, 2008, pp. 23-24)

The aspiration of architectural design research as a provider of repeated commentary 
and analysis, rather than conclusive statements aligns with Charmaz’ analysis of dis-
tinctiveness between positivist and interpretive theory. While positivist theory aims for 
parsimony, with short and precise explanations, seeking for causes, looking for expla-
nations, and emphasizing generality and universality, interpretive theorizing favours 
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abstract understanding over explanation, and allows for indeterminacy rather than 
seeking causality or theorize patterns. In grounded theory, Charmaz explains, theo-
rizing “calls for an imaginative understanding of the studied phenomenon.”(Charmaz, 
2014, p. 231) It is a sentence which could without modification, refer to the imaginative 
power of outcomes architectural design research.

Finally, I show that the paradigmatic nature of a particular type of research conduct is 
reflected in the nature of its researchers. A recent edition of a handbook on grounded 
theory lists ten characteristics which attract qualitative researchers to grounded theory 
and its inductive process: (1) a humanistic bent; curiosity; (2) creativity and imagination; 
(3) a sense of logic; (4) the ability to recognize variation as well as regularity; (5) a willingness 
to take risks; (6) the ability to live with ambiguity; (7) the ability to work through problems in 
the field; (8) an acceptance of the self as a research instrument; (9) trust in the self; and (10) 
the ability to see value in the work that is produced (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, pp. 3-4). It is 
astonishing how precise this list also suits a design researcher. 

c. affinities with artistic research

Next to affinities with grounded theory, which are grounded in philosophical pragma-
tism, with its primary interest in how individual’s consciousness influences their re-
lationship with the world, architectural design research also aligns with phenomenol-
ogy. And within this phenomenological paradigm, to the extent that this relationship 
is understood as being mediated by perception and immediate experience, this is a 
common feature with artistic research (Richard Hickman, 2008).

At the ontological level, I point to the researcher’s condition of being-in-the-world. At 
the epistemological level, I point to the processes of constitution and revelation. At 
praxeological level, I point to the interactional and responsive nature of the research 
process and its reliance upon immediate types of cognition. And at teleological level, I 
point to the preference for providing inspiration and provoking thought, rather than 
conclusive theory. 

ontological affinity: being-in-the-world

Ontologically spoken, architectural design research shares with artistic research its in-
herent non-positivist nature. Positivist accounts presuppose a world which exists un-
affected by our own being, and irrespective of the kind of relationship which is estab-
lished during research conduct. In contrast, both architectural design research and 
research that relies upon artistic practice, operate in an ontology in which the world is 
not thought to be independent and detached of the researcher, but in contrast deliber-
ately altered by the interventions of the researcher. The researcher’s being-in-the-world 
is inherently part of the process of sense-making. One could say that exactly the re-
searcher’s (inescapable) situatedness in the world is what constitutes architectural de-
sign research; as such, the researcher’s situatedness is the research’s ontological field. 

epistemological affinity: the capacity for constitution and revelation

At the epistemological level, I refer to Borgdorff’s argument that epistemologically spo-
ken, the contribution and complementarity of artistic research regarding other ac-
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counts of research conduct, is situated in its capacity for constitution and revelation (see 
chapter 3, point 3.2b). These two capacities also typify architectural design research.

While traditional types of research generates insights by looking at what can be seen in 
“reality-as-it-is”, the design researcher constructs a new reality to look at. Contemporary 
epistemologists may argue that scientific research always is constructivist to the extent 
that it consists of constructing a representation of a certain reality, and constructivists 
will argue that even “reality-as-it-is” is a constructed reality. What is particular for an 
architectural design researcher is that (s)he looks at a piece of the world which in itself 
is conceived, constructed and reconstructed by the researcher during the process. The 
capacity for constitution thus draws on the performative and critical capacity of artistic 
practice to conceive and realize reality. Artistic practice “does not represent things, it 
presents them, thereby making the world into what it is or could be.” (Borgdorff, 2010) 

Similarly, in architectural design research, the architectural design researcher con-
structs the very reality which immediately becomes the empirical ground of reflection 
and sense-making. The process of architectural design research, and its ongoing “con-
versation” with the evolving “epistemic” design artefact, makes it a continuing process 
of presenting new realities – world presentation. 

The architectural design researcher thus shows an inclination to look for answers by con-
ceiving new possibilities, rather than by looking at the things as they are.

The second epistemological capacity – revelation - is that of coming to know through 
the revealing power of artistic practice, to disclose the world to us, by offering “new 
vistas, experiences, and insights that affect our relationship with the world and with 
ourselves” (all quotes from: Borgdorff, 2010, p. 61). This is related to a hermeneutic 
perspective. 

Similarly, architectural design research relies upon an hermeneutic stance of being 
able to “inhabit” a world which is presented, but conceived by others. Since it is present-
ed from an intention to have new insights – which could not be seen in reality-as-it-is 

- effectively shared with others, it appeals to the capacity of the viewer, to wonder how 
that “what could not be seen yet” affects the relationship of the viewer, with the world 
and with him/herself – world disclosure.

praxeological affinity: an interactional process, addressing immediate cognition

From a praxeological perspective, architectural design research shares with artistic 
research its interactional process of sense-making. Research conduct is not non-inter-
fering the reality in which it takes place, but relies upon a practice of deliberate inter-
vention in the reality that is studied. 

The practice of architectural design, as well as the practice of valuing the outcome, ad-
dresses spatial sensitivity, experiential responses, intuition and memory. Artistic prac-
tice alike, it thus mobilizes these immediate human responses - “those messy pre-re-
flexive, non-conceptual capacities”, to which Sullivan has referred (Sullivan, 2010) and 
that are so fundamentally rejected by positivist research accounts - as capacities of 
generating meaning and insights.
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In contrast with positivist science, where the positivist interpretation of the empirical 
cycle is the only valid method, and in contrast with social sciences where method-
ology handbooks are manifold, architectural design research – artistic research alike 

- seems reluctant towards developing fixed methodologies. As design research consists 
of a process of constructing new realities, aimed at revealing insights to be negotiated, 
calibrated, and inter-subjectively framed, each next step is defined upon rigourous re-
sponse to the features of the previous. Heidegger’s phenomenological understanding 
of research alike, research quality resides in rigour, rather than in compliancy with 
framed methodologies. Method is determined from the rigour to respond to particular-
ity of the subject-matter that is studied and the insights as they emerge during practice. 

teleological affinity: providing inspiration and provoking thought

At the teleological level, architectural design research aligns with artistic research in its 
aspiration for provoking thought, challenging what we know, and providing previous-
ly un-thought perspectives, as ground and inspiration for further inquiry, rather than 
provision of conclusive codified theory. 

As the epistemic culture of architecture is not grounded in codified theory and method, 
but rather relies upon individual reference to iconic figures, buildings, tenets, typology 
and canon, architectural design research not only relies upon this individual reference, 
but also aims at adding its outcome to this disciplinary body of reference. Production 
of “rich”, convincing and inspiring precedence, not at generic level, but in all the par-
ticularity that a design proposal possess, is a goal. 

In both cases – the provision of material for continuing and reconsidering ongoing 
debates, as well as the production of rich inspirational precedence - the outcome of 
architectural design research is seen as an offer to society (Eisinger, 2008), in line with 
Dewey’s idea that in scientific inquiry, what is taken to be settled should only be so set-
tled that it is available as a resource in further inquiry (Dewey, 1938, pp. 8-9).

4.3.3 physical sprawl of knowledge production: architectural research 
in professional practice

In chapter 3, point 3.3.4., I pointed to the increase in knowledge production outside the 
university, as a result of the large numbers of knowledge producers that universities 
have delivered after the massification of higher education since the 60’s. The university 
is no longer the exclusive place of knowledge production; a knowledge production sites 
have occurred in several and diverse places and organisational contexts. I indicated 
that the type of knowledge which is produced outside academia has a different nature, 
and responds to different logics and different ways of valuing.

The EAAE Charter on architectural research, after having emphasized design as a core 
practice that can even become a mode of research (see 4.3.2.d.), points to professional 
practice, as a particular site of knowledge production:

[…] Moreover, architecture has its own industry which is professional practice. Much 
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of the most innovative and relevant architectural research inevitably emerges from 
and contributes to this industry of professional practice. (EAAE, 2012)

According this statement, professional practice is not only to be seen as the area were 
outcome of scientific research and technological development are applied in buildings, 
but also as a substantial provider of “outcome” that can be taken into consideration for 
conception of new buildings. This aligns with Monica Kurath’s finding that within the 
epistemic culture of architecture, empirical ground is not to be found in codified theo-
ry, but rather in individual reference. Professional practice than, is an arena were the 
precedence is produced that will serve as empirical ground for further development of 
the discipline. 

In next paragraphs I will systematically discuss the relationship between architectural 
education and professional practice as a site of knowledge production. I finish with dis-
cussing the impact of acknowledging professional practice as a site of knowledge pro-
duction, and - in this quality - as a potential field that a RT-nexus has to connect with. 

a. architectural education as a dialogue between academia and practice 

In the introductory problem statement, I quoted a fragment from the manifesto “State-
ments of the Merits of Architectural Research”, where the Nordic Association for Archi-
tectural Research points to the substantiating role of practitioners in architectural edu-
cation: 

The best practitioners of architecture traditionally teach at the schools of architecture, 
while architectural researchers, are publishing their research in nationwide journals 
and books that are read by the whole profession of architects and by a large part of the 
surrounding society. This kind of dialogue between theory and practice is currently 
under threat. Rigid merit systems borrowed from the scientific world without close 
relations to architectural practice operate with very narrow definitions of research 
and research communication. By being forced to adapt to this, architectural research 
risks to be banned to an ivory tower and loose its meaning for both practice and soci-
ety. (Nordic Association for Architectural Research, 2009). 

In architectural education, it is a generally established culture and tradition to attract 
the best practitioners – not only as teachers, but even as chairs of professorships and 
deans of the faculty.70 The problem however, is that universities have merely developed 
protocols and criteria to assess the disciplinary merit and esteem of such “best practi-
tioners”. 

Gisler & Kurath have indicated that the academization process not only has been un-
derstood as the gradual adoption of traditional academic research structures, but also 
as the adoption of the traditional teaching profiles and formation of teachers (Gisler & 
Kurath, 2015). Within the academic traditions of the university, it is not questioned that 

70 E.g. the architect and architectural theorist Oswald Mathias Ungers was dean of the faculty of architecture of 
the Technical University of Berlin from 1965 to 1967, and chair of the department of architecture at Cornell 
University from 1969 to 1975, Andrea Deplazes chair of the architecture department of ETH from 2005-2007; 
Wiel Arets was dean of College of Architecture, IIT, Chicago, US 2012-2017.
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the requirement of the academic title of a doctorate is a good criterion to specify and 
secure formation and profile of teachers. For architectural education, this implies that 
few incentives nor protocols exist to investigate and evaluate the actual contribution of 
teaching practitioners, “external” to academia. Nor do the university protocols provide 
tools for evaluation to which extent the contribution of those teachers reaches beyond 
transfer of professional skills and witnessing about experiences of professional prac-
tices. 

Traditional academic criteria and valuing tools such as a PhD-degree and bibliometric 
indicators are not applicable to this corps. Moreover, these “best practitioners” with 
high merits in the disciplinary field, do not contribute to the universities’ managerial 
concerns of academic esteem and research performance. The structure of the disci-
plinary domain of architecture as a field of knowledge production, evaluation and dis-
semination seems alien to the academic fields.

Kurath (2015, p. 89) argues that the ignorance and incompetence of the university to 
deal with these difficulties is related to a lack of terminology and vocabulary for accu-
rate description of the contextual qualities, tacit knowledge forms, skill-based epis-
temic practices - like architectural design – of this particular epistemic culture, which 
all differs from “pure” scientific knowledge production. The ignorance of the role and 
status of professional practice, and the incompetence to identify its value and contribu-
tion results in an inhabitation of the epistemic culture of architecture in an institution 
in which is remains an alien to academic tradition, habits and culture (cf. point 3.1.d.).

From a pedagogical view it is problematic to notice that not only it is impossible to 
value excellence of appropriate teachers, but that there is even a problem in grasping 
and explicating how the qualities of their “excellent practice” might substantiate their 
teaching and be a clue in understanding why it is contributing to good architectural 
education, that meets the criteria of academic higher education.

b. The ascent of research in professional architecture practice 

As the empirical ground for development of the discipline is situated in individual ref-
erence, rather than in reliance upon codified theory, it is obvious that architectural 
design education looks for connections with this production in professional practice, 
the main provider of such individual reference. However, increasingly this profession-
al practice is not only producing precedence to become available as “reference”, but 
also aiming at producing knowledge, resulting from research conduct. Leading archi-
tectural offices have started their own corporate research centres. The Dutch “Office 
for Metropolitan Architecture “ (OMA) started a research section under the reverse ac-
ronym AMO; MVRDV started the Why Factory, which is cooperating with the TUDelft, 
but run by the office; the Swedish firm White has its own R&D centre, and many other 
examples can be given.

This tendency is accompanied by policy support. The Creative Industry Fund in the 
Netherlands, is founded with the goal to stimulate design research in professional 
practice. In UK, the implementation of the “Research and Development Tax Relief” 
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provide a tax reduction for SME’s and large companies in exchange for appointing re-
search-active personnel. 

Gradually, the notion of research in professional architecture practice becomes estab-
lished.

 – In 2015, Anne Dye and Flora Samuel published “Demystifying Architectural 
Research; adding value to your practice”. It is an edited book, consisting of 19 
case studies from research that is undertaken within the professional practice 
of architecture firms and offices, and written by practitioners. The different re-
search projects that are described cover a scope ranging from commercial, cul-
tural, social and technological inquiry. The book aims to be a “hand-on guide” 
for architects and practices looking to develop a clear research specialization, 
in order to “define their brand, provide innovative services for clients and gen-
erate new sources of revenue”(Dye & Samuel, 2015, p. back cover). 

 – In 2016, I organized a research seminar under the umbrella of ARENA, a net-
work for architectural research, at the new School of Architecture, Reading, 
UK, entitled “design research (in) practice”.71 12 contributions were witnessing 
about actual design research in relation to professional practice. In May 2018, a 
similar seminar was organized in Lisbon, as a joined initiative of the research 
network ARENA and the Portuguese chamber of architects.72 

 – In the same year, Michael Hensel and Fredrik Nilsson published the book “The 
changing shape of practice”, in which they report about the increasing integra-
tion of research undertaken in architectural practices of different sizes all over 
the world (Hensel & Nilsson, 2016). The book followed up the discussion of an 
earlier publication of Hensel: “Design Innovation for the Built Environment: 
Research by Design and the Renovation of Practice” (Hensel, 2012). Hensel and 
Nilsson’s book presents the professional practice-based research of 15 offices 

– 4 large offices, with over 700 employees, 5 small offices with less than 25 em-
ployees, 5 mid-size offices, and one research association. 

c. The incapability of academia to connect with research in practice

In spite of the growing evidence of relevant research in professional practice it re-
mains largely disconnected from academia. Scholars in the field of architectural edu-
cation complain about the difficulty of bringing the academic community and the field 
of architectural practice in tune. In “Doctoral Education in Schools of Architecture” 

- an edited book73 surveying the state of affairs of doctoral education in architecture in 
Europe– the editor explains: 

71 The seminar took place on 22 April 2016, and was a session in the DR_SoM series - acronym for “Design 
Research, Series on Method”, which is a project of the European architectural research network ARENA. More 
information about that seminar can be found at http://www.arena-architecture.eu/news/dr_som-reading-
2016-apr-22/. More information about the DR_SoM project can be found at http://www.arena-architecture.eu/
projects/dr_som/, last retrieved at 12 June 2018

72 See http://www.arena-architecture.eu/news/design-research-in-practice-ii-lisbon-2018-may-25-26/, last re-
trieved 12 June 2018.

73 The book was published on the occasion of the International Forum on Doctoral Education in Europe, “Archi-
doctor Universalis: Future of Research in European Architectural Education”, held in Riga, Latvia 12-14 
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Academia has never been keen and sufficiently agile to absorb the developments in 
architectural practice and the ‘architectural’ ideas generated and discoursed by the 
advancements of practice. (Voyatzaki, 2014, p. 22)

In his article with the provocative title “Design Research, the first 500 year”, Jonathan 
Hill argues that the unity of building, drawing and writing has been an essential feature 
of architectural research, at the core of the discipline since at least as early as Italian 
renaissance (Hill, 2006, 2014). This unity however, has been difficult to maintain. In 
contemporary society, these practices seem to be condemned to their own isolation: 
drawing belonging to the industry of creative-practice, building to the construction 
industry, and writing to the industry of academic research conduct. 

The slipstream of book publications, instigated by Rem Koolhaas and OMA’ publica-
tions, gave evidence of the potentials of alternative types of systematic investigation 
in close relation with architectural design work. This has been seen as an important 
element in the establishment of architectural research as a proper field of inquiry, and 
as an important element in the development of research by design as a methodology at 
the core of this disciplinary field (Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012). These publications, 
as well as the inquisitive practices that they report of, definitely will have impacted ar-
chitecture practice, although it is not clear how and to which extent. In any case, they 
attracted the attention of architectural theorists, and have become subject of scholarly 
study. 

While this trend could be considered as a sign of establishing research in practice with-
in an umbrella of architectural research that covers both academia and professional 
practice, scholars have indicated rather the opposite. They claim that the ascent of the-
orizing à la OMA results in “ an ever-widening split between ‘intelligentsia of the pro-
fession’ and ‘its mainstream practitioners’” (Baird, 2001, p. 28). This critique refers to 
a tendency for (over-)theorizing architectural practice within a (closed) intellectualist 
community, with architectural theorists as audience in a closed hermetic cycle, con-
trasting with Hill’s advocated triadic unity (building, drawing, writing).

From the point of view of a RT-nexus, the incapability of the university to connect with 
knowledge production in professional practice is highly problematic. The main fea-
ture of academic higher education is its research-foundation. The aim of research is 
to expand the epistemological body of a discipline by producing new knowledge. It is 
assumed that this expansion is taking place at the university, by means of academic 
inquiry. Therefore, the university is considered as the best place to provide this type of 
higher education. However, if a substantial part of new disciplinary knowledge is pro-
duced outside the walls of academia, is seems obvious that, in order to secure a disci-
plinary research-foundation, education should be connected with these sites of knowl-
edge production-in-practice as well. Apparently, as the Nordic Statement suggests, it 
remains difficult to argue a research-foundation of teaching on the basis of presence of 
practitioners. It is more in line with prevailing understandings of “ academization” to 
develop research conduct within the university, or to connect with available accounts 

March 2013. The conference was organized by the European Network of Heads of Schools of Architecture 
(ENHSA).
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of scientific research conduct at the university. However, the paradoxical probability 
that ongoing academization would lead to a situation in which teaching in the archi-
tectural design studio is operating at an unbridgeable distance from the site where its 
body of knowledge is produced – practice - is highly problematic. 

The observation that professional practice is a significant site of knowledge produc-
tion – hence also of research – and the assumption that it would make sense look for 
connections with this source of knowledge production when conceiving an authentic 
RT-nexus for architectural design education, in line with the features of its own epis-
temic culture, lead to two options. Either a RT-nexus is conceived, which leaves the 
field of academia and the realm of academic research, and makes connections outside 
academia - as mode-2 production, acknowledging non-academic staff as knowledge 
producers and knowledge providers; or attempts are undertaken to recuperate this 
knowledge and these knowledge producers into the realm of academia. In next two 
points, I will elaborate on each option.

d. attempts to recuperate mode-2 knowledge into academia

Previous point explored some implications of conceiving a RT-nexus in terms of con-
nection with mode-2 knowledge production. In this point I draw the attention at the 
existence of attempts to realize the second option, namely to try to recuperate mode-2 
knowledge production and their producers within academia. Again I will refer to the 
ADAPT-r project (cf. point 4.2.2.3. of this chapter), where I will distinguish between two 
approaches, akin and connected, but distinct. Both approaches focus on the capacity of 

“research by design” to develop doctoral scholarship, and both connect with practicing 
architectural designers as knowledge producers. The first approach strongly connects 
with knowledge embedded in the design practice of concrete architectural production. 
The second approach rather explores design in its capacity to generate new insights 
through artistic research, and focusses on concepts rather than actually built architec-
ture. I will now elaborate on both tendencies.

The first approach originates in RMIT, Melbourne Australia, where Leon van Schaik 
started a so-called “on invitation” doctoral programme. Van Schaik stated that within 
professional practice valuable knowledge exists, but too seldom it is leaving the of-
fice, and shared within peers. Moreover, he was convinced that some promising prac-
titioners could lift up their level of mastery and reflection, and deliver contributions 
to the discipline which reach beyond the particular designed project, if only they had 
the occasions and support to do so. Mastery is the foundation, but it is “forged by the 
tribe” to which the practice belongs (van Schaik, 2005). Therefore, in order to escape 
the flaw of bad science, in which the own community – or tribe - is validating the own 
research in order to increase the own power and esteem, there is a need to transcend 
mastery, and present the work to peers. For Van Schaik, the principle of peer review is 
crucial; referring to Ernst Boyer’s plea for scholarship (Boyer, 1990) he acknowledges 
that the health of all scholarship depends on the quality of the peer review to which it 
is subjected. 
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In this programme, practicing architects are thus invited to “surface the evidence 
about their already established mastery” (Blythe & van Schaik, 2013, p. 54). Through a 
process of systematic meta-reflection upon the own professional practice and concep-
tualization of the own production within a critical framework, developed by peers, the 
professional practitioner looks for explication of what remained hidden and tacit, and 
disseminates these insights. Consequently this entails an enrichment of the epistemo-
logical body of the discipline. For this trajectory, qualification with a doctoral degree is 
provided. It is a basic principle of the programme not to intervene in methodology of 
the practitioner, thus fully respecting the particularity of the modes of actual operation. 
The Australian programme is a sign of an increased awareness of the values of profes-
sional practice, and an acknowledgement of the potentials of knowledge dissemination 
stemming from this environment.

This Australian approach can be seen as an attempt to reconnect academia with pro-
fessional practice from the conviction that academia can take up to role of inducing 
and supporting the mental processes which lift up professional practices to the level of 
meta-reflection, and that academia is the right place to provide support in developing 
ways for appropriate explication of tacit knowledge and methodology, confrontation to 
appropriate peers, and dissemination of relevant knowledge and insights that results 
from this meta-reflection. Thereby, the Australian case fosters a research approach 
which looks for the emergence of insights into architecture, for architecture, but also 
through architecture – referring to Frayling (cf. this chapter, point 4.3.2.2.a) – and even 
in architecture (in terms of Borgdorff’s understanding of the preposition (cf. this chap-
ter, point 4.3.2.2.b.). The production of new knowledge is situated within the context of 
professional practice. Therefore, it really is an example of an attempt to recalibrate the 
relationship of academia – as a site of mode-1 knowledge production - with the mode-2 
knowledge produced in professional practice, thus recuperating a lost connection.74

A second approach within the ADAPT-r project aligns with the Australian case in their 
common belief in the value of how practitioners think, but instead of adopting a prin-
cipled focus on professional production, this approach favors a more generic interest 
in creative-practice as a process of coming to know. 

An example of this approach can be found in the early implementation of doctoral 
trajectory of the former St-Lucas schools of Brussels and Ghent, now integrated in the 
university of Leuven. The project at St-Lucas was initiated in the frame of a ten-year 
funding campaign from the government, earmarked for supporting the development 
of research as a way of “academizing” the programme with a view on the integration 
in the university in 2013. Architectural practitioners were introduced in a series of “Re-
search Training Sessions” (RTS), in order to have each participant explore his/her own 
research ideas and research questions (Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2012). International 
experts were invited to jointly discuss possible research directions in the field of ar-
chitectural and design, in order to further develop design research as a scholarly field, 
and to help design researchers in achieving “doctorateness”(Nilsson et al., 2017) in ar-
chitecture (Janssens, 2006; Verbeke, 2006, 2008). Rather than focusing on the actual 

74 Within the fellowships of the ADAPT-r project, good examples of such practitioners include Tom Holbrook, 
Thierry Kandjee, Deborah Saunt, John Brown, Sam Kebbell and Steve Larkin (see: van Schaik et al., 2016)
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architectural production of the researcher as a practitioner, the RTS approach looks at 
inquisitive creative practitioner as a person competent in designing research processes 
which are deliberately leading to a point of ultimate awareness - a “state of emergence” 
(Van Den Berghe, 2012, p. 224). In this regard, this approach connects more closely to 
the notion of artistic research where “the creative process forms the pathway through 
which new insights, understandings and products come into being.”(Borgdorff, 2010, 
p. 46). In the RMIT programme, retrospective reflection upon the own production is a 
significant element in a process of conceptualization ex-post; the artistic approach fun-
damentally relies upon insights as they emerge within the experience and emanation 
of the moment itself, ex-nunc.75

The strong emphasis on research as a process of creating conditions in which insights 
will emerge, implies a strong methodological attention. Method is constantly ques-
tioned in order to adjust practice in close relation to the insights as they emerge. The 
RMIT programme, in contrast, rather adopts the first principle that in the process of 
personal development of the researcher, modifying his/her method of practicing is no 
primary concern – on the contrary, method of the practitioner should rather not be 
questioned, certainly not by the academic supervisors, as it is considered as the source 
and foundation from which the excellence of the practitioner is emanating.

Both approaches have much in common, and have strong overlaps. PhD students who 
were based in St-Lucas schools have made their PhD under the RMIT programme, and 
academics from RMIT have taught in the RTS programme. Both programmes also 
share common concerns and convictions: (i) a strong belief in the value of how design-
ers think, and the capacity this way of thinking is offering to the discipline, to academia 
and to society; (ii) a concern to look for ways to share the insights that emerge from this 
process, in order to prevent a loss of human capacity and knowledge, (iii) a conviction 
that this way of thinking should be further developed, and (iv) that the university is a 
place which should take the role of supporting this development. 

e. Impact of the attempts for recuperating Mode-2 on the conception of a RT-nexus

The attempts of academia to recuperate architectural research production that takes 
place in professional practice into academic education, impacts the conception of a 
RT-nexus for architectural design education at several levels. Figure 21, that can be 
found at the end of this section, retakes the overview of features of Mode-2 knowledge 
production that has been shown in section 3.3.4.2.b. to describe the nature of this type 
of research. The third column describes the concrete impact of establishing a RT-nex-
us that relies upon Mode-2 knowledge production. 

Next to this exhaustive list, I point to two particular and fundamental levels of impact: 
teacher profile and content and nature of such a nexus. 

Firstly, the inclusion of Mode-2 knowledge production in the conception of a RT-nexus, 
implies that not only academics, but also practitioners are considered as providers of 

75 Within the fellowship of the ADAPT-r project, good examples of such PhD trajectories include Irene Prieler, 
Marco Poletto, Claudia Pasquero, Marija Strajnic, Alicia Velazquez, Gitte Juul, Anna Pla Català, Hseng Tai 
Lintner (van Schaik et al., 2016) 
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research that can constituted a RT-nexus. The requirement of a doctoral degree to pro-
vide academic education was felt as a hindrance, since these practitioners generally do 
not meet this requirement. Moreover, since the university was incompetent to evaluate 
the merits and quality of this type of practice-based knowledge production, the actual 
contribution of these practitioners remained obscure for outsiders. The implementa-
tion of doctoral programmes “by design”, and the “practice-based” doctorates to which 
I referred above however, do provide the opportunity for practitioners to obtain a doc-
toral degree. Moreover, since these doctoral programme rely upon discipline-specific 
processes of knowledge production, also discipline-specific types of quality evaluation 
and dissemination enter academia – or, the other way round, academia has to include 
and develop discipline-proper quality evaluation and dissemination modes. These pro-
grammes not only allow for catching what already existed in the field. They also im-
prove the discipline, as they train a cohort of meta-reflective architectural practitioners 
who – once teaching – will be more capable to explicate tacit aspects of architectural 
design and architectural design practice, who will show the students, as a role model, 
what it means to be a meta-reflecting practitioner, and who will be able to emphasize 
in their teaching, the importance of sharing and dissemination knowledge and insights 
which emerge from the particularity of a concrete design process. In terms of a RT-nex-
us these approaches thus picture a new profile of appropriateness for academic teach-
ers, namely meta-reflective architectural practitioners. What was felt as an obstruction 
in proper disciplinary development – doctorateness for architectural designing practi-
tioners - now has turned into an occasion for proper disciplinary development within 
academia. 

Secondly, the acknowledgement of a RT-nexus that relies upon knowledge production 
in professional practice, outside academia, implies that the content and nature of the 
concept a nexus shifts. As it is acknowledged that insights occur in and during the 
practice of design, the implementation of a RT-nexus then also can consist of inducing 

“practice” – in order to have the insights that are sought for emerge. Practice then, is no 
longer seen as a matter of applying knowledge, but as an occasion to acquire insight. 

Since the epistemic culture of architecture relies upon individual reference rather than 
upon codified theory, a RT-nexus can imply that study trips are made to allow on-site 
project analysis of canonic buildings, surveys and sketching. What is fieldwork in a lo-
cal community for the anthropologist is a visit and survey of an iconic building for the 
inquisitive architecture student.

Too easily, the academization of architectural education has been considered as a mat-
ter of establishing connections with formal scientific research conduct as it takes place 
at the university, but outside the epistemic culture of architecture, without question-
ing the impact of this tendency on the further development of the discipline and its 
practice. Such understanding of a RT-nexus is problematic. Extensively establishing 
bonds with research-proficient scientific disciplines at the university – but which have 
no connections with the epistemic culture of architecture - would lead to an “over- aca-
demization” of architectural education, while leaving the professional field “under- ac-
ademized”, since the proper epistemic culture is overlooked. Students will have been 

“ academized” without regard to the own epistemic culture and its empirical mode of 
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operation. Moreover, the development of disciplinary skills and competencies will 
have suffered from the need to develop academic skills and qualities which rather 
complies the research-proficient scientific disciplines, resulting in a cohort of grad-
uates which are insufficiently capable for developing (proper) architectural research 

Figure 21 implications of establishing a RT-nexus with Mode-2 knowledge production in architectural design education

Mode-1 Mode-2 ADE as a case of Mode-2-based teaching

research institutions socially distributed knowledge knowledge related to architecture is incorporated and operationalized by 
many actors (designers, constructors, engineers, inhabitants,....), 
emanates in many stages (conception, construction, habitation/use, 
reuse,...) and is performed in many contexts (architecture office, 
governance, construction site, daily life, ....)

science/scientists  knowledge/researchers ADE relies upon assignments that are challenges for both student and 
teacher

scientific discovery contextualized knowledge production ADE relies upon challenges that are embedded in context
a quest for generic first principles scientific problems arise within or in close relation 

with a specific context
ADE does not rely upon generic first principles, theory or laws, but on 
issues which arise within a specific context. 

hegemony of 'pure' basic science over 'applied' 
science

new knowledge arises within the context of 
application; no gap between 'basic' and 'applied'

in ADE, insights emerge within the process of conceiving possible design 
proposals

methodologies are disciplinary bound methodologies are not imposed, but arise in 
interaction with the context

Architectural design education does not impose a fixed methodology; 
next steps are defined in coherence with an analysis and reflection upon 
the previous, and in interaction with the context. In architectural design 
research, models and drawings are mediating this process, and act as 
decisive methodical stepping stones.

taxonomy of disciplines solution‐oriented assemblages of theoretical 
perspectives, practical methodologies and 
involved actors

disciplinary advancement through theory building problem solving, and making new insights 
emerge

knowledge is encoded in conventional research 
products as journals and articles

knowledge is embodied in the expertise of the 
individual researcher , and research teams

The process is not directed towards an outcome that has to be “encoded 
in conventional research products”, such as journals and articles. In 
contrast, the process is run in order to optimally embody experience in 
the individual researcher and his/her team, to enhance expertise

homogenious research organisations great diversity of production sites, and of types of 
produced knowledge

all sites were knowledge related to architecture is emanating are 
potential sites of architectural knowledge production

hierarchical structure horizontal interaction between diverse 
communities

Teaching does not operate under a hierarchic structure of professors, 
assistants, and students, but induces horizontal interactions between all 
actors, both student and teacher, and both academic and non‐academic, 
and even between communities

inter‐,multi‐,pluri‐disciplinarity as cooperation trans‐disciplinarity and disciplinary transgression knowledge and insights that stem from other disciplines are valued for 
their contribution to the design process, and freely adopted in an either 
instrumental or inspirational way, 

autonomy of scientist in/and their institutions mutual interdependence of new types of 
knowledge actors 

research is objective reductionist investigation of 
an (external) world

research is a dialogic process between research 
actors and research subjects in a (specific) 
complex and contingent context

AE does not simplify or reduce reality, but engages the student in a 
dialogic process between research actors and researched subjects, which 
will be complex and contingent.

users and consequences are not involved and 
external to the reserach process

users and consequenses influence research 
conduct and research‐design

the student is concerned about the implications of his/her 
interaction/intervention; feedback from users and enhanced insight in 
consequences may result in altering the process of teaching/ 
learning/searching/researching

confident application of new knowledge 
underpinned by positivist prediction

concern for implications of new knowledge, 
relying upon reflexive anticipation

AE teaches the student to rely upon reflexive anticipation, rather than 
upon positivist prediction. The drawing and model act as mediators of 
the anticipatory imagination of the inquisitive student.

academic environment as centre multiple accountabilities in ADE, teaching is not focused upon the academic environment as 
centre, but opens up to a great diversity of sites.

methodological rigour, leading to scientific truth judgement, negotiation and expertise rigor is situated in the coherence of the response to what has emerged, 
relying upon experience, wisdom and provisional evalution (anticipation) 
of potential consequences of a conceived intervention

quality is outcome of an assessment protocol quality is a dynamic process of negotiation
rigorous culture of peer review by disciplinary 

codified peers
involving diverse stakeholders, incl. non‐scientific 
actors

related to fixed criteria criteria emerge; 
quality control is related to coherence with 

sharply focused research questions
generic protocols for quality control are not 
available, due to unpredictability of the outcome

relevance is related to disciplinary advancement relevance is defined in relation to the topic it 
responds to

reliable science social robustness in AE teaching fosters and develops an awareness and capacity to take a 
stance based upon normative framing and ethical considerations, and 
not upon an “incontestable authority of science”(Nowotny et al., 2001, p. 
220)

Assessment will not happen against pre‐set criteria and parameters, nor 
is it a matter of judgement by academics relating to academic criteria of 
reliable science. In contrast, what counts as quality is negotiated in 
relation to the work and the relevance for its context, taking into account 
expertise, and professional judgement from non‐academic actors from 
the field and stakeholders, and taking into account criteria and 
parameters as they have emerged from the particular process that has 
been unfolded.

in ADE there is no strict disciplinary limitation. Respondence to the course 
of affairs will lead to solution‐oriented assemblages of theoretical 
perspectives, methods and actors, instrumentally brought together in 
order to have new insights emerge

context

disciplinarity

heterogeneity

reflexivity/accountability

quality
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conduct in practice.76 However, the inclusion of practice-based, discipline-specific doc-
toral programmes in academia means that the epistemic culture of architecture can be 
developed from within. This, in its turn, secures the availability of proper disciplinary 
research to develop a RT-nexus that does not have to rely upon the detour of architec-
tural theory and history. It also provide the option to escape from the need to develop a 
RT-nexus which consists of connections with (any) formal scientific research conduct 
(elsewhere) at the university. 

76 I discussed the issue of over- academisation of education and under-academisation of practice in a lecture at a 
joined conference of ACE (Architects’ Council of Europe) and EAAE (European Association for Architectural 
Education) in Rome, 6th May 2017. It was a meeting between practitioners and academia. The lecture can be 
found via http://www.ace-cae.eu/890/ at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jT1rDzw6-tM&t=13s 
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4.4 historical grounds:  
architectural education as an academic discipline, 
roots and tradition
When unravelling the complicated concept of a RT-nexus, I discovered that ar-

gumentation and advocacy of the concept was referring to historical roots. This made 
me undertake a study of the historical grounds of the idea of a RT-nexus and how its 
content and nature shifted and were adjusted over time (see 3.4). After an exploration 
of the concept of a RT-nexus from a policy perspective (see 3.2) and its philosophical 
ground (see 3.3), this historic study was the third endeavour of unravelling the com-
plicated notion of a RT-nexus, and its attention on the rationales behind the idea was 
responding the central why-question. 

The resulting genealogy has shown that from its early Humboldtian origins till today, 
the rationales of a RT-nexus were diverse, and subject of dissent. It uncovered funda-
mental differences between the rationales, intentions and contexts of the time when 
the ideas originated, and the rationales intentions, and contexts in which this historical 
reference is used as argument today. As such the genealogy turned out to be revealing, 
and helpful in understanding how the notion of a RT-nexus could ever have become 
complicated and contested, rather than being an obvious and natural feature of aca-
demic higher education. 

A similar question pops up for the issue of establishing of a proper research base for 
architectural education. How is it possible that for a discipline that is at least since an-
cient history regarded as an intellectual discipline – i.e. a discipline that relies upon an 
extensive knowledge based and particular competencies - difficulties arise when it is 
requested to demonstrate and develop its research foundation? 

In this section I explore this question from an historical perspective – after the policy 
perspective and the philosophical view, the third gaze to answer the central research 
questions – and redirect the issues that arose in the genealogy of the RT-nexus to the 
case of architectural education. 

The genealogy of the idea of a RT-nexus revealed that advocacy of the concept is ground-
ed in particular conceptions about the role of science and research for education, and 
particular conceptions about the nature and public role of the university – that is the 
reason why it is an issue of “academic” education. Correspondingly, I explore the role 
of science and research for architecture and architectural education and take into ac-
count conceptions about the institutional context in which architectural education was 
provided, including its relationship to the university. As such, this exploration is an-
swering the question to which extent architecture from an historical perspective is an 

“academic discipline” and architectural education a case of “academic education”.77

The exploration starts with the debate whether architecture is a science, art or craft, 
from ancient Roman times, over Middle Ages and Renaissance, to the Enlightenment 
(see 4.4.1.). I then elaborate on the institutionalisation of the discipline that took place 

77 Later on in this chapter, the use of the word “academic” will more extensively be discussed.
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in the nineteenth century, which has led to a separation into distinct approaches, each 
with differing pedagogies and attitudes towards knowledge and science. As this was 
also the era in which the modern European university was born - so extensively dis-
cussed in chapter 3, I also point to the relationship between architecture and this newly 
conceived university (see 4.4.2.). As a third stage, I focus on twentieth century attempts 
for scientifying both the discipline of architecture and the practice of design (see 4.4.3.). 
Finally, taken into consideration the historical ground that has been explored in the 
previous sections, I point to contemporary conceptions and conditions, and face the 
question to which extent architecture and architectural (design) research could or 
should be considered as an academic discipline (see 4.4.4.).

4.4.1 the debate about the nature of the discipline: ancient roots

a. the Vitruvian generalist: mastery and application

At least as early as Vitruvius treatise “De architectura”, dating back to the first centu-
ry before Christ, architecture is acknowledged as an intellectual discipline. Vitruvius 
states that the nature of architecture should not be sought in craftsmanship, but that it 
is deeply rooted in what we would call today science and research. Vitruvius deals with 
architecture as a discipline relying upon a solid body of knowledge, and a specific set 
of methods, tools and techniques (Oechslin, 2013, p. 10). Persons who are committing 
architecture ought to be erudite people. The architect ought to be a good scholar, pos-
sessing knowledge in several fields of science. Vitruvius wrote: 

An architect should be ingenious, and apt in the acquisition of knowledge. Deficient 
in either of these qualities, he cannot be a perfect master. He should be a good writer, 
a skilful draftsman, versed in geometry and optics, expert at figures, acquainted with 
history, informed on the principles of natural and moral philosophy, somewhat of 
a musician, not ignorant of the sciences both of law and physic, nor of the motions, 
laws, and relations to each other, of the heavenly bodies.78

For Vitrivius, the disciplinary quality of the architect is to possess all that knowledge, to 
master it skilful, and to properly apply it in buildings. Architecture is closely connected 
to science, but in terms of mastery and application. Its disciplinary characteristic is to 
be an amalgamation of insights and knowledge from (scientific) fields. Therefore, in 
the Vitruvian conception, the architect is a generalist, not a researcher in one of the “sci-
entific” fields:

Thus also, in other sciences, it is not important that pre-eminence in each be gained, 
but he must not, however, be ignorant of the general principles of each. For in such 
a variety of matters, it cannot be supposed that the same person can arrive at ex-
cellence in each, since to be aware of their several niceties and bearings, cannot fall 
within his power. (ref. Vitruvius book I, p.6)

78 Vitruvius book I, p.3, http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/TextsNitruvius/1*.html, last retrieved 12 
June 2018
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b. the debate about Artes Liberales, Artes Mechanicae, and the science of the architect

During Renaissance, the influential humanist architect and writer Leon Battista Alberti 
(1404-1472) reaffirmed the conception of the architect as a scholar. He preached the 
disunion of design (lineamentis) as science, and building (structura) as craftsmanship79 
(Hurx, 2012, p. 15). Alberti reaffirms the Vitruvian conviction that the architect should 
not be considered as a craftsman, but an intellectual. The craftsman is there as “an 
instrument of the architect” (Hurx, 2012, p. 15). 

Renaissance was not only reading and reaffirming the treatises of the Antiques. New 
debates were to be held, and disciplinary territories were to be negotiated. In the early 
seventeenth century Hans Vredeman de Vries wrote that “architecture is the science 
of the architect”, moreover, it was a “nobilissima scientia” (Lombaerde, 2009, p. 123). At 
that time, the demarcation between Artes and Scientiae was not so clear (Lombaerde, 
2005, p. 2). As I indicated earlier (cf. chapter 1, point 4 a.), the meaning of “scientia” 
rather referred to “established knowledge” than to “research” as a process of inquiry. 
The scope of “Artes” was broad and diverse. Principled discussions were held about 
what to consider as applied arts, fine arts, liberal and non-liberal arts (Artes Liberales) , 
and mechanical arts (Artes Mechanicae) - the situation almost reminds to the contempo-
rary debates about what to “count as research” (cf. chapter 3, point 3.2.2.2.)

Vredeman de Vries advocated a separation of architecture from the fine arts (such as 
painting and sculpture), to elevate it to the so-called liberal arts (Artes Liberales), more 
particularly closely related to mathematics, geometry and arithmetic (Lombaerde, 
2009, pp. 124-125). Vitruvius’ Roman pragmatism considered architecture mainly as a 
discipline of necessity (necessitas) - the need to build, a satisfaction of needs. Hence 
the emphasis on reliance of architecture upon a whole series of “scientific” disciplines, 
where knowledge could be find about how to build. The move from the Artes Mechani-
cae to the Artes Liberales however, reflected a desire to move architecture, as a discipline, 
beyond the mere satisfaction of needs, towards a field of thought in its own rights (Hill, 
2006; Hurx, 2012; Lombaerde, 2005, 2009).

The ideas from the Italian Renaissance, as well as the act of “theorizing” architecture 
through writing treatises, were further promoted by successors of Alberti, such as Ser-
lio and Vasari, and spread over Europe For the Low Countries, protagonists were Hans 
Vredeman De Vries, and Pieter Coecke Van Aelst (Lombaerde, 2009). 

Hurx argues that the principled debates whether architecture belongs to science or 
craft were at least equally driven by socio-economic and political reasons, than based 
upon epistemological ground (Hurx, 2012). And Hill argues that the sudden increase 
of theorizing architecture, and producing writings should also be understood as an 
attempt of architects to affirm their newly acquired status as intellectuals, rather than 
builders (Hill, 2014, p. 16).

79 “’Tota res aedificatoria lineamentis et structura constituta est”, Leon Battista Alberti, 1966, deel 1, 19, in 
Hurx (2012), p. 367.
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c. disegno and the unity of drawing, writing and building

If we are to reach a better understanding of the nature and position of research in ar-
chitecture, the study has to transcend this debate, and look at the processes of knowl-
edge creation and dissemination of insights. And it is precisely at this level that, during 
Renaissance, a fundamental shift happened, away from the Vitruvian characterization 
of architecture as an amalgamation of (established) knowledge – scientia – towards an 
understanding of architecture as a discipline which is dedicated to the process of ex-
ploring new possibilities and generating and disseminating new insights - research. 

In contrast with the Vitruvian approach to emphasize architecture as an intellectual 
field of application, Renaissance highlighted design as a core feature of architecture. 
Jonathan Hill argues that this shift is closely related with a shift in perception about the 
role and position of the drawing. With the development of the perspective, the principle 
was established that the drawing should truthfully depict the three-dimensional world. 
The drawing became central to architecture (Hill, 2014, p. 15; Lombaerde, 2009, p. 123). 
Thereby, so Hill reminds us, a good understanding of the etymological root of the term 
“design” - namely the Italian word “disegno” – is crucial. Disegno refers both to the draw-
ing of a line, and the drawing forth of an idea. Acknowledging architecture as an act of 
disegno implies acknowledging the act of drawing and the materiality of the drawing 
as a mediator for developing, concretising and sharing immaterial ideas and concepts. 
Hill illustrates this statement with a quote of painter and architect Giorgio Vasari:

One may conclude that this design is nothing but a visual expression and clarifica-
tion of that concept which one has in the intellect, and that which one imagines in 
the mind.(Vasari, 1550, in: Hill, 2014, p. 15)

Later, in 1563, Vasari founded an academy, dedicated to disegno: the Accademia del 
Disegno, in Florence. It was the first academy, and an influential model in Italy and 
elsewhere in Europe (Hill, 2006, p. 330; Lombaerde, 2013, p. 36). 

In the curriculum of the academy, disegno strongly relied upon mathematics – more 
particularly geometry and arithmetic. This brought architecture closer to scientiae than 
to artes. This formal connection with scientia further emancipated architecture as an 
intellectual field, and a knowledge-based discipline (Lombaerde, 2013, p. 36). Still, this 
understanding could refer to architecture as a discipline of accumulation and applica-
tion of (scientific) knowledge (from elsewhere). Hill however, argues that the funda-
mental shift that took place in renaissance is not so much situated in the establishment 
of architecture as a “scientific” discipline, but in the acknowledgement of design as an 
intellectual practice, situated in the immateriality of ideas and theorizing, mediated by 
the materiality of the drawing. For Hill, these shifts – namely writing as theorizing and 
drawing as disegno – are at the origin of the very notion of architectural design research. 
Hill argues that the origin of methods and means to “combine a project and a text that 
share a research theme in a productive relationship,” are to be found in this period (Hill, 
2014, p. 15). 
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The place where disegno was taught - including architecture – was at an Academy (Lom-
baerde, 2013), not a university.80 There was no reason why the shift from pragmatic 
craftsmanship to a field of intellectual thought, as induced by Italian Renaissance, 
would change this situation. On the contrary, the academies were conceived to edu-
cate “through designo”. And while that practice of disegno was rendering the Academy 
the quality of “research” - as explained above – the universities of that time remained 
a place of scientia and scholastic education, transferring established knowledge, but 
devoid of research. In this sense, the renaissance understanding of architecture as a 
design discipline was “academic”, and the university was not. 

Renaissance cultivated the practice to design and draw architecture without an inten-
tion of having it built. The necessity of building disappeared, but not its link to actual 
built architecture. The architectural drawing can only effectively carry its immaterial 
ideas to the extent that the drawn building can be related to real built architecture. A 
similar reasoning can be done concerning architectural writings. Writing, building and 
drawing are thus connected – writing can influence building, building can influence 
drawing etcetera. Hill illustrates this interactional mechanism by referring to Palladio, 
but also to Le Corbusier, Alison Smithson, and Rem Koolhaas (Hill, 2014). For Hill, the 
innate nature of architectural design research is to be found in this unity – or rather 
interconnectedness - of drawing, writing and building.

d. Cartesian dualism: a crisis for architectural research

In the seventeenth century, the split between Empiricism and Cartesianism changed 
the relationship between architectural design and research. Descartes promoted sci-
entism - the belief that science is able to provide answers to all problems, if not yet, then 
it is only a matter of time. Science thus consisted of a quest for ultimate truth. Reaching 
truth happens through gaining knowledge, which is acquired through the mind. Re-
search - the process of gaining such knowledge – was thus understood as purely mental 
process. Results from experiments were not interiorized through bodily experience, 
but based upon detached observation without interference or interaction. Bodily ex-
periences and the processes that accompany perceptual experience, such as emotion, 
aesthetic feelings, intuition, association, and imagination, should be discarded from 
inference. 

The Cartesian conception of research as a quest for truth and the understanding of 
knowledge within a dichotomy of body and mind, and idea and matter, sharply con-
trasts with Empiricism. Empiricism dismisses the quest for truth, acknowledging that 
ideas are related to experience, resulting from an inextricable interaction between 
mind and matter, and that every stage of insight is temporary and provisional. (Hill, 
2014) The value which empiricism attributed to experience, gave way to appraising the 
value of sensitivity for the own environment, of memory and recall, of subjective in-
terpretation and association. It gave way to the development of phenomenology and 

80 The first Academy being the Accademia delle Arti del Disegno in Firenze (1561), followed by the Accademia 
degli Incamminati in Bologna (1582) and the Accademia di San Luca in Rome (1588/1593). https://en.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Academy#Renaissance_academies_in_Italy, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
Early cases of academies outside Italy were the Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture (1648) in Paris, 
and the Academy of Antwerp 1663. (Lombaerde, 2013)
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pragmatism. However, as Cartesianism increasingly got embraced by the fast develop-
ing branch of natural sciences, giving way to the ascent of positivism, the experiential 
mechanisms of sense—making were considered as suspect, not belonging to the realm 
of science, and certainly no basis for valid and reliable inference. 

Within such Cartesianist conception of research and science, the practices of archi-
tectural design research, so fundamentally relying upon experiential interactions and 
associations, were of no value. Hill argues that nevertheless the practices of architec-
tural design research persisted, and that signs of this persistence can be found in the 

“Picturesque” – at least for the case of Britain81 –, as a field which acknowledges the 
interaction between man and his environment, and the importance of subjective expe-
rience, beauty and association (Hill, 2014, pp. 19-22). Although disappearing from the 
realm of scientific research conduct, the practices, modes and methods of architec-
tural design have been maintained and cultivated, shimmering in the marginal niche 
of academia, but – as Helga Nowotny suggests - available for re-entering the arena of 
academic inquiry, and “take its place beside scientific research on equal footing […] 
thereby widen the scope of research, with the enormous potential to enrich all fields of 
research.” (Nowotny, 2010, pp. xv, xxi)

4.4.2 the institutionalisation of architectural education and the 
development of disciplinary branches

In spite of its ancient disciplinary roots, architectural education only got institutional-
ized in the course of the nineteenth century. As indicated earlier, it had not been part 
of the university, but during this nineteenth century a fundamental reform of higher 
education, and a rethinking of the role and composition of the university took place. 
It is remarkable to observe that for the case of architectural education, this university 
reform has led to different solutions for Europe and America.

a. serving the nation of developing science; where to belong? 

The French revolution was an important instigator of higher education reform. More-
over, at that time in the modern world, French science was dominant (de Ridder-Sy-
moens, 2007). After the abolishment of the universities - as reminiscences of an an-
cient world which was to abandon - architectural education was institutionalized in 
the newly founded Ecoles Nationales Supérieures. Their mission was to deliver good ar-
chitects, able to support the maintenance and further development of the Nation state. 
Research conduct was organized in dedicated research centers. (Braeckman, Elen, Hel-
lemans, & Simons, 2004).

The first, and most seminal, case of higher education reform took place in Germany, 
with the founding of the new university in Berlin, in 1810, extensively described in 
chapter 3, point 3.4. The new German university model relied upon the primacy of pure 
science (Wissenschaft) over specialized professional training, which could be found in 

81 It would be an interesting topic for further research to investigate to which extent this argument is also valid 
for other countries and cultures.
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the so-called “Brotwissenschaften” - namely Medicine, Technology and Law (Ash, 2006, 
p. 246). Humboldt explains that these Brotwissenschaften “do not have their immediate, 
spiritual home in Wissenschaft but in qualified handicraft” (Nybom, 2003, p. 16). The 
idea that these three Brotwissenschaften nevertheless did belong to the university, was 
based upon a need for supervision by the Grundwissenschaft philosophy (including his-
tory). This would also secure them from subordination to economy, politics or religion 
(hence their plea for autonomy of the university - the so-called Academic Freedom). 

From then on, the university as an institution, was understood as a delineated entity 
consisting of an inextricably but hierarchically bounded set of pure sciences – philoso-
phy, natural and cultural sciences – and a set of applied sciences of medicine, technology 
and law, supervised and fed by the pure sciences. 

Although medicine and law were accepted, and remained effectively taught at the uni-
versity - in spite of their strong component of practice - other intellectual demanding 
disciplines, with an equal reliance upon practice, such as architecture, remained ex-
cluded from the German university model, reluctant as they were towards the inclu-
sion of “non-pure scientific” disciplines. 

b. disjointing over three non-academic biotopes.

The German university model and principles were adopted in many countries soon 
after its inception. Architecture – now formally considered as a “non-scientific” dis-
cipline - was taught in its proper, non-university, environments. Three biotopes were 
considered as fertile ground for the formation of an architect: (i) the real-life environ-
ment of the building site; (ii) the enclosure of the “Académies” des Beaux-Arts; and (iii) 
the newly conceived polytechnic schools. 

These three approaches reflect, broadly speaking, the Vitruvian trifold nature of archi-
tecture – Utilitas, Venustas, Firmitas (De Walsche, 2013). One could thus expect that 
the field of architecture is well covered by the presence of these three educational ap-
proaches. However, when isolated in their own modes and logics, their relationship 
towards science and research sharply contrasts. 

The first educational biotope – the building site – relied upon pupillage under appren-
ticeship, supplemented by private courses. It was rooted in craftsmanship, and the tra-
ditional building industry of that time. New technologies were only addressed to the 
extent that they impacted the actual building process of the moment. Teaching took 
place in real life conditions, and was connected to a pragmatic regionalism – pragmat-
ic, not in the sense of philosophical pragmatism, but in the sense of a down-to-earth, 
non-utopist, non-idealist. In Britain, pupilage was the prevailing approach for teaching 
architecture during for most of the nineteenth century (Ockman & Williamson, 2012, 
p. 12).

The second approach relies upon the model of the French Académies (or Ecoles) des 
Beaux-Arts, rooted in the Fine Arts. Teaching relied on canonical reproduction, taking 
utopia as a reference. Architecture was conceived from a perspective of labour division, 
asserting the status of the architect as the only creative and the genius creator, not to be 
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contaminated by the messiness and non-disciplinary complications of the building site, 
and the builders. (Ockman & Williamson, 2012)

In contrast with the anti-intellectualism of both apprenticeship and the Beaux-Arts 
pedagogies, (Caragonne, 1995) the third biotope was found in the German polytechnical 
school, derived from the French Ecole Polytechnique. (Ockman & Williamson, 2012) 
This biotope was rooted in science, and the curriculum was considered as a specializa-
tion of engineering. Operating under a rationale of technological development, pro-
duction logic and industrialization, this biotope fostered experimentation and proto-
type development. Similar to disciplines as law and medicine, these schools adhered 
to rationality and the acquisition of knowledge similar to the traditional academic dis-
ciplines at the university. 

c. institutionalizing architectural education in the US: reshuffling European principles 
for a more inclusive stance

In Europe, these three biotopes lasted for a long time, and architectural education 
stayed outside the university, being hosted in dedicated institutes, such as Ecoles Natio-
nales Supérieures, Hochschulen or Schools of Architecture. In some cases the polytechnical 
programmes received the epithet of “university”, the so-called polytechnic universities, 
but even this term can be understood as an articulation of being not “real” (scientific) 
universities. 

In US, the situation was different. There, architecture developed within the university 
from the earliest moments. For instance, the University of Illinois started with an ar-
chitecture programme in 1868, only nine years after its foundation; Cornell University 
in 1871 – six years after its foundation; Syracuse University in 1873 – three year after its 
foundation - and Columbia University in 1881 – the most hesitating, with 27 years after 
its foundation) (Ockman & Williamson, 2012, pp. 13-14). 

But at that time, the conception of a university in the US, was more diverse than it was 
in Europe. In Europe, the then-recent higher education reforms of Humboldt in Ger-
many (1810), and Newman in UK (1852-1873)82, had resulted in a robust conception of 
the Modern university as an institution based upon science and research, addressing 
an intellectual elite. In this new “modern” university model, architecture had no place. 
In contrast, in US, three conceptions of the university coexisted (Ockman & Williamson, 
2012, p. 13). A first conception saw the public role of the university mainly as a prepara-
tion for public service. This conceptions more or less aligns with the French rationale 
behind their Grandes Ecoles, and their Ecoles Nationales Supérieures (Drèze & Debelle, 
1968, p84 e.v. in: Braeckman et al., 2004). A second model was comparable with the Ger-
man idea of a university as a shrine of “pure” science, and a privileged, ànd exclusive 
place for (“pure”) scientific research conduct. A third conception hold the mission to 
elevate public taste, and to diffuse a liberal, humanistic culture – to some extent akin 
with the Newmanian conception of liberal education. Each educational aspiration im-

82 1853 is the year when Newman organized a series of conferences with the title “The Idea of a University”. 1873 
is the year when the book with the same name was published.
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plies a different pedagogic approach, and the three conceptions of the university were 
basically seen complementary to each other.

In this enlarged understanding of academia, it was easier for architectural education 
to find its place. Beaux-Arts, as well a polytechnical approaches were found under the 
umbrella of a university. (Ockman & Williamson, 2012, p. 13) Although initially, it was 
the polytechnical model which was prevailing in the universities, doubt about which 
approach would be the most appropriate, remained. Joan Ockman refers to Leopold 
Eidlitz, who, in 1881, as one of the founding fathers of the American Institute of Archi-
tects, expresses the dilemma of architectural education: 

If the student of architecture could master the mathematical and scientific branches 
taught in modern polytechnic schools, make himself proficient in drawing, attend 
an academy of architecture, and then become in succession a good carpenter, mason, 
stone-cutter, painter, sculptor, and decorator – no doubt such a student would be 
eminently well prepared for professional life, and produce marvels of architectural 
art; but as human life is too short to enable one man to master practically so many 
arts, the question to be answered is reduced to this: Shall the pupil of architecture be 
educated in some mechanical workshop, in an art studio, or in a polytechnical school. 
(Eidlitz, 1881, p. 479 in: Ockman & Williamson, 2012, p.14)

Over time, the approaches even shifted: programmes that had been resolutely adopted 
the polytechnical method shifted to Beaux-Arts curriculum – as happened in Columbia 
University, in 1903 (Lewis, 2012, p. 84) and vice versa. The battle between Beaux-Arts 
approaches and Polytechnics show resemblance with the principled discussions about 
the Artes Mechanicae and the Artes Liberales, and similarly, the motives are not solely to 
be sought at ontological or epistemological level, but in economical and societal ten-
dencies of the time. 

From the 1890s on Beaux-Arts became dominant. The newly established Society of 
Beaux-Arts provided the university with monthly design problems, that were assessed 
by the Society. Moreover, Beaux-Arts was a well-suited carrier for the development of 
a collective national culture, and the format of the competition an effective tool for dis-
semination and propagation of such national cultural identity (Lewis, 2012). 

d. the naissance of an obstinate anti-intellectualist stance

But the deeply rooted legacy of the Beaux-Arts education, had fostered a culture of 
sheltered inwardness, an anti-intellectual stance (Caragonne, 1995), promoting the 
idea that the core of the disciplinary excellence and development is to be found in the 
mind of the individual creator as genius, only to be understood by its fellow genii - a 
closed and favoured circle (Stevens, 1998) of peers. 

The second world war challenged the preservation of the architect as a genius cre-
ator in his ivory tower. The urgency of post-war reconstruction and emergent town 
planning seemed to overrule the utopian ideation of the Beaux-Arts and the belief to 
contribute to the construction of a common nation state through developing canonical 
architecture. The conception of both the profession of the architect and architecture as 
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a discipline drastically changed. Consequently, the training of the architect shifted to-
wards a more “realistic” oriented education (Sunwoo, 2012). This culminated in immer-
sion of the discipline in the construction industry on the one hand, and a recalibration 
of decision processes influenced by ideals of participatory action on the other hand. 
For architectural education, this evolution lead to a bifurcation into techno-rationality 
and system-oriented approaches of both design and building process on the one hand, 
and an increase of adopting methodologies and approaches of social sciences and ac-
tivism on the other hand. Both tendencies stopped, and in the ‘70s, there was a general 
sense that both the pragmatic turn into partnership of the construction industry, and 
the surrender to the social ideals of participation of the ‘60s had failed. Architecture 
and, by consequence architectural education, were in crisis. 

Crisis is ground for reflection and change, and it was in these conditions, that the con-
sideration of reclaiming autonomy gradually gained ground (Sunwoo, 2012; Voet, Van-
dermarliere, De Caigny, & Schrijver, p. 14). From the ’80s on, architecture regained a 
status of disciplinary autonomy. Two tendencies are often referred to as indicators of 
this new era, and carriers of a new approach: the raise of post-modernism, with the 
Strada Novissima at the 1980 Venice Biennale as a sign and icon, and a reconnection 
to mid-century modernism – sometimes referred to as neo-modernism (Baird, 2001) - 
with OMA/Rem Koolhaas as an important protagonist. The former has been criticized 
for unaccounted historical reference, giving way to a resurrection of the anti-intellectu-
al stance of the Beaux-Arts ideation (Caragonne, 1995). In contrast, the latter has been 
seen as an alternative approach to systematic inquiry within the context of profession-
al practice. It gave raise to a new trend of book publications by renowned offices, insti-
gated by OMA. However, instead of being a sign of growing awareness and robustness 
of architectural research in practice, also this trend has been criticized as being a sign 
of “an ever-widening split between ‘intelligentsia of the profession’ and ‘its mainstream 
practitioners’” (Baird, 2001, p. 28), contributing to self-mythologization, rather than 
proper disciplinary development.

Jeremy Till (Till, 2007) argues that in the early twenty-first century, at the moment 
when the development of a credible architectural epistemology became a burning is-
sue again, autonomy of architecture reappeared to claim untouchability. The discourse 
about the autonomy of architecture includes the argument that architecture is a dis-
cipline and a form of knowledge which is so different, that normal research defini-
tions do not apply to it, and that – consequently – scientists do not understand what 
architecture is, and how architects think and work. The conception of architecture and 
architectural research are mythologized, beyond explanation, to be comprehended by 
the closed circle of initiates only. Till refers to this conception as a first myth about the 
nature of architectural research (out of three) which has to be refuted, because it is 
problematic and evil for both society and the discipline. 

[...] the production of architecture is left mythologized rather than subjected to clear 
analysis. Architecture is limited to a form of ouija, with the architect, as heroic ge-
nius, acting as the lightning rod for the storm of forces that goes into the making of 
building. On the other hand, architecture is treated as an autonomous discipline, 
beyond the reaches or control of outside influences, including those of normative re-
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search methodologies. This leads to the separation of architecture form other disci-
plines and their criteria for rigour […] [and] eventually to the marginalization of 
architecture. A knowledge base is developed only fitfully and so architecture becomes 
increasingly irrelevant and ultimately, irresponsible. (Till, 2007, p. 1)

e. architecture within the university: a difficult cohabitation

Rüegg & Ridder-Symoens argue that although universities have acknowledged that in-
tellectual demanding disciplines such as medicine and law, should be taught at the 
university, their strong reliance upon practice has remained problematic all along its 
history (Rüegg & Ridder-Symoens, 1992, pp. 3-34). The seminal adoption of the German 
model has even increased the inclination to push the exclusion of “non-pure” scientific 
disciplines further. Tensions have never been resolved.

Also for architectural education this tensions exist. Even in the US, where architecture 
belonged to the university from the earliest years, the relationship remained uneasy. 
In 1993 the five national architectural organizations83 coalesced around the need for 
an independent study on architectural education and practice in the US. Ernest Boyer 
and Lee Mitgang were committed to this task. In the introduction of their report, Boyer 
and Mitgang observe that architecture schools fit uncomfortably within the university 
culture. They refer to W. Cecil Steward, dean of the University of Nebraska’s College of 
Architecture, who witnesses that 

for many university administrators, especially those on research-driven campuses, 
[…] the architectural field [is seen] as a splintered and disputatious, and the design 
orientation of architecture faculty places architecture among the ‘soft’, ‘fuzzy’, and 
undervalued disciplines in the comprehensive universities. (W. Cecil Steward, cited 
in: Boyer & Mitgang, 1996, p. 9) 

Boyer and Mitgang further depict the relationship between architectural education and 
the university, by referring to the Walter Gropius Lecture of Henry N. Cobb in 1985, 
then-chairman of Harvard’s Department of Architecture, who expressed that his own 
architecture school: 

[…] with its curious studio-based teaching methods, with its paucity of scholarly 
research, and its dedication to serving the highly ‘contaminated’ professions of ar-
chitecture, landscape architecture and urban planning, must appear, to borrow the 
language op ‘Peanuts,’ as a kind of ‘Pig-Pen’, character in the university family – that 
is to say disreputable and more of less useless, but to be tolerated with appropriate 
condescension and frequent expressions of dismay. (Cobb, 1985, in: Boyer & Mitgang, 
1996, p. 10)

Donald Schön confirms the marginal position of architecture, when becoming part of 
a university environment:

83 The American Institute of Architects (AIA), the Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture (ACSA), the 
American Institute of Architecture Students (AIAS), the National Council of Architectural Registration Boards 
(NCARB), and the National Architectural Accrediting Board (NAAB).
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In the universities, architecture occupies a marginal place. Its bimodality [of being in 
the world of art and in the world of functional technical performance] makes the uni-
versity uneasy. And, more than this, architecture is a throwback to an epistemology 
older than the one around which the modern university was formed. (Schön, 1985)

Schön thus owes the unease to two incompatibilities, one related to the scope, and one 
on epistemological ground. The idea that architecture operates and sustains an old 
(eternal?) epistemology in which the world of art and the world of functional and tech-
nical performance are united, and that this condition should be seen as a quality, to 
be embraced, rather than rejected, forecasts the pleas of Helga Nowotny and Jonathan 
Hill for a new renaissance, in which arts and sciences are no opposites, but components 
of a comprehensive endeavour of relating ourselves to the world – an endeavour in 
which the contemporary university only partly succeeds.

4.4.3 attempts for scientifying the discipline 
The new era, after the wars, was calling for a new professionalism, both in US and Eu-
rope. Architectural education programmes were rethought as they had to respond to 
new and other societal demands. 

Our epoch is hostile to every subjective speculation in art, science, technology etc. The 
new spirit, which already governs almost all modern life, is opposed to animal spon-
taneity, to nature’s domination, to artistic flummery. In order to construct a new 
object we need a method, that is to say, an objective system.84

Science, with its new aureole of provider of technological development, was seen as 
the basis of societal advancement. By consequence, processes of “scientification” of 
professional disciplines took place, also affecting the discipline of architecture and 
architectural design. I point to two of them: a tendency for scientifying architectural 
education (see a.), and a tendency for scientifying design (see b.).

a. attempts for scientifying architectural education 

During the twentieth century, social sciences and humanities have entered the field 
of architectural education and research. These fields, and particularly social sciences, 
were in full bloom in the after-war period. Research in the social sciences was consid-
ered of utmost relevance to respond to the fast societal changes of the time - increas-
ing democratization, technological innovation, transition into post-colonial conditions, 
the expansion of the role of the media, etc. Thereby, disciplines such as sociology, psy-
chology, anthropology, ecology etc. also addresses the built environment as their sub-
ject-matter. It seemed obvious that the knowledge provided by research in these field 
could benefit the architectural production, and lead to better architectural designs. 

84 Van Doesberg Theo (1923) Towards a Collective Construction. De Stijl (Quoted by Naylor G in : The Bauhaus 
Studio Vista, London, 1968, in: Cross, 2006 from a design science to a design discipline)
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The other side of the scope of sciences concerned the technological developments, 
both in terms of building construction, building sciences (physics, acoustics, new ma-
terials…) as well as information systems, cybernetics and early computation. 

In the ‘60s and ‘70s, the conviction about an urge to keep pace with the fast developing 
societal changes, gave way to a tendency to “scientify” architectural education. It was 
assumed that closer connections with the developments in proper scientific research 
would provide the proper scientification of architectural education, and, consequently, 
also of architectural practice (De Walsche, 2013; Staub et al., 2016b). 

In 1972, in a speech entitled “the bankruptcy of architectural education”,85 Frans De 
Groodt - the then-director of the architectural programme in Antwerp – argued that 
the universities of that time, and architectural education in particular, is “delivering 
not only the wrong numbers of graduates, but – what is even worse - the wrong peo-
ple” (De Groodt, 1972).86 In order to deliver “the right” citizens – those who are able to 
cope with the actual needs of society - architectural education needs to become more 
scientific, by bringing it into closer contact with current scientific research conduct. 
To reach this, “the right” people have to be attracted. The tradition of having “exquisite 
architects and building engineers”87 in the educational programme was to keep the 
program up to date with the evolutions in the professional field. It was not a matter of 
research and disciplinary evolution. Making the programme more scientific should be 
done by attracting researchers in the adjacent disciplines of the social sciences and 
new technologies, not in the discipline of architecture in itself.

Architectural programmes got reformed by adding sociology, psychology, anthropolo-
gy and ecology courses to the curricula. The anti-intellectual stance of the Beaux-Arts 
was now completely reversed into a conception of architecture as a field of intellectual 
attention for and by others, who are to transfer their findings to the producers, viz. the 
architects. Architecture as an academic discipline faded away and felt apart in sub-
fields: architecture as a result of human culture and interaction belonged to the field 
of humanities and social sciences, architecture as construction belonged to the field of 
engineering and technology, and design of architecture belonged to the emerging field 
of design sciences (which I will address more explicitly in the next point). The artistic 
dimensions of architecture tend to be run in the background.

The radical reform of the Hochschule für Gestaltung in Ulm, by Thomas Maldonado in 
1958, was an early boding of a more general rejection of artistic dimensions, and crafts-
manship. Referring to the heritage of the Bauhaus, Maldonado declared that such ideas 
had “to be refuted with the greatest vehemence, as well as with the greatest objectivity.” 
(Maldonado, 1958, in: Findeli, 2001, p. 7) He asserted that a new educational philosophy 
should be implemented, which he called “scientific operalisation” (Findeli, 2001). 

85 “ Failliet van het architectuuronderwijs” 
86 “dat de universiteit niet meer voldoet aan de reële noden van de tijd’ […] niet alleen onjuiste aantallen van 

gediplomeerden aflevert, doch – wat erger is – verkeerd gevormde mensen, laten we zeggen: verkeerde mensen 
aflevert” (De Groodt, 1972)

87 “onderwijs in hoofdzaak gegeven door uitgelezen architecten en bouwingenieurs die zelf in de praktijk staan 
en daardoor de onmiskenbare actualisering van het onderwijs door hun eigen dagelijkse ervaring – althans ten 
dele – kunnen bijhouden” (De Groodt, 1972)
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As artistic dimensions faded to the background, science and technology took over. As 
a result, practicing architecture was increasingly understood as a matter of application 
of principles and findings of supplying disciplines. Improving architectural education 

– and with it, improving the discipline of architecture – would consist of developing a 
strong scientific underpinning of these applications. Science was seen as instrumental. 
The relationship between design and science was uni-directional. “Pure” scientific re-
search took place in the other disciplines. (De Walsche, 2013, p. 217) Architecture was 
seen as a field of application, and, to the extent that it could be denominated as science, 
it was considered as applied science. Such disciplines are applying, but not contributing 
to science, and thus are not scientific disciplines. They do not belong to science in it-
self – a hierarchical conception of science, fully in line with the Humboldtian notion 
of Brotwissenschaften. 

The conception of architecture as an amalgamation of operationalised or applied science, 
lasted for a long time. The prospectus of the architecture programme in Antwerp for 
the academic year 2005-2006 for instance, presents architecture as the consisting of 
four fields: applied sciences and technology, applied human sciences, applied economic sci-
ences, and applied communication sciences.88 Each field was expected to develop its prop-
er applied research. Peers were situated in neighbouring disciplines, either in the social 
sciences and humanities, or in technology branches (De Walsche, 2013, p. 217). Knowl-
edge was transferred to architectural education, in order to be applied. What happens 
in the discipline of architecture was applying knowledge that was produced elsewhere. 
.Architecture in itself thus rather seemed to be an “applying discipline” rather than an 
“applied science”. 89 There was no tendency for delineating proper disciplinary scopes, 
modes or methods. It was not clear – and apparently no need for clarity was felt – to 
which extent the act (or art?) of applying, could be considered as a field of discovery and 
inquiry in itself. 

Jeremey Till warns that such conceptions of architecture persist, and that in the light of 
the pressure to develop a proper research base, it is even considered as a possible way 
to go. He explains the rationales behind this reasoning:

In order to establish itself as a credible and ‘strong’ epistemology, architecture must 
turn to other disciplines for authority. Architecture is stretched along a line from the 
arts to the sciences and then sliced into discrete chunks, each of which is subjected to 
the methods and values of another intellectual area. (Till, 2007, p. 7)

However, Till calls such conception a second myth about the nature of architectural 
research, which is to be refuted, namely that “architecture is not architecture” (Till, 
2007). He argues that 

88 Studiegids Academiejaar 2005-2006, departement ontwerpwetenschappen, Hogeschool Antwerpen.
89 In this regard it might be interest to consider Boyer’s concept of “scholarship”, which provides a more nuanced 

view to describing the modus operandi of a university than the concept of “science” is able to. Boyer distin-
guished four types of scholarship: scholarship of discovery (scientific inquiry), scholarship of application 
(referring to the capacity of applying findings of scientific inquiry), scholarship of integration (referring to the 
capacity to design, which Boyer considered as reaching beyond the mere application of available knowledge, 
including aspects of what we would today refer to as transdisciplinarity), and scholarship of teaching.(Boyer, 
1990; Boyer & Mitgang, 1996)



299

[in such understandings of architectural research] that rely on other intellectual par-
adigms, architecture’s particularity is placed within a methodological straightjacket. 
In turning to others, architecture forgets what it might be in itself. [This myth], that 
architecture is not architecture, in editing the complexity of architecture thus de-
scribes it as something that it may not be. (Till, 2007, p. 7) 

Till argues that the reasons for this evolution are not to be found in the nature of the 
discipline itself but in external factors: 

It is a myth fuelled by the funding mechanisms for research, with the various research 
councils defining acceptable areas through particular research paradigms, which 
simply do not fit the breadth of architecture. (Till, 2007, p. 7)

The new tendency for “scientifying the discipline” by relying upon standards, methods 
and values of other disciplines is not inspired by a belief to improve the discipline, and 
thus also society, but by an opportunism caused by the increasing pressure of alloca-
tion mechanisms, yielding for the temptation to develop research in those branches 
that are most proficient. This perverse effect deviates research away from the disci-
plinary core of architecture, and leaves proper architectural research underexploited. 
As I will explain later in this chapter, it may even lead to a systematic de- academization 
of architectural design from an academic discipline into vocational practice.

b. attempts for scientifying design 

The scientification of architectural design education can be traced along two tenden-
cies. The first tendency is described in the previous section. It focused on the architec-
tural part of the curriculum, and attempted to make architecture and the programme 
of architectural education more scientifically underpinned by including adjacent dis-
ciplines, such as sociology, psychology, anthropology, ecology etcetera. Eventually this 
tendency was leading to a dissociation of the disciplinary field of architecture, into an 
amalgamation of other disciplines. It led to a disappearance of architecture as a disci-
pline, and prevented architecture to develop as a proper “science”. 

The second tendency focused on the design part of the curriculum. It was grounded in 
the conviction that design, as a cognitive practice, should be developed into a science 
in its own. While the first tendency has led to dissolving architecture from the scope of 
scientific disciplines, this was different for the attempt for scientifying “design” - “de-
sign” was destined to become a proper science in its own right: Design Science.90 

In 1999, Ranulph Glanville looks back upon that era, and explains the rationales: 

When Design Research began, say in the 1960s, the eventual success of science was 
assumed. Already, at the notorious 1956 Oxford Conference, architectural educa-
tion in the UK (and its sphere of influence) accepted architecture as a second class 
subject: i.e. not properly scientific. Science (in actuality, technology) was seen as 
so successful that everything should be scientific: the philosopher’s stone! Archi-

90 For a more elaborated overview of this evolution, see Bayazit (2004). For the particular case of the Antwerp 
architectural programme, see De Walsche, in: Vos & Lombaerde (2013).
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tects (a significant subdivision of designers) were determined to become scientific. 
The syllabus was changed and design science was invented. Even the Architectur-
al Association School gave over a third of undergraduate time to design science.[...] 
Research was what was needed. Proper scientific research (research was identified 
with science) would yield the secrets of the designer, allowing us unsentimentally to 
find the right answer to problems. Research was central to Science. Research was Sci-
ence. In shameful contrast, Design was not Scientific. Design should be Scientific. De-
sign therefore needed Research. Since Research should be Scientific, Design Research 
should be Scientific. And then Design, itself, would be Scientific.(Glanville, 1999)

In this era of system-thinking, cybernetics and the raise of artificial intelligence and 
early computation, scholars were interested in different ways how information is han-
dled into meaningful new entities. Design was such a type of practice, and it was ar-
gued that design would benefit from becoming more systematic in how to handle infor-
mation, and from developing a proper methodological body to do so. This conviction 
was grounded in a scientistic belief that persistent scientific investigation of the design 
process would rationalize the design process in itself, and validate it as a legitimate way 
of providing solutions for new problems. 

The first generation protagonists, tried to develop a design science on the model of 
positivist science, and techno-rationality of technological development (Cross, 2007b). 
Buckmister Fuller called for a “design science revolution”, where design, based on 
science, technology and rationalism would overcome the human and environmental 
problems that he believed could not be solved by politics and economics (Cross, 2007b). 
Herbert Simon had outlined that a “science of design” would consist of “a body of in-
tellectually tough, analytic, partly formalisable, partly empirical, teachable doctrine 
about the design process”(Simon, 1969).

The Design Method Movement (DMM), a “result of post war optimism and a belief that 
making design more scientific would help to produce a better world” (Langrish, 2016) 
organized in September 1962 the “Conference on Design Methods” – the subtitle was: 

“papers presented at the conference on systematic and intuitive methods in engineer-
ing, industrial design, architecture and communications.” This conference gave birth 
to the Design Research Society (London, 1966), a scholarly network of design scientists 
that still exists.91

The Design Method Movement (DMM), was convinced that both design education and 
the profession would benefit from a systematic design methodology, to provide more 
appropriate approaches and more effective control than the more or less intuitive ways 
of designing of the time (Mareis, 2009). Framing design into such scientifically under-
pinned systematic methodologies, would give birth to design sciences as an academic 
and scientific discipline. This design science, relying on method and the development 
of a methodology, would render design in itself scientific. 

The field of design sciences gradually got established. Academic journals emerged: 
Design Studies in 1979, Design Issues in 1984, Research in Engineering Design in 1989, the 
Journal of Engineering Design in 1990, Languages of Design in 1993 and Design Journal in 

91 https://www.designresearchsociety.org/cpages/home
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1997. The idea of rationalizing the design process was influential in many technical uni-
versities, and architecture schools, giving way to curricular and institutional reform.92

Gradually, the rabid positivist approach of the early years was mitigated, even within 
the DMM. 

In 1973 Horst Rittel – next to Bruce Archer, John Chris Jones and Christopher Alexan-
der one of the four founders and main protagonists and movement - co-authored with 
Melvin Webber a most seminal article “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning” in 
which the authors state: 

The search for scientific bases for confronting problems of social policy is bound to fail, 
because of the nature of these problems. They are “wicked” problems, whereas science 
has developed to deal with “tame” problems. Policy problems cannot be definitively 
described. Moreover, in a pluralistic society there is nothing like the undisputable 
public good; there is no objective definition of equity; policies that respond to social 
problems cannot be meaningfully correct or false; and it makes no sense to talk about 

“optimal solutions” to social problems unless severe qualifications are imposed first. 
Even worse, there are no “solutions” in the sense of definitive and objective answers. 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 155)

According to the authors, design problems are “wicked” and science does not provide 
stances to tackle them appropriately. 

A decade later, Donald Schön reaffirms the critique on the positivist-scientistic belief 
of the first generation design scientists He reproached Simon’s concept of a “science 
of design” for its strong adherence to approaches to solving well-formed problems, 
while professional design practice has to face and deal with “messy, problematic situa-
tions”(Schön, 1983). Instead, Schön proposed 

an epistemology of practice implicit in the artistic, intuitive processes which some 
practitioners do bring to situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value 
conflict. (Schön, 1983)

In 1992, Christopher Jones, as mentioned above one of the four protagonists of the 
DMM, reflects on the rationales and intentions of the movement. He explains: 

The common purpose was to formulate methods to allow the systematic control and 
analytical understanding of processes in design that had previously been approached 
more or less intuitively. It was thought that both design education as well as profes-
sional design activity would benefit from a systematic design methodology. (Jones & 
Thornley, 1963, in: Mareis, 2009, pp. 89-90)

92 From the academic year 2000-2001 onwards, the Higher institute for architectural sciences, and the Higher 
institute for product development merged into a “departement of Design Sciences”. This reference to design 
sciences still traces back to a multidisciplinary and generic understanding of design. This is not surprising 
given the strong bound between the Antwerp programme and some of the protagonists of the first generation 
design scientists, such as Christopher Jones and Jean-Jacques Stiefenhofer (from Hochschule für Gestaltung in 
Ulm). What may be remarkable is that this happened so many years after the critique on this approach, even 
from within. Nevertheless, after the integration into the university the concept has been kept, and the name of 
the former department is transferred into “Faculty of Design Sciences”.
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but, in retrospect, he concludes that they have failed: 

We sought to be open minded, to make design processes that would be more sensitive 
to life than were the professional practices of the time. But the result was rigidity : a 
fixing of aims and methods to produce designs that everyone now feels to be insensi-
tive to human needs. (Jones, 1992, in: Mareis, 2009, pp. 91-92)

For these protagonists, their attempts to scientify design as a generic and method-
ologically underpinned human practice failed. In spite of the disappointment of the 
DMM-protagonists, it cannot be stated that design sciences has ceased to exist. As a 
scholarly field, it continuous the debate. Different communities in different disciplines 
have developed their own discourses about design and design research, and their own 
networks, design societies and conferences (Margolin, 2010a, 2010b). 

Some scholars insist on further establishment of a design science and design studies 
as a autonomous (generic) discipline with proper methodologies, that ought to be gen-
eralized in order to improve the discipline (see for instance: Pauwels, De Meyer, & Van 
Campenhout, 2013). Others consider design and design research as a creative practice 
among others, emphasizing its diversity and methodological intangibility (Fraser, 2017; 
Kjørup, 2010).

Even within the particular field of architectural design, different stances can be seen, 
and also in this field, it cannot be said that positivist conceptions have been abandoned. 
The more architectural design is seen as performance-based technological production, 
the more it is akin to industrial design and product engineering. In these areas, scien-
tification of the design process was relevant and proficient. These fields still embrace 
it, and contribute to its further development. But, the more architectural design is seen 
as built culture, an emanation of society, and a process of particular responses to indi-
vidual and specific needs, the more this scientification is felt as an evil reduction and a 
hindrance. These approaches will rather align with Schön’s alternative “epistemology 
of practice”. 

The failure of the Design Method Movement (DMM) in the ‘60s has proved that, un-
less design is situated in a strict industrial-technological logic of techno-rationality - 
it makes no sense to generalize and muzzle the creative and abductive processes of 
design, by scientifying it into systems theory or prescriptive methodologies. Mareis 
suggests that the DMM was mainly an “academic” movement. The participants were di-
verse – mathematicians, engineers, cybernetics, architects, urban planners and prod-
uct developers – but rarely practicing designers. The adjustments that were done by 
Schön to bring it back into the realm of professional practice, allowing for the artistic, 
intuitive processes that science is not able to include, Jones’ plea to open up for “sensi-
tiveness for human needs”, and the “wicked behaviour” of societal problems to which 
Rittel and Webber have referred align with Dewey’s critique on positivist science to 
which I have referred earlier (see 3.3.3.1.a.):

The net practical effect [of this interpretation of the positivist scientistic worldview] 
is the creation of the belief that science exists only in the things which are most re-
mote from any significant human concern, so that as we approach social and moral 
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questions and interests we must either surrender hope of the guidance of genuine 
knowledge or else purchase scientific title and authority at the expense of all that is 
distinctly human. (Dewey, 1939, p.51, in: Biesta, 2007, p. 473) 

From this perspective, the attempts for scientifying design are problematic not only 
because of an innate incompatibility with the nature of design, but even more since 
they deprive society from a practice that is exactly oriented towards addressing these 
kind of phenomena for which the (positivist-scientistic understanding of) science is 
not able to provide solutions, “unless at the expense of all that is distinctly human” (to 
cite Dewey once more).

4.4.4 architecture as an academic discipline: a kaleidoscopic landscape, 
determined by diverse agencies

The attempts it may not be (cf. the quote of Jeremey Till above). The attempts for sci-
entifying design, particularly architectural design, failed (cf. the story of the Design 
Method Movement). It was clear that at that point, the discipline of architecture, and 
the practice of architectural design was “in crisis”. The subsequent period of disci-
plinary self-reflection lead to the ascent of proper disciplinary research. I point to four 
tendencies in developing a proper disciplinary research culture: reconnections to un-
derexploited precedence (see a.), the rediscovery of practice (see b.), the ascent of ar-
chitecture theory and history (see c.), and the reclaiming of technological development 
(see d.).

a. reconnections to underexploited precedence

The ascent of anti-intellectual stances in the ‘80s as a response to the failure of scien-
tifying the discipline from the ‘60s on, and the acknowledgement of the failure of the 
scientification of design, should not lead to the conclusion that the ‘60s and ‘70s have 
been an era of disciplinary divagation. This era has also given way to germs of proper 
disciplinary architectural research. 

While the design method movement was anxiously holding its quest for recognition as 
a science and an academic discipline, architecture was turned into a quest of coming 
to terms with the legacy of pre-war modernism. Seminal illustrations of this advocacy 
of architecture as an intellectual field, and the quest to develop proper disciplinary 

- architectural – research can be found in Venturi and Scott-Brown’s “Learning from 
Las Vegas” (Venturi, Scott Brown, & Izenour, 1972) and “Complexity and Contradiction 
in Architecture” (Venturi, 1977), the writings of Peter and Alison Smithson, Aldo Rossi, 
and Oswald Mathias Ungers, to name just a few. 

Several traces can be found of reconnection to the research that has been set out in 
the ‘60s arguing that what has been set out, should not be abandoned by the increas-
ing pressure for academization, but instead by reconsidered for its value, and further 
developed. 
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 – Jonathan Hill argues that the work of the Smithsons witnesses of a rediscovery 
of the unity of drawing, writing and building, that has always been so crucial 
for a genuine development of the architectural discipline (Hill, 2014). 

 – In 2014, the Faculty of architecture of the TU Delft decided to launch a new 
chair: “Methods and Analysis”. In his inaugural address, entitled “Cultures of 
Practice: Architecture in Search for New Roles, Tools and Approaches”, the new chair 
– Tom Avermaete - argued that architectural practice has to develop “a more 
effective memory within architecture”. The aim of this chair is to close the gap 
between architectural history and practice. Avermaete advocates a thorough 
reconsideration of the research methods that have been set out in the past, but 
have been abandoned before having deployed their full potential. Moreover, 
these approaches provide precedence for expanding the actual scope and look 
beyond Western architecture alone, a practice that has insufficiently be under-
taken so far.93

b. the rediscovery of practice

In previous chapter, under point 3.3.3. “conceptual expansion: practice as a way of com-
ing to know”, I have thoroughly explained and discussed the ascent of practice-based 
research, and its philosophical underpinnings. In relation to the field of architecture, 
the ascent, or rediscovery, of practice recalibrates the position of the practitioner, who 
is no longer solely a proficient professional, but also a protagonist in renewing the 
discipline.

It is remarkable to notice that all of the above-mentioned authors of this developing 
field of architectural research (Venture, the Smithsons, Rossi, Ungers) were renowned 
architects with an actual building practice, while being writing theorists, and teachers 
in architectural design studio. This observation affirms Mareis’ scepticism about purely 

“academic” attempts for developing proper design research, such as the DMM, and re-
affirms Hill’s tenet that architectural research relies upon a unity of building, drawing 
and writing, hence considering professional practice as one of the potential sites to 
undertake such research.

The several national initiatives of which I have reported earlier in this chapter – the cas-
es of UK, Norway, the Netherlands, France and Flanders (see points 3.2.2.2 and 4.2.2.3.) 

– as well as institutional policies and funded projects – such as the ADAPT-r project (see 
point 4.2.2.3.) – reveal an increased belief in the role of practice, not only in order to 
develop proper disciplinary research but also as a way of dealing with issues and chal-
lenges for which other non-practice-based approaches cannot provide solutions.

c. The ascent of architectural theory and history

While the development of practice-based research, as well as the recognition of in-
quisitive and theorizing practitioners as knowledge producers is still stuttering, fruitful 
research has been developed in the – purely academic fields of - cultural studies and 

93 https://www.tudelft.nl/en/2014/bk/inaugural-address-tom-avermaete-a-lot-of-contemporary-architec-
ture-is-little-more-than-navel-gazing/ last retrieved 12 June 2018.
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critical theory. It has contributed to the development of architectural theory as a firmly 
established academic field, and made it evolve into a significant brand within the dis-
cipline (Fraser, 2010). 

In 2005, the European Architectural History Network (EAHN) was established. In 2012, 
the publication of a Sage Handbook on Architectural Theory (Crysler et al., 2012) was a 
token of scientific recognition. That its office and secretary has been hosted at the most 
prestigious institutions of architectural education (TUDelft 2006-2013; ETH Zürich 
2014-2016), is another sign of recognition.94 

However, although the development of these sub-disciplines could be understood as a 
crucial source for strengthening the epistemological body of the whole discipline, cau-
tiousness is required. The scarcity of practitioning architects among the contributors 
of the Sage Handbook, for instance, suggests an increasing split between these fields 
of history – proficiently developing as scholarly fields – and knowledge production in 
practice; an observation that entertains the anxiety for alienation, for which Frank van 
der Hoeven (2011) has warned.

d. reclaiming technological development

In the nineteenth century, the industrial developments induced radical changes in the 
conception and production of architecture. From that moment on however, industrial 
developments and technological advancement became as much an alibi for architec-
tural conception, as an asset. The ascent of computation and the early beliefs in arti-
ficial intelligence, leading to the idea of replacing design by computer programming 
confirmed this deviation. The aberration into techno-rationality of which Schön re-
ported so vehemently in the ‘80s witness of this disciplinary difficulties. However, re-
cently, computation and technological developments have been restaged as promising 
ground for developing proper disciplinary research. The boost of digital media tech-
nologies have again expanded the scope of architectural thinking, making, conceiving 
and communicating. This opened up a new array of academic inquiry. 

A convincing example of this development can be found in the InnoChain ETN network 
project, an EU funded ITN-project under the label of “excellent science”.95 The project 
establishes a research training environment, shared by 6 European education institutes 
that focus on computational design in architecture and engineering, and 14 industry 
partners in the fields of architecture, engineering, design software development and 
fabrication. Through digital simulation and fabrication, the project aims to challenge 
prevailing building culture. The interdisciplinary character of the programme give way 
to the development of new skills both in architecture and engineering. Moreover, it 
connects academic research (Mode-1) with research in a non-academic context (the 
different industries to which it connects) (Mode-2), and fosters testing and implemen-
tation of new skills and technologies in both realms. The common focus on computa-
tional design is unites understandings of research in terms of both practice and design. 
(Kaps, Martinez-Cañavate, De Walsche, & Nagibina, 2016)

94 https://eahn.org/, last retrieved 12 June 2018.
95 See http://innochain.net/
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It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to explore this new and young development, 
but is remarkable to notice its preparedness and willingness to open up to other disci-
plines without deviating from architectural ontology and without abandoning the in-
herent links between writing, drawing and making/building, as promoted by Hill.

4.5 empirical studies of the RT-nexus:  
developing a proper framework for architectural 
design education 
The oft-cited meta-analysis of Hattie & Marsh (Hattie & Marsh, 1996) – based 

upon 58 studies, spanning about two decades - casted doubts upon the assumed ben-
efits of a RT-nexus, and has given rise to a wave of empirical studies. These studies 
have addressed a wide range of academic disciplines, covering natural sciences as well 
as social sciences and humanities, and including teaching at comprehensive universi-
ties as well as at research-intensive universities. Yet, for practice-oriented disciplines, 
such as architectural design, the issue has rarely been subject of investigation (Griffiths, 
2004, p. 711). 

In this section I will concisely discuss the transferability of the available empirical stud-
ies and conclude that it is limited (see 4.5.1.). A major shortcoming of these studies con-
cerns transferability of studies across distinct epistemic cultures. If empirical grounds 
are insufficiently comparable, transfer is not valid. In order to resolve this difficulty, I 
shine light on the dual role and position of architectural design in the curriculum, and 
explain the need for developing a nexus that takes into consideration both research 
and design (see 4.5.2.). Finally, I develop a comprehensive framework that allows for 
distinguishing different modes of teaching on the basis of the role and position of both 
research and design (see 4.5.3.).

4.5.1 limited transferability and the lack of depth of existing studies
Transferability of findings of RT-nexus studies – either theoretical or empirical – to the 
context of the architectural design studio is limited. In chapter 3, point 3.5, I discussed 
the difficulties of existing empirical studies. I pointed to inconclusiveness (see 3.5.1.), 
problematic generalizability and a risk of reification (see 3.5.2.), and the tendency of 
black-boxing the actual processes of teaching and learning. In this point I apply these 
problems to the case of architectural design education. Also here, difficulties are situ-
ated at several levels.

 – Firstly, the available RT-studies are predominantly addressing scientific re-
search conduct in the traditional academic fields of sciences, social sciences 
and humanities. For these studies it is obvious to understand the concept of 
a RT-nexus in terms of connections between teaching and formal scientific 
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research conduct (at the university). But the document analysis and literature 
study that I have presented in this PhD, indicate that for the case of the archi-
tectural design studio tangible, structural links with formal academic research 
conduct are scarce, or even absent. 

 – Secondly, because these studies focus on a nexus with formal scientific re-
search conduct - to which I have referred earlier as Mode-1 knowledge pro-
duction - they do not take into consideration the option of potential nexuses 
with other types of research – to which I referred earlier as Mode-2 knowledge 
production. But, as the observations of this chapter have demonstrated, in ar-
chitecture, professional practice – a typical case of Mode-2 conditions - effec-
tively is a field of disciplinary knowledge production. What is even worse, is 
that for many institutional and policy contexts, as demonstrated earlier in this 
PhD, Mode-2 knowledge production will not be grasped, or , if grasped, not be 
recognised as “research”.

 – Thirdly, the problem of the existing studies is not only that connections with 
Mode-2 research is lacking. More crucial is that the features of both phenom-
ena – Mode-1 and Mode-2 – are so fundamentally different that transfer is im-
possible. In chapter 3, point 3.3 - “the RT- and the shifting nature of research” - I 
demonstrated that for each mode of knowledge production, the nature of the 
knowledge, the contexts and processes of knowledge generation, and the ways 
of valuing the outcomes, fundamentally differs. Empirical studies about a nex-
us that relies upon connections with Mode-1 production are simply reporting 
about a nexus with a phenomenon that is fundamentally different from a po-
tential nexus with Mode-2 production. 

 – A fourth difficulty concerns the teachers’ profile. Empirical studies of the 
RT-nexus have targeted teaching in traditional academic constellations. Teach-
ers are academic faculty – i.e. professors and their assistants. All of them act as 
researchers, and can be interrogated from this perspective. In the architectural 
design studio, teachers are dominantly practitioners, related to professional 
practice rather than to formal academic research conduct; they are appointed 
part-time, and paid only for teaching; they are not involved in funded research 
conduct at the university; they have no denominated research area; they don’t 
publish in scholarly journals; they have no doctoral degree. To them, the per-
spective of interrogation of existing RT-nexus studies is not applicable. I give 
an example: empirical research has assessed academics’ perceptions about the 
sense or non-sense of a RT-nexus and asked the question to which extent a pro-
fessor is considering teaching as a burden and an impediment for proficient re-
search conduct. For the case of teaching practitioner in the design studio, this 
question is meaningless. 

 – Fifthly, the existing empirical studies report about typical didactic constella-
tions of the university, and relate to well-known didactic formats, such as lec-
tures, seminars, practicals, laboratories etcetera. In those cases, each didactic 
format relates to a particular, and fixed constellation in terms of relationships 
between student and teacher, spatial setting and interactions that possibly can 
occur. A lecture takes place in an aula, the teacher standing in front, and stu-
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dents sitting in fixed chairs looking at the front of the room; in a seminar, the 
teacher induces a discussion with the students, and implements discussions 
among students; in practicals, the students are actively experimenting. All 
three didactic formats take place in distinct rooms, designed for the particular 
spatial setting, and designed to have that particular type of interactions occur. 
Often, studio teaching has been compared with a practical, and probably, in 
several cases it has been the case. Teaching than typically consist of 1:1 inter-
actions between student and a coaching teacher – Donald Schön’s work has 
strongly contributed to this stereotyping. This however is negating the many 
types of other actions and interactions that take actually are taking place in 
the studio (as I will demonstrate in chapter 5). As a result of this “Schönian” 
stereotyping, it has become an obstinate misconception to reduce studio teach-
ing to such a single didactic format. The observations that I have described in 
the introduction made clear that studio teaching no longer coincide with one 
particular spatial setting, nor one set of interactions. Rather is has become a 
denominator for a pedagogy in which didactic formats dynamically change in 
function of the requirements and needs that occur from the ongoing process. 
During a particular time span – typically one semester – studio takes many 
shapes, both in spatial settings and in interaction types. As design is a prac-
tice-based process of emerging insights, teaching is often not pre-set, but re-
sponsive and determined by what emerges. Moreover, teaching in the design 
studio often is not relying upon the single profile of a lecturing professor or 
the guiding assistant, but involves diverse actors in distinct functions. In this 
regard the difficulty with the available empirical studies about the RT-nexus 
is that their unit of investigation – namely teaching as a process that consists of 
single and fixed academic didactic formats - does not comply with the unit of 
investigation of the architectural design studio – namely teaching as a process of 
dynamically responding to what emanates from practice. This is crucial, since 
in practice-based teaching – such as studio teaching – the possibility exists that 
it is exactly in this dynamic responsiveness of the teacher that inquiry takes 
shape, and that insights will emerge – a possibility that available RT-nexus stud-
ies never have been able to take into consideration.

 – A sixth and final difficulty concerns the depth and analytical capacity of exist-
ing studies. As point 3.5.3. has argued, the available RT-nexus studies are not 
unravelling the actual processes of teaching and learning. They do not contrib-
ute to gain insights in the question how connections with research actually do 
induce learning. They are black-boxing the processes in which learning occurs, 
preventing them from studying what kind of learning is taking place, how re-
search and inquiry is inducing intended learning, and how this induction is 
connected to the situation, moment and place, and to intentions, expectations 
and qualification. Since this question is at the core of this PhD – namely, the 
third central research questions – these studies are not facing this questions. 
In this regard, for answering this central research question, their topical rele-
vance is limited. 
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Apparently, the relevance of empirical studies about the RT-nexus for the case of the 
architectural design studio, and more particularly in the view of the central research 
question of this PhD, is limited. The available RT-studies rely upon data that have been 
gathered in established scholarly research communities, but given its earlier described 

“otherness”, it is unclear to which extent the findings of these data can be generalized 
into the particular epistemic culture of architecture. This leads to the conclusion that 
transferability of findings of available studies is limited, impossible or misleading; in-
ference of these studies is unsure, and can only done with highest scrutiny and caution; 
the indicators that are commonly used in empirical RT-nexus studies to screen teach-
ing for connections with research conduct do not apply to the teaching in the design 
studio. Inference from these studies is a case of comparing chalk and cheese. 

Moreover, even the adopted methods and perspectives of the available studies are in-
sufficiently tailored - neither for grasping the features of the constituents of the unit of 
investigation, nor for addressing the central research questions of this PhD. 

If we are to better understand the rationale behind an advocacy or potential benefits of 
a RT-nexus in architectural design education, as well as the nature of such a RT-nexus, 
an alternative approach is needed. Such alternative approach has to be grounded in the 
processes of teaching and learning as they are actually taking place in their natural set-
ting of the architectural design studio, and giving voice to the actors who are engaged 

– studio teachers and students. Such investigation calls for qualitative fieldwork. The 
result of this fieldwork is reported in the final chapter of this dissertation - chapter 5.

4.5.2 a nexus with both research and design

a. Identifying the need for a proper framework

Given the difficulties which are listed above, it can be concluded that the goal to estab-
lish an authentic RT-nexus in architectural design education remains complicated and 
delicate. The pressure to establish a RT-nexus in architectural design education can 
lead to paradoxical situations. I point to three options.

A first option is to look for compliancy with the prevailing understanding of a RT-nexus 
as it is found in the existing studies. This leads to the development of new and more in-
tensive connections between the design studio and formal scientific research conduct 
at the university. These connections are – de facto – found outside the core of the epis-
temic culture of the discipline. This option aligns with the earlier described attempts 
for scientifying architectural design on providing foundations and underpinning out-
side the discipline. 

The result of an academization that relies upon such a RT-nexus is that architecture 
students will become more acquainted with academic research and its scientific re-
search outcome - possibly they will develop scientific research skills. But these skills 
will relate to methodologies of the particular scientific fields where there originate 
from, which is not the epistemic culture of architecture, and particularly, not architec-
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tural design practice. The research foundation of teaching is situated in courses where 
such connections are obvious to make – such as history, sociology, technology courses, 
etcetera. Architectural design practice will (again) be perceived as a field of mere appli-
cation and creative practice, without aspirations of disciplinary advancement. It leads 
to graduates that may be more “academic” - in generic terms of possessing scientific 
research competences – but who will not be able to strengthen the architectural pro-
fessional practice as a locus of knowledge production, as this relies upon other types of 
practices than the scientific research conduct they have been trained in.

This option thus leads to the paradoxical probability that academization eventually 
supports the development of research in disciplines outside the discipline that it is 
aiming to academize. By not acknowledging the inherent mechanisms of proper dis-
ciplinary practice as potential for developing proper research the academization pro-
cess thus consists of confirming that “real” academic quality of architecture is to be 
found outside the field of architecture, thus actually de-academizing architecture as a 
disciplinary field. Moreover, by training graduates in being inquisitive in other modes 
and methods than through architectural design, academia and academization of archi-
tectural education will ultimately lead to a de-academization or re-vocationalisation of 
professional practice and of the profession as well.

A second option for establishing a more appropriate RT-nexus consists of establishing 
connections with research that is considered as more discipline-specific, and thus tak-
ing into consideration professional practice as a site of effective knowledge production. 
This leads to the paradoxical situation that a RT-nexus is established with practices that 
are not acknowledged as “research”, and certainly not as “academic”-research. This 
option thus leads to adherence to a non-academic RT-nexus – difficult to use this term 
as a basis for “ academization” of the discipline. 

A critical evaluation of this option primarily focusses on the locus of professional prac-
tice and the nature of knowledge production in this locus. It evaluates its processes 
compliant with the particular features of the conditions under which these practices 
operate. It evaluates its edifying capacity, how studio teaching connects with it, and 
how these connections relate to intended learning.

A third option consists of acknowledging that architectural education de facto is deliv-
ering academic graduates, based on their actual accreditation, even when it is difficult 
to demonstrate its research-foundation, particularly regarding its disciplinary core 

- the design studio. This option implies that either the research-foundation of archi-
tectural education is to be found elsewhere than in the design studio – which brings 
this option into the first paradox – or that the studio, irrespective of its incapability 
to demonstrate connections with research - provides academic education without es-
tablishing a RT-nexus - which leads to the paradoxical assertion that a RT-nexus is not 
prerequisite – or that the design does possess a research-foundation, but of a type that 
is not to be found in the currently prevailing conception of a RT-nexus. 

Evaluating this third option primarily focusses on the locus of the design studio, and 
the processes of teaching and learning that actually occur in this locus. It implies an 
evaluation to which extent these processes can be brought into connection with con-
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ceptions or aspects of research conduct, as well as an evaluation of how these particu-
lar disciplinary practices relate to the expectations of academic higher education.

The three paradoxical options demonstrate that, in order to study the potential ratio-
nale, content and nature of a RT-nexus in the design studio, there is a the need for a 
comprehensive approach that allow all types of inclusion of the notion “research” in 
education – an approach that includes the third option, in which there is an appar-
ent absence of any connection with formal scientific research conduct, nor with other 
types of research. 

The aim of this PhD is to provide an outline for such comprehensive approach. In this 
regard, I develop a framework that allows for not only positioning teaching on the basis 
of its relationship with research, but for positioning consequently the relationship of 
teaching with research, with design, and the relationship between design and research. 
The development of this framework is part of the next two points (b. and c.)

b. a dual pedagogy of knowing about and knowing through

Architectural education relies upon architectural design in two distinct ways: (i) by 
studying existing architecture (analysis, reflection, theory about buildings and design 
practice), and (ii) by actively conceiving new architecture (design practice). The former 
relates to architectural design as disciplinary subject-matter, the latter as a pedagogical 
methodology. 

Content-wise, architectural education focuses on architecture, as an appearance of hu-
man practice and culture. Since the empirical base of the epistemic culture of architec-
ture rather relies upon individual reference than upon codified theory (cf Kurath, 2015), 
this part of the curriculum is relevant for increasing the referential framework of the 
student, as a central and nourishing body of disciplinary knowledge. One can say that 
this focus corresponds to an inwards, disciplinary inclination of teaching about archi-
tecture also has an outwards inclination. Architecture “reflects, shapes, and enriches 
society and its culture” (Kaps, Martinez-Cañavate, De Walsche, & Soolep, 2017a). As 
such, architecture is an emanation of how people are dealing with the world. Eisinger 
argues that therefore, architecture “manifests itself as an instrument for exploring the 
world”(Eisinger, 2008), not only the discipline.

Methodologically spoken, architectural education is design education. Design practice 
takes a central place in the curriculum. Design is not only considered as a professional 

Frayling (1993) GLN Borgdorff (2007)
thematic into about on thematic

praxeologic through by in paradigmatic, immanent
teleologic, instrumental for for for teleologic, instrumental

Figure 22 juxtaposition of the trichotomies of Frayling (left) , Borgdorff (right), and a third proposal of this PhD - Genus, 
Locus, Nexus (GLN) (middle)
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       STUDENTS AS PARTICIPANTS

research-tutored research-based
curriculum emphasises 

learning focused on 
students writing and 
discussing papers or 

essays

curriculum emphasises 
students undertaking 
inquiry-based learning or 
low key research

research-led research-oriented
curriculum is structured 

around teaching subject 
content

curriculum emphasises 
teaching processes of 
knowledge construction in 
the subject

STUDENTS AS AUDIENCE

EMPHASIS ON
RESEARCH
CONTENT

EMPHASIS ON 
RESEARCH
PROCESSES
AND PROBLEMS

Figure 23 categorization of different degrees of connections between research and teaching, by Healey (2005), based upon 
Griffiths (2004).

skill that has to be trained during the years of study in order to become a skilled design-
er, but also as a pedagogic practice that contributes to other educational objectives. In 
this regard, it is, next to the earlier mentioned analytical reflective, theoretical courses, 
also in itself a way of studying about architecture and to “explore the world”, but within 
a pedagogy of learning-by-doing, or – in Dewean terms – within a transactional ap-
proach of coming to knowing – or in terms of Donald Schön, within an epistemology of 
practice. It is through architectural design that the student learns about the world, about 
design, and learn to design at the same time. (Kaps, Martinez-Cañavate, De Walsche, & 
Soolep, 2017b).96

96 This hybrid combination of taking a critical and reflective meta-position whilst getting increasingly encap-
tured in a mode of actually producing the own material of study yourself, is a remarkable pedagogy. Theo-
retically spoken, it would be possible to conceive architectural education without design practice. It would 
be taught then in a similar detached way as a student in linguistics studies languages and a student in 
musicology studies music. The former studies about a language, as a way of gaining insights in the features 
of the language, and the world where this language operates in, without being a writer him/herself. The latter 
studies about music, in order to gain insights in features of that music, and the world where that music is 
composed or played, without being a music player him/herself. For the field of architecture, it would be correct 
to indicate such programme as “architecturology” (Boudon, 1992) – similar to musicology, and philology - a 
scholarly field of academic inquiry, which, through the study of features of the phenomenon, aims to reveal 
new insights about the world where this phenomenon is belonging to. In architectural education however, the 
involved students are supposed to behave and take the mode and position of the designing architect – compara-
ble with taking the position a writer, actively being a writer or actively being a musician, in order to gain and 
reveal insights about the world. Architecture students are trained to design, and as their design skills enhance, 
they both develop a particular understanding of the world, a personal stance towards this world, and a skill-set 
through which they will actively engage with this world.



313

Since architectural design practice thus is instrumental for both learning about and 
learning through, its capacity within the curriculum is fourfold: being the vocational 
goal, being disciplinary subject-matter, being a lens that provides a particular view on 
the world, and being a tool for exploring that subject-matter and the world through 
that lens.

c. a RT-nexus on the base of Frayling’s and Borgdorff’s trichotomies

If it is acknowledged that architectural design education relies upon design practice in 
multiple ways, what does this mean for the conception of a RT-nexus? In this regard, 
again, the trichotomies of Christopher Frayling and Henk Borgdorff may be helpful, 
notwithstanding the critical remarks that have been made earlier.

Figure 22 juxtaposes both categorizations, and, in order to avoid the confusion regard-
ing Frayling’s “into” with Borgdorff’ “in”, as well as in order to have the preposition “by” 
(given the seminal use of the term “research by design”), I have added a third set of 
prepositions. 

As the trichotomy provides a distinction between different types of research, in func-
tion of their relationship with design, it also allows for providing a framework for expli-
cating different types of RT-nexuses in function of a different relationship with design: 

 – a nexus relying upon research into/on/about architectural design - a thematic 
nexus;

 – a nexus relying upon research through/in/by architectural design - a praxeolog-
ical nexus;

 – a nexus reying upon research for architectural design – an instrumental nexus.
The thematic nexus is supportive to meet the goal to explore the world and learn about 
architecture. The praxeological option connects teaching with research in which 
knowledge and insights rely upon designing. The instrumental nexus connects teach-
ing with research that aims to develop the practice of designing.

4.5.3 towards a comprehensive understanding of a RT-nexus that 
relates to architectural design

a. Healey’s two-dimensional RT-nexus model 

The above categorization allows for distinguishing reliance of teaching upon different 
relationships between research and architectural design. However, it does not allow for 
distinction in the nature of this reliance, for instance the degree of student engagement 
or process-orientation of course content.

Such a categorization has been provided by Griffiths (2004) and Healey (Healey, 2005a, 
2005b; Jenkins, Healey, & Zetter, 2007; Jenkins & Healey, 2005) who made slight revi-
sions and additions to Griffiths’ model). It distinguishes between student-engagement 
on one axis (ranging from passive to active) and process-orientation on a second axis 
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(ranging from emphasis on content to emphasis on process) (see figure 23). As such, 
it produces four quadrants, leading to a distinction of four types of research-related 
teaching, or, so to say, four types of RT-nexuses: (i) research-led, (ii) research-oriented, (iii) 
research-tutored, and (iv) research-based.

Teaching that is research-led is described as teaching that is

structured around subject content, and the content selected is directly based on the 
specialist research interests of teaching staff; teaching is often based on a tradition-
al ‘information transmission’ model; the emphasis tends to be on understanding re-
search findings rather than research processes. Limited emphasis is placed on maxi-
mising the potential positive impacts of teaching on research.(Griffiths, 2004, p. 722; 
Healey, 2005a, 2005b; Jenkins & Healey, 2005, pp. 19-22)

Research-oriented teaching is described as teaching that 

places emphasis as much on understanding the processes by which knowledge is pro-
duced as on learning the codified knowledge that has been achieved; careful atten-
tion is given to the teaching of inquiry skills and on acquiring a ‘research ethos’; 
the research experiences of teaching staff are brought to bear in a more diffuse way. 
(Griffiths, 2004, p. 722; Healey, 2005a, 2005b; Jenkins & Healey, 2005, pp. 19-22) 

Research-tutored teaching97 is teaching that

emphasizes learning focused on students writing and discussing papers or essays.
(Healey, 2005b, pp. 70-71; Jenkins & Healey, 2005, p. 22)

Research-based teaching is teaching that is

largely designed around inquiry-based activities, rather than on the acquisition of 
subject content; the experiences of staff in processes of inquiry are highly integrated 
into the student learning activities; the division of roles between teacher and student 
is minimised; the scope for two-way interactions between research and teaching is de-
liberately exploited. (Griffiths, 2004, p. 722; Healey, 2005a, 2005b; Jenkins & Healey, 
2005, pp. 19-22) 

Research-led teaching can be considered as the most weak and non-committal appear-
ance of a RT-nexus, as the students are listening to a teacher who conveys information 
about research. In contrast, research-based teaching as the most intensive and inclusive 
of the four - as it is activating the students as participants, rather than having them 
listen as a passive audience, and as it is emphasizing research processes and problems, 
rather than focusing solely on content. 

The nexus-types that have been defined on Frayling’s and Borgdorff’s trichotomies in 
previous point, can easily be applied to this scheme. For instance, lectures of building 

97 Healey was not very satisfied with this term “research-tutored teaching”. Griffiths, who provided the basis of 
this categorization, only provided descriptions for the right and bottom down quadrants, but not for the top 
left quadrant. For this type of student-focused, content-oriented teaching practice, Healey particularly had in 
mind the Oxbridge tutorial system where students engage in discussion with their professors about content, 
leading to the production of papers or essays. He was not however, completely satisfied with this term, as “tu-
toring” may be used as an alternative practice, to be distinguished from “teaching” (Healey, 2005b, pp. 70-71). 
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physics are a case of research-led teaching for architectural design; seminars in which 
architectural theory is discussed among students, can be a case of research-tutored 
teaching into architectural design. 

Application of the trichotomy to the most intensive RT-nexus, research-based teaching 
then leads to the following distinction:

 – teaching that consists of inquiry-based learning into/on/about architectural de-
sign 

 – teaching that consists of inquiry-based learning through/in/by architectural de-
sign 

Figure 24 modification of the scheme of Healy, substituting “research” with “design”, thus picturing a DT-nexus (De-
sign-Teaching nexus) instead of a RT-nexus
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Figure 25 positioning the relationship between design and research
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Figure 26 expansion of Healey’s quadrants by adding a third axis, indicating the design process-orientation
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 – teaching that consist of inquiry-based learning for architectural design 
As is the case with the primary trichotomy, also this categorization of RT-nexuses is 
heterogeneous: the first case defines the subject-matter of teaching, but practice and 
purpose of teaching are not defined; the second case defines practice of teaching, but 
subject-matter and purpose are not defined; the third case defines purpose of teaching, 

but does not specify practice and subject-matter.

Of these three types, the second – teaching through/by architectural design - is remark-
able in that it is the only category that says something about how learning is induced, 
namely, by/through the practice of designing. 

Particularly for this PhD, the existence of this third option, namely, the option that 
design practice can be a case of inquiry-based learning, is of paramount importance 
for the concept of a RT-nexus, particularly for a designing discipline, such as architec-
ture. It not only allows for establishing a disciplinary-proper RT-nexus that relies upon 
insights that stem from architectural design research, but also for the option that the 
practice of designing in itself becomes a case of a RT-nexus. 

b. positioning design-based teaching within architectural education

The bi-axial approach of Griffiths and Healey denominate four different relationships 
between research and teaching, based upon the variables student-engagement and pro-
cess-orientation. Different relationships between research and design, have been cap-
tured by applying Frayling’s and Borgdorff’s trichotomies to the RT-concept. However, 
in architectural education, also the relationship between design and teaching differs. 
If we are to develop a comprehensive understanding of a RT-nexus in an educational 
concept in which design is central, this relationship should be captured as well.
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Applying the same variable of student-engagement and process-orientation to the relation-
ship between design and teaching leads to a similar cross diagram, in which “research” 
is substituted by “design” (see figure 24).

In the English language, the word “design” both exists as a noun and as a verb. Design 
as a noun, refers to the product, or – in didactic terms – to content. This left side of the 
horizontal axis corresponds to, for instance, lectures of art history and architectural 
theory (students as audience) or seminars about architectural concepts and manifestos 
(students as participants). Design as a verb, refers to the process of designing. The right 
side of the horizontal axis thus refers to, for instance, courses that focus on design 
methodology (students as audience) and design studio (students as participants). The 
two poles of this axis can also be understood in terms of studying existing architecture 
(noun/content) versus studying (through) the process of conceiving new architecture.

In this scheme, the architectural design studio takes the upper right quadrant. How 
does this position relate to the notion of research-based teaching, also in the upper 
right quadrant? 

c. including design-based teaching in a RT-model

Apparently, the degree to which extent design is a case of research should be taken into 
consideration as an variable. How design relates to research and vice versa, can be set 
out in a similar logic as for previous schemes, leading to the categories design-led re-
search; design-oriented research; design-“tutored” research and design-based research 
(see figure 25).

Figure 27 positioning research-based architectural education in the expanded scheme of Healey
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Combining the three figures, leads to a comprehensive 3D-model, in which research and 
design are no longer jostling for their position. In this 3D-model, Griffiths and Healey’s 
two dimensions of teaching - student-engagement [active-passive] and process-orientation 
[process-content] – can now be qualified both in relation to research and to design. What 
was presented as a set of ambiguities now becomes analytically discernible and univo-
cally positionable (see figure 26). 

This 3-axial model thus addresses architectural design education through a set of three 
distinctive variables - design process-orientation, research process-orientation, and stu-
dent-engagement – allowing for analytically discerning eight profiles of design educa-
tion, each of them typified by a particular combination of the three variables.

The term research-based architectural design education refers to teaching in which the 
students are “undertaking inquiry and/or low key research”. In the three-dimensional 
model this type of teaching is covered by the upper right octants (see figure 27). The 
frontal octant refers to research-based education about architectural design as a pro-
cess – for instance students doing archival investigations about existing architectural 
design. The octant in the back refers to research-based education which relies on de-
sign practice as a way of gaining new insights – for instance a studio which consists of 
research-by-design.
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The quest to look for an understanding of the edifying capacity of design as a form of – 
in terms of Healey – “ inquiry-based or low-key research-based education”, will thus be 
situated in the upper right octant in the back - in figure 27 indicated as “research-based 
teaching by design”.

4.6 summary and lessons learned
This chapter relates to the second quest of this PhD, namely to investigate the 

idea of a RT-nexus for the case of architectural education. Therefore, the findings of the 
multi-perspective analysis of previous chapter – the policy perspective, philosophical 
views, and historical grounds – are systematically applied to the epistemic culture of 
architecture and the field of architectural education. This leads to the conclusion that 
the polysemy and complications that has been uncovered in the first quest indeed high-
ly affect these areas.

The complications that have been revealed at policy level all the more apply to the 
field of architecture: dissonance about what to understand as “research”, publication 
pressure (including perverse effects of bibliometric performance assessment), and the 
under-acknowledgement and incompetence of academia to include knowledge that is 
produced outside its realm. 

In contrast, application of the philosophical perspective, that pointed to the ascent of 
practice-based and artistic research, is more hopeful. The increased interest in prac-
tice-based research has opened up possibilities for architectural research to develop, 
particularly for design research. Increasingly it is acknowledged – even in some circles 
within the academic community - that creative practices, such as design, can deliber-
ately be adopted for generating knowledge and effectively share insights that transcend 
the actual designed product. As architectural design research, as creative practice, is 
mobilizing emotion, memory and intuition, it is operating in fields for which other 
disciplines remain ontologically blind. Due to its holistic nature architectural design 
research is able to address contemporary societal challenges and problems by bring-
ing together actors and perspectives from industry, politics, society, culture and en-
vironment rather than by separating them. And due to its prospective nature – relying 
upon abductive reasoning and playful anticipatory imagination – architectural design 
research is able to construct future perspectives as optional ways out, that traditional 
scientific research is not able to provide. 

Historical grounds demonstrate that already since Vitruvius, architecture was consid-
ered as an intellectual discipline, and architectural design as an intellectually demand-
ing practice - not a matter of vocational mastery and application, but a practice that 
requires rational underpinning as well as criticality and ethicality, and that implies so-
cietal accountability. For this reason, from Renaissance on, architecture was taught in 
an “Accademia”- and thus in this sense, to be considered as an “academic” discipline. It 
is remarkable however, that as soon as architecture becomes part of a university – the 
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today embodiment of academia – it seems the least academic – if academic at all – of the 
faculties. Attempts to scientify architecture as a discipline has led to alienation from its 
ontological core. Attempts to scientify design have made it too rigid and insensitive to 
human needs to be applicable for conceiving or understanding architecture.

This chapter concludes with the observation that after an era of ontological dissent, 
design research has come of age. Countries and institutions that acknowledge the par-
ticularities of the epistemic culture of architecture consider design research as a rich 
expansion of the academic and educational scope, rather than as a damage of scien-
tific esteem. In such hopeful cases, the inclusion of architecture in the university is 
fostered, and the developing of a proper architectural research base is supported, al-
lowing inquisitive design practices to be considered as a recognized and valid case of 
academic research. The ascent of architectural theory and history, the development of 
design research as academic inquiry, and the acknowledgement of practice as a place 
of knowledge production, provide a rich foundation for the conception of a proper ar-
chitectural RT-nexus.

However, as existing empirical studies about benefits of a RT-nexus are inconclusive 
and with limited relevance in themselves, the more problematic it is to transfer them 
to the case of architectural design education. Conceptions of a RT-nexus in terms of 
connections with formal scientific research conduct at the university are not suited 
to be applied for the case of architectural design education. Moreover, as the existing 
studies insufficiently study the processes of teaching and learning that actually are tak-
ing place, another approach is needed – an approach that includes the option to con-
sider design as an inquisitive practice, and design practice as a case of inquiry-based 
learning.
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chapter 5  
the RT-nexus in the architectural design 
studio: a multiple-case study 

5.1 introduction: looking for empirical evidence of a 
RT-nexus in the architectural design studio
Previous chapters provide an enhanced understanding of the difficulties re-

garding the advocacy of a RT-nexus for architectural design education. A first set of dif-
ficulties relates to the concept of a RT-nexus in itself. Unravelling the concept reveals 
that it is a complicated and polysemic notion – it covers divers contents and relates to 
contradictory goals, which remain unspoken, due to the reification that results from 
the very existence of the term. A generic use of the concept, irrespective of discipline 
and educational objectives, risks to become meaningless (see chapter 3). A second 
set of complications relates to the nature of architectural research and design, and 
its incompliancy with prevailing understandings and current monitoring of scientific 
research conduct. Consequently, conceptions of a RT-nexus that rely upon these pre-
vailing understanding hardly apply to architectural design studio teaching as well as 
available empirical studies of the RT-nexus. Empirical studies of the RT-nexus exist, 
but their relevance for architectural design education is limited – firstly because these 
studies are highly inconclusive and lack generalisability; secondly because, due to the 

“otherness” of the epistemic culture of architecture, they are not transferable to archi-
tectural design education, both content-wise, and regarding methods and approaches 
(see chapter 4). 

Moreover, although these studies may have categorized teaching practices, and evalu-
ated a broad range of correlations and perceptions, they have left unanswered the most 
fundamental questions about the rationales of a RT-nexus, as well as about its nature 
and value (Malcolm, 2014). They have studied the RT-nexus in terms of connections 
between teaching and formal scientific research conduct at the university, thereby 
black-boxing the processes of teaching and learning that actually take place. Therefore, 
alternative inquiry is needed. 

This chapter reports about the quest to open this black-box – the central aim of this 
PhD. It responds to the third central research question – the how-question (see point 
1.5.2.). After the unravelling of the concept in chapter 3, and its application to architec-
tural design education in chapter 4, this fieldwork in the locus of the design studio is 
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the third research package of this PhD. Here, I apply the enhanced understanding that 
results from the previous chapters, to look at the processes that actually take place in 
the architectural design studio, and to reveal the teachers’ intentions. 

The research package consists of fieldwork in architectural design studios in the first-
year master programmes in Flanders. The empirical observations both triangulate and 
concretize the findings and assertions that have been constructed in previous chapters. 
In point 5.2 I present and substantiate the study design of this PhD - a multiple-case 
study of first master studios in Flanders, and I explain how this multiple set of design 
studios has been composed and explain the methodology that has been used.

The need to undertake this fieldwork results not only from the inapplicability and un-
transferability of available empirical studies, but also from the need to resolve the inca-
pability of architectural education – and particularly of the architectural design studio 

– to demonstrate any research-foundation. 

Indeed, as previous chapters have demonstrated, increasingly it is found that the dis-
tinctive features of academic higher education - in contrast with for instance vocational 
education – resides in its close connection with scientific research – conceptualized as 
the RT-nexus. Due to this particular understanding of the epithet “academic”, architec-
tural education finds itself in a stalemate: on the one hand is it considered and accred-
ited as academic higher education – EQF level 7 - but on the other hand it encounters 
difficulties in demonstrating strong connections with scientific research conduct. This 
is particularly the case for the teaching in the architectural design studio, the “back-
bone” of the programme, where connections with formal scientific research conduct 
are scarce or absent. Studio teaching can only assert that is student-centred, activat-
ing, problem-based and inquiry driven, open-ended and process-based education fully 
align with the ideals of academic research-based education, but actual proof is missing.

This stalemate is resolved by studying the teaching of the design studio from two per-
spectives, coherent with the approach that has been adopted in previous chapters. A 
first inquiry takes the (formal) policy perspective (see 5.3), a second inquiry adopts a 
(deeper) philosophical perspective (see 5.4). Data collection and data analysis of each 
research activity is described under that particular heading. 

The section that reports about the policy perspective is relatively concise as it consists 
of a quantitative mapping of indicators that are adopted in higher education policy. In 
contrast, the sections that reports about the philosophical perspective is more elabo-
rated, as it contains the core of this PhD, namely a qualitative in-depth analysis of stu-
dio teaching, more precisely of the rationales behind the need to relate studio teaching 
to research and of the nature of this relationship.
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5.2 study design: a multiple-case study  
of first-year master studios in Flanders
In qualitative research, a good comprehension of the features of the research 

object and its context is a prerequisite for a proper understanding of the findings. 
Therefore, I amply present and explain the research object of this empirical study (5.2.1.) 
and I explain the composition of the multiple-case study, as well as its methods of data 
collection and analysis (see 5.2.2.). 

Opening the black-box requires an investigation of the processes as they occur in their 
natural setting. As explained in the chapter on methodology, this implies a qualitative 
interpretive approach (see chapter 2, point 2.1 and 2.2). Similar to Colbeck in 1998 (1998), 
I faced a situation where there was little systematic information about the occurrence 
and content of a RT-nexus. Therefore, I had to conceive an exploratory study of the con-
textual conditions that allowed for grasping possible occurrence of this phenomenon 

– hence the adoption of a research design consisting of fieldwork and an open-minded 
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon “research”. In chapter 2 – meth-
odology – I explained that the research is pursuing an emancipatory interest, and op-
erates under a constructivist ontology, and a researcher’s positionality “from within” 

– me being a studio teacher myself.

5.2.1 delineating the research object: architectural design studios of 
the first-year master design studio

As the architectural design studio is consensually considered as the backbone of the 
programme, and as design has such uneasy and controversial relationship with re-
search, the issue of a RT-nexus is most prancing and controversial in this particular 
educational locus. Therefore – aligning with Bruno Latour’s strategy to open black-box-
es by “following the controversy” (Latour, 1987) - the design studio is the place where I 
investigate the appearance – or absence –, the sense - or non-sense –, and the possible 
actual content of a RT-nexus in architectural education. This investigation has been 
done through fieldwork in architectural design studios of the first master degree in 
Flanders and follows the study design of a multiple-case study.

a. the concept of design studio

It is remarkable with how much ease the term “design studio” is used world-wide. Ap-
parently - at least among architectural educators and scholars in architectural educa-
tion – the term refers to a particular well-delineated didactic model that is commonly 
shared. This is reflected in the ample literature about the topic (see for instance studies 
of: Al-Hagla, 2012; Anthony, 1991; Brocato, 2009; Dannels, 2005; Dinham, 1987; Dutton, 
1987; Mewburn, 2012; Morton, 2012; Salama & Wilkinson, 2007; Schon, 1987; Schön, 
1983, 1985; Stevens, 1995; Utaberta, Hassanpour, Ani, & Surat, 2011; Varnelis, 2007; Yeo-
njoo, Suguru, Mark, & Ellen Yi-Luen, 2013). In terms of delineating the research object, 
this consensus implied that there was no discussion about what to consider as “a design 
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studio”; in all architecture programmes, this is a clearly delineated and denominated 
part of the curriculum.

However, I discovered that this consensual understanding is true among architectur-
al educators, but not in the wider academic community. As the design studio is often 
expressed in the curriculum as a course unit, it is also often confused with a didactic 
format, next to lectures, seminars, practicals and labs. Such understanding is misleading 
and witnessing of a stubborn misconception of studio teaching among the broader ac-
ademic community. 

Indeed, the design studio has in common with other courses that it is programmed as a 
course unit, expressed in a number of ECTS-credits, that it lasts one semester, and that 
it ends with an assessment, leading to a mark. But, in contrast with other course units 
which often coincide with one didactic format – e.g. lectures – or a combination of two 
didactic formats – e.g. lectures providing theory to be applied in practicals - design stu-
dio consists of an amalgamation of didactic formats and settings, varying over the time 
span of one semester, ranging from (traditional, academic) lectures, over desk-crits, 
group discussions, wall presentations, internal peer reviews among fellow students, in-
ternal reviews with teachers, reviews with (external) experts, reviews “on-display” (for 
instance: students are writing down comments, or sticking post-its on exhibited plans 
and posters of other students (without oral presentation)), pecha-kutcha-like compact 
group presentations, model making, model exhibitions, collective movie watching, 
field trips and stakeholder meetings. Thereby these different formats are applied dy-
namically, and in more complex logics than the case of practicals that are meant to 
apply theory. 

The atmosphere in the studio is informal. Students bring books and drinks in the stu-
dio. Except at collective moments such as input-lectures or group presentations, ac-
tivity amongst students is divers: some are listening music while drawing, others are 
involved in cutting foam or gluing cardboard, while still others are debating with each 
other. The contact with the studio teachers is more informal than in other academic 
courses; in quite some cases teacher are addressed by their first name; and usually at a 
desk crit students are not sitting in front of the teacher, but beside him/her.

In all cases, the studio work culminates in a final presentation. Here the student shows 
and explains his work for a panel of jury members (it can be a mixed panel, external 
to the studio, internal to the institution, or external to both) and an audience of fellow 
students. It is a performative act, with features of a performance on stage, including 
front- and backstage, an audience, and a jury. Final marking happens behind closed 
doors, through moderation between assessors and studio teachers.

The research object – studio teaching – thus is not to be understood as just one of the 
course units among of the programme, but rather as a pedagogical “space” that hosts a 
complex, variegated and dynamic collection of processes and actions that take place in 
the particular locus of the studio atelier.
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b. delineating the unit of investigation: first master studios in Flanders 

Yin indicates that case studies – single as well as multiple-case studies - typically relate 
to contemporary phenomena in their particular real-world context (Yin, 2014, p. 2). 
Proper understanding of the findings of case study research thus requires careful posi-
tioning of the cases in their particular context. 

In this PhD, the multiple-case study is delineated to first master studios in Flanders. 
This delineation is based upon a set of considerations at several levels. 

Firstly, the geographical delineation of Flanders was based upon considerations of fea-
sibility, but also in order to have a clear delineation of the area and context in which the 
fieldwork took place. The delineation of the fieldwork to architectural programmes in 
Flanders frame all cases in a similar institutional, cultural and historical context, thus 
enhancing coherence of the multiple-case study, as well as enhancing comparability 
among the cases. 

Secondly, the decision to include all major architecture programmes in Flanders - both 
university and non-university programmes, and not to focus on one ”family” only, se-
cured the richness of the multiple-case set regarding schools profiles, roots and tradi-
tions – the university programmes being related to an engineering profile (historically 
seen, stemming from the “polytechnic” tradition”) and the non-university programmes 
being related to either an artistic profile (former Sint-Lucas schools) or a rather profes-
sional/pragmatic profile (University colleges of Antwerp and Hasselt).

Thirdly, regarding the level of education, for a study that scrutinizes not only the ex-
istence, but also the nature of connections between teaching and research the master 
programme was found to be more appropriate than the bachelor programme. This was 
not only based upon personal experiences; several other observations confirmed this 
choice. (i) The Dublin Descriptors – being the foundations for qualification levels and 
accreditation in the EHEA – explicitly refers for this level to teaching in a “research 
context” (Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, 2005; Joint Quality 
Initiative, 2004). (ii) A screening of online-documentation of study programmes of pro-
viders of architectural education in Flanders reveals that master programmes more 
explicitly refer to connections with research than bachelor programmes. The learning 
outcomes of master programmes explicitly mention the development of a research dis-
position and the training of basic research skills, and descriptions of the master pro-
grammes claim to actively engage students in (design) research through their own proj-
ects. (iii) The self-evaluation reports that were written for the audits of the architecture 
programmes in Flanders of 2003-2004 and 2011-2012 all institutions explicitly had to 
demonstrate the research-orientation of their master programme, as a criterion for 
accreditation. And finally, (iv) literature confirms that the master programme is crucial 
in the personal development of the architecture student. While the first years consist of 
initiation, immersion and exploration, it is especially during the last two years of their 
training that architecture students develop architectural preferences (Wilson, 1996). 

And finally, from the two years of the master programme, it can be argued that the 
first year master is more appropriate than the second-year. Although the second year 
master programme might be considered as the apogee of the curriculum, and there-
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fore the most research-intensive, and thus – given the subject of this study - the most 
rewarding for fathoming, there are some complications with studying the second year. 
In Flanders, the second year is dominated by the so-called “masterproef” – a final di-
ploma project. Students have the choice to graduate either with a design as final diplo-
ma project, with a written dissertation, or with a combination of both. For the diploma 
projects, the format of a design studio is not the rule; several master proof projects, 
are self-designated and project-driven and particularly the written dissertations are 
usually individual work. If we are to investigate the research-foundation of teaching in 
the didactic setting of a design studio, the second-year master programme thus, is not 
suited. For the first-year master, in contrast, all architecture programmes of Flanders 
adopt the studio-format to teach architectural design - hence, the decision for conduct-
ing fieldwork in the first-year master studios.

5.2.2 defining the multiple-case study: from an ideal-typical 
constellation to the actual composition 

a. positioning the multiple-case study in the institutional context of architectural 
education in Flanders

In Flanders, architecture is taught at three university colleges (PhL, St-Lucas, and Arte-
sis), and three universities (KULeuven, UGhent, VUB). Because one of the institutions 
(St-Lucas) operates on two locations (Ghent and Brussels), the full scope of potential 
cases was spread over seven locations The programmes taught at the universities deliv-
er the diploma of engineer-architect, the programmes at the university colleges deliver 
the diploma of architect.

The fieldwork unfolded over two academic years, starting in October 2011 till June 2013, 
i.e. at the eve of the integration of the non-university programmes into the university. 
According to this institutional and educational context the cases ideally would contain 
studios of both “families”, the university-based engineer-architect programmes on the 
one hand – already academic, since taught at the university -, and the university-col-
lege-based architect programmes on the other hand – in a state of ongoing academiza-
tion. Also ideally, the investigation would cover the full cohort of all first master studios 
that are taught during one semester (being the full span of a studio). 

All university colleges and universities were contacted with the request to participate 
in the study, and allowing me to conduct fieldwork. Out of these six institutions, five 
agreed to participate in the study, spread over six locations. (marked in grey). The one 
that did not respond to the request is (by far) the smallest, representing only 4% of 
the total number of students involved in a master programme of architecture.1 The 
fieldwork thus provides a considerable overview of architectural design education in 

1 http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/onderwijsstatistieken/2011-2012/statistischjaarboek/pdf-files_1112/265-378.
pdf; last retrieved 13 September 2016. For the academic year 2011-2012 – the time of the request for partici-
pation in the study – only 43 students were enrolled for the masters programme of this institute, on a total of 
1049 students enrolled in a master programme of architecture, including both university and non-university 
programmes).
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the first-year master studios in Flanders in the period 2011-2013. Figure 28 shows the 
composition of taught programmes and their location; the participating institutions 
are indicated in grey.

b. composing the multiple-case study 

Within this set of five participating institutions, I was able to found out that each se-
mester about 25 first-year master studios are organized across the schools. I made a 

“photo” of this constellation at that particular moment in time, leading to a set of 25 
cases. Artesis was organizing three studios, PhL two studios, St-Lucas Brussels three 
studios, St-Lucas Ghent eight studios, KULeuven four studios, and UGhent five studios.2 

The identification of cases allows me to not only fix a number of studios, but also iden-
tify a set of teachers. The set of 25 studios involves 46 teachers, and approximately 500 
to 600 students.3 Figure 29 provides a synoptic overview of the actual composition of 
the multiple case-study. The overview includes information about the spread over the 
institutions and locations, as well as about the number and gender of teachers in each 
particular studio.

2 I was not able to verify information about the actual number of first-master studios in the VUB. Based on 
inference out of the available information online it can be assumed that they organized one studio. However, 
this estimation is not taken into account in this PhD.

3 The number of studios organised in each institution may change each year and semester, but only slightly, 
depending on available staff, programme organisation and student numbers. Some institutions alter a semester 
in which all students have to pass through one obligatory studio, with a semester in which the group falls apart 
over an offer of several smaller studios; other institutions always provide a range of studios, among which the 
student has to choose.

UC1 UC2 UC3 UC3 U1 U2 U3site_1 site_2

Artesis PhL Sint-Lucas
campus 
Ghent

campus 
Brussels

KULeuven UGhent VUB

university colleges
(architect)

universities
(engineer-architect)

Figure 28 . the different institutes and sites where architecture was taught before the integration into the university in Octo-
ber 2013. The institutes that participated in the multiple-case study are marked in grey.
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Gender of the teachers is indicated in the icons, but not explicitly taken into account 
as a decisive parameter. However, I do point to a remarkable gender disproportion 
between student and teacher population. Student numbers indicate a slight majority of 
female students – for the academic year 2012-2013 42% of the students were male, 58% 
female.4 In contrast, almost 90% of the teachers are male (41 out of 46). This strength-
ens the plea of Harriss & Morrow (2017) for deeper investigating the impact of the 
strong gender imbalance that exist in architectural education, and particularly in the 
architectural design studio. This concern however, is beyond the scope of this PhD, al-
though I support their call for better acknowledging the possible impact of gender on 

4 For the academic year 2012-2013, the total number of registrations for the study area of architecture was 3061, 
of which 1285 male (42%), 1776 female (58%). Source: https://www.vlaanderen.be/nl/publicaties/detail/ho-
ger-onderwijs-in-cijfers-aantal-inschrijvingen-op-31-oktober-2012-academiejaar-2012-2013, last retrieved 12 
June 2018.

external co-teachers from other disciplines

UC1 UC2 UC3 UC3 U1 U2 U3site a site b

studio teacher (m/f)

same teacher involved in a second studio

university colleges
(architect)

universities
(engineer-architect)

Figure 29 synoptic overview of the composition of the multiple-case study. The studios with light grey background consti-
tute the embedded set (see point c.)
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processes of knowledge construction and insight generation and their search for ways 
to overcome the imbalance. 

The set of 25 cases was delineated as the research group of a first multiple-case study, 
namely the inquiry that adopts the policy perspective. It is focussing on quantitative 
aspects – I will explain this later. 

c. selecting an embedded set of cases for a qualitative in-depth analysis

Within the constraints of this PhD, the encompassing set of 25 studios and 46 teachers 
would not allowing the in-depth investigation that the qualitative approach requires. 
Therefore, within this full set, a selection was made, thus leading to an embedded set 
of cases. 

The process of selection of the multiple-case set was guided by a reasoning according 
to the following principles: 

 – to cover both families – university programmes as well as programmes at uni-
versity colleges; thus taking into account the possibility that research-orienta-
tion would be different in the – already academic – university studios, compared 
with – not-really-academic-but-in-a-process-of-becoming-academic – studios 
at the university colleges.

 – to visit at least two studios in each institution – in order to avoid the risk that, if 
something would go wrong, this institution would not be included; but also in 
order to better understand the scope that is offered within the institution, and 
finally, to avoid bias that could result from inference out of a single case with 
extreme or exceptional features.

 – to include studios that explicitly refer to (design) research in their assignment 
brief, or that have apparent traces of connections with academic research con-
duct (e.g. studios taught by academics or by PhD candidates) - this feature is 
explored in detail as part of the research described further in this chapter. 

 – to cover a variation in thematic focus - the first master degree typically provide 
a choice between studios that focus on building construction and typology (the 
building as an object), studios that explore architectural concepts (the building 
as a subject), and studios that address the building as key element of the city 
(the building as inter-actor). The inclusion of different foci enriches the multi-
ple-case study.

This PhD does not address the question to which extent particular orientations of a 
studio, such as thematic focus, impact the nature of the RT-nexus, or even teaching in 
general. Neither does this PhD study the particular impact of gender – although there 
are remarkable disproportions in gender of studio teachers. The primary quest of this 
PhD is to identify the existence of any RT-nexus, and reveal its nature. Only once this 
insight into the nature of a RT-nexus in design studio teaching is reached, a second step 
can be taken, such as looking variations among approaches and correlations between 
focus and research-orientation. When I do include additional information about studio, 
such as topical focus and gender, it is to offer a better insight in the scope of the mul-
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tiple set, to demonstrate the richness of the research group, and to better understand 
references which will be made to singular cases, further in this PhD. 5

In those institutions where more than two studios were organised, selection result-
ed from suggestions and negotiation with the programme coordinator. He (it were all 
men) then suggested studios that in his perception were the most relevant and suited 
to identify connections with research, in line with the third criteria, mentioned before 
(see iii.). 

As explained in the chapter on methodology, the selection of these embedded cases re-
lies on a replication logic, not a sampling logic (see 2.4.3.). It results from considerations 
about occurrence of the phenomenon, rather than from a logic of representativeness.

Finally, the selection of embedded cases was impacted by the feasibility of visiting stu-
dios at different places in the country on different days of the week, within the available 
time frame of four semesters and the part time appointment for this PhD. Simultaneity 
on weekdays of the studios in different schools, thus was another, practical constraint. 

Eventually, it was possible to do fieldwork in 12 studios reach the goals to include cases 
from both families, have 2 studios in each location, include a considerable part of the 
studios in which active researchers (PhD holders or PhD candidates) were involved, 
and cover a balanced variation of the three thematic foci that were mentioned. The 12 
studios involve 23 teachers (two teachers are teaching in two studios – in the synoptic 
scheme their figure is split by a vertical line). 

Figure 30 provides an overview of these 12 cases per institution and location, including 
the number and gender of teachers per studio, and the thematic focus of each studio.

5 Although this PhD does not address the question to which extent such particular dimensions - gender, or the-
matic focus - correspond to particular approaches to teaching and learning, and to which extent they affect the 
research-foundation of its teaching, it is a fascinating question. I would strongly suggest it as a perspective for 
further research.

UC1 UC2 UC3 UC3 U1 U2site a site b

overview of the cases

Bld Urb focus on urbanityfocus on building Con focus on concept

ConBld Urb

A

B

Con Con ConUrb

Urb UrbBld

Bld Bld

Figure 30 synoptic overview of the embedded set. The scheme indicates location and family of each studio (UC= university 
college; U: university), as well as number and gender of teachers and studio thematic focus (Bld= focus on building; Urb= 
focus on urbanity; Con= focus on concept). 
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The embedded set of 12 studios are taught by 22 different teachers (two of them were 
engaged in two studios, and are counted only once. This amount corresponds with ap-
proximately 50% of the total number of teachers that are operating in a first master stu-
dio in Flanders at a specific semester. The number of students involved in this embed-
ded set is estimated at about 160 (55% of the total number of first-year master students 
in architecture in Flanders at that time.)6 However, as explained earlier, this selection 
should not be considered as a representative sample. As extensively explained in the 
methodology chapter, what a case study research design aims for is not statistical ex-
trapolation, but provision of empirical ground for analytic generalization (chapter 2). 

5.3 the policy perspective: a quantitative analysis of 
the RT-nexus in studio teaching 

5.3.1 introduction: scrutinizing two basic assertions
Conducting a qualitative multiple-case study does not exclude preliminary quantitative 
analysis. On the contrary, qualitative research requires a good insight in features and 
diversity of the research group; collection and mapping of quantitative data can be 
helpful to reach this insight. Moreover, quantitative exploration is not only providing a 
better insight in particular features of the research group, it might also allow for scru-
tinizing assertions that are uncritically taken for granted.

Before entering the qualitative research part of this PhD, I therefore conduct a pre-
liminary quantitative analysis, with these two goals: providing a better insight in the 
features and diversity of the research group of the multiple-case study, and scrutinizing 
some basic assumptions that are central in the argumentation, but nevertheless have 
not empirically be demonstrated. 

I frame the policy perspective analysis of Flemish design studios in the formal higher 
education policy of self-evaluation that was prevailing at that time, and the audits that 
took place in respectively autumn 2010 for the university programmes (engineer-archi-
tect), and spring 2011 for the non-university programmes (architect) (Vlaamse Hoges-
cholenraad [VLHORA], 2012; VLIR, 2011). More particularly, I point to two assertions 
that in the reports of this audit are important elements regarding the evaluation of the 
academic quality of the programmes. 

 – The first assertion states that the design studio is “the backbone” of the programme, 
 – The second assertion states that the academic orientation of the programme is 

secured to the extent that connections with formal scientific research conduct 
can be proven.

6 source:http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/onderwijsstatistieken/2011-2012/statistischjaarboek/pdf-
files_1112/265-378.pdf; last retrieved 13 September 2016)
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In the audit reports, the statement about the central position of the studio is taken for 
granted, and it is uncritically assumed that the quantitative analysis of connections 
with formal scientific research conduct is a good indicator for evaluation the “academ-
ic orientation of the programme”. Moreover, the reports evaluate the programme as a 
whole, not providing further specification for the particular case of the design studio 

– nevertheless, the backbone.

But in this PhD I am interested in this particular locus of the studio. When looking for 
empirical evidence in the multiple-case study, what then does it mean to say that the 
design studio is the “backbone” of the programme? And to which extent is studio ed-
ucation linked to formal scientific research conduct? Or are connections with formal 
academic research conduct indeed inexistent or scarce, as suggested in chapter 4?

I will scrutinize both assumptions (see 5.3.2. for the first assumption, and 5.3.3. for the 
second assumption). And since at this moment of the PhD I am adopting the policy 
perspective, I will also scrutinize these elements through a quantitative lens, similar 
to the audit. Quantitatively scrutinizing these two basic assumptions is thus not only 
providing a better insight in the features of the research group, it also provides a better 
insight in the reach and legitimacy of these basic assumptions.

5.3.2 scrutinizing the first assertion: the design studio as the backbone 
of the programme

5.3.2.1 data collection and analysis
According to the educational technology of the Bologna model, study load is expressed 
in ECTS, a dedicated package of time that ranges from 25 to 30 hours of study. If a 
course unit is considered of paramount importance, and is expected to ask a substan-
tial share of the study time, it can be expected that this is reflected in the programme 
with a higher study load. Within this approach, quantitatively scrutinizing the first as-
sertion – the studio as “backbone” of the programme –consists of evaluating the rela-
tive study load of the design studio in relation to other course units of the programme.

To do so, I make a set of comparisons:

 – A comparison of the study load of design studio in relation to other courses 
across the different institutes of the multiple-case study (see 5.3.2.2.a);

 – The curricular structure of the first-year architecture master programmes of 
the multiple-case study compared to first-year master curricula of other pro-
fessional-oriented academic programmes (that are traditionally told to be in 
a similar – academic - position as architecture (see chapter 3 and 4), namely 
medicine, civil engineer, law and management) (see 5.3.2.2.b). 

 – A comparison of the study load of design studio of the multiple-case study in 
relation to curricular schemes of first master architecture programmes across 
Europe (see 5.3.2.2.c.). 
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The data about the study load of the design studios of the multiple-case study was found 
on the programme sheets of the different institutions. The data about the study load of 
law, medicine, civil engineer and management were collected from online information 
on the websites of the universities of Leuven and Ghent.7 The data about the study load 
of design studio across European programmes were found in the EAAE survey “Archi-
tectural Education towards 2030” (Bovati et al., 2015), to which I have referred earlier 
in this PhD (see point 4.2.1.b).

5.3.2.2 results: the design studio as the backbone of the programme, a 
quantitative overview 

a. comparison of curricular structure within the multiple-case study.

In order to scrutinize the statement that the design studio is the “backbone of the pro-
gramme”, I compared the studio load of the design studio course unit with the study 
load of the other course units that were taught in that same semester. I made this com-
parison for each of the five institutes of the multiple-case study. The result is shown in 
figure 31.

The following observations can be made: 

 – in each institute, the design studio (indicated in dark grey) is clearly the most 
substantial course unit. There is a noteworthy difference in relative share of the 

7 University of Leuven, medicine: https://onderwijsaanbod.kuleuven.be/opleidingen/n/SC_53232710.htm#bl=all
University of Leuven, civil engineer, (“master in de ingenieurswetenschappen bouwkund”e): https://onderwi-
jsaanbod.kuleuven.be/2017/opleidingen/n/
University of Leuven, law (“master in de rechten”): https://onderwijsaanbod.kuleuven.be/2017/opleidingen/n/
University of Leuven, business engineering: https://onderwijsaanbod.kuleuven.be/2017/opleidingen/e/
SC_53419709.htm#bl=allhttps://onderwijsaanbod.kuleuven.be/opleidingen/e/
University of Ghent, medicine: https://studiegids.ugent.be/2018/NL/
University of Ghent, civil engineer: https://studiegids.ugent.be/2018/NL/
University of Ghent, law: https://studiegids.ugent.be/2018/NL/
University of Ghent, business engineering: https://studiegids.ugent.be/2018/EN/

law medicine
engineer

UC1 UC2 UC3 U1 U2

university colleges
(architect)

universities
(engineer-architect)

Figure 31 overview of the study load of the different course units in one semester per institute. Each course unit is repre-
sented by a bar. The design studio is indicated in dark grey; the other course units are indicated in light grey.
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studio compared to the other course units.
 – the difference tends to be more articulated in the non-university programmes 

than in the programmes at the universities. 
 – the study load varies from 8 ECTS, to 15 ECTS. This corresponds to a variation 

of 27% to 50% of the total study load of one semester, or to a variation of (theo-
retical) study load of 224 hours to 420 hours.8

 – Yet, the literal statement that “all programmes consider the design studio as the 
backbone of the programme”9 stems from the institutes with the lower number 
of ECTS, namely the audit report of the university programmes. Even at U1, 
with the relatively modest load of 10 ECTS, the assignment brief of one of the 
studios states that

“This is an intense studio that will count for a significant amount of credits. Hence, it 
requires an almost continuous level of production that can be discussed over regular 
tutorials, as scheduled in the calendar.”(brief case U1A, p.7) 

Apparently, the assertion that the design studio is the backbone of the programme, in-
deed is reflected in the study load, although the absolute numbers highly vary. It is 
remarkable that the metaphor of the backbone stems from the programmes with the 
lower share. Further research could check the assumption that particularly for the cas-
es with a lower amount of ECTS, the actual time spent to design studio is higher than 
the formally designated study load. 

b. comparison with other academic programmes 

In the debate about the position of architecture as a professionally oriented discipline 
within the context of a university, often reference is made to those other profession-
al-oriented programmes, law, medicine, engineering and business management (this 
may trace back to the Humboldtian distinction between real science and Brotwissen-
schaften, see point 3.4 and 4.410). 

The question is to which extent these professional oriented disciplines would show a 
similar dominance of a “disciplinary backbone” in their curricular structure. 

I therefore screened programmes of law, medicine, engineering and business manage-
ment at the two largest universities in Flanders (KULeuven and University of Ghent) 
and distilled a typical curricular structure in terms of the amount of courses and the 
study load of each course per semester of the first master year. The result is shown in 
figure 32. 

The upper row of figure 32 shows that the typical curricular structure of the four other 
programmes, consists of three or four main courses (of more or less 6 ECTS), complet-
ed with some smaller courses and electives. The structure of medicine is somehow 

8 Taken into account an average of 28 hours per ECTS, which is an average and often used estimation of study 
load per credit.

9 (VLIR, 2011)
10 Reference to these four disciplines has also been adopted by Richard Foqué in his book “Building knowledge in 

Architecture” (Foqué, 2010).
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different, but still it is centered around a multiple set of substantial courses, without a 
strong dominance of one of them. 

The curricular structure of the architectural programmes differs by the dominance of 
design studio as a singular and most substantial course unit (although for the case of 
U2, this is a bit less articulated, there is still a difference of two ECTS between design 
studio and other courses). This may lead to two possible conclusions: 

 – either the discipline of architecture requires the development of one well-des-
ignated core competence – architectural design – which requires plenty of time, 
while the other disciplines don’t have such dominant disciplinary core to be 
trained; 

 – or the curricular structure of architectural education differs from the other 
programmes because of a differing pedagogical concept, namely a concept that 
provides ample educational space for design studio, as a central locus that en-
tails more educational objectives than the development of a set of course-relat-
ed competences only.

Figure 32 typical curricular structure of study load of courses during one semester for the programmes of law, medicine and 
engineering (upper row), compared with the curricular structure of architectural programmes (bottom row). Each course 
unit is represented by a vertical bar. The height of the bar corresponds to the study load, expressed in ECTS. The design 
studio course is indicated in dark grey, other course units are indicated in light grey. 

UC1 UC2 UC3 U1 U2

university colleges
(architect)

universities
(engineer-architect)

law medecineengineer business management
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c. overview of study load of architectural design in architecture programmes across 
Europe

In chapter 4, point 4.2.1.b. I relied upon a survey of EAAE across European architec-
ture schools to construct an graphic overview of the curricular structure, in terms of 
the relative study load of design studio, construction courses and other courses (see 
4.2.1.b., figure 3). I concluded that the assertion that architectural education basically is 
a design education is valid - architectural design is by far the most dominant part of the 
curriculum. I also made a box-and-whisker chart regarding the different institutional 
roots – distinguishing between schools of architecture, technical universities, universi-
ties and fine arts schools - and concluded that these roots do not translate themselves 
into different profiles in terms of curricular composition. One may infer that distinc-
tions among the different families are fading while within each family important differ-
ences exits, meaning that distinctions between schools are to be sought elsewhere than 
in their institutional roots (see 4.2.1.b., figure 4).

In order to position the curricular structure of the cases of the fieldwork within the big-
ger picture of architecture programmes across European architecture schools, I recon-
structed – still on the base of the data of this EAAE survey - a similar box-and-whisker 
chart for each family, this time displaying the spread of curricular components for the 
first-year master programmes only, and juxtaposed this next to the curricular structure 
of each programme of the multiple-case study (see figure 33). 

This leads to the following observations: 

 – apparently the share of design studio in Flemish programmes is relatively low 
compared with the average across Europe, 

Figure 33 box-and-whisker chart of the relative study load of architectural design (red), construction courses (blue) and 
“other courses” (green) of one semester (30 ECTS) of first-year master programmes across European institutions according 
to their institutional root (TU= technical University; U= University; SoA= school of architecture; FA = Fine Arts school), jux-
taposed to the relative study load in ECTS of the programme of one semester at each institute of the multiple-case study, 
ranked by increasing share of design course (Ui= university programme; UCi= programme at university college).
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 – while the share of construction courses is relatively high (except at UC3, where 
it is near the average of European schools). 

 – both university programmes (U1 and U2) even have a higher share of construc-
tion courses (blue dot) than design studio (red dot), which is against the global 
figure of curricula across Europe. 

It can be concluded that the fieldwork indeed focuses on teaching practices that are 
at the core of the curriculum, although the dominance of design studio tend to be less 
articulated in the Flemish programmes than it is in most European schools. 

5.3.3 scrutinizing the second assertion: the academic orientation in 
terms of connections with scientific research conduct

The second assertion that I want to scrutinize within this policy perspective concerns 
the understanding of the term “academic orientation of the programme”. It is under 
this denominator, that the audits evaluated the degree of academization”, or – so to 
speak – the “academic quality” of the programmes. A strong academic orientation of 
the programme was a prerequisite for accreditation.

For the sake of this PhD, this point is of crucial importance, as it is here that the au-
dit explicitly looks for connections between research and teaching.11 It is remarkable 
though, that for the audit this connection was only sought in the profile of the teachers. 
Indeed, the audit protocol specifies that, in order to be academic,

the education is largely provided by researchers who contribute to the development 
of the discipline (including research in the Arts).12(emphasis by the author)

And this had to be demonstrated through:

a quantitative analysis of the research competencies and research activity, 
and/or expertise in the practice and development of the Arts.”13(emphasis by the au-
thor)

The evaluation relied upon the available (prevailing traditional academic) indicators, 
namely PhD tenure to assess research competency, and bibliometric profile to assess re-
search activity.14 

11 In fact, explicit reference to a RT-nexus – although this term is never used – only occurs in the audit report of 
the non-university programmes. It is remarkable that the audit report of the university programmes does not 
refer to a nexus concept, or any other concept about the entanglement of both.

12 “Het onderwijs wordt voor een belangrijk deel verzorgd door onderzoekers die een bijdrage leveren aan de 
ontwikkeling van het vakgebied (met inbegrip van het onderzoek in de kunsten).” (VLIR VLHORA 2008 aange-
past protocol, p. 28; VLIRVLHORA 2008, p.30

13 “Weergave en analyse van de kwantitatieve gegevens van de onderzoeksdeskundigheid en onderzoeksactiviteit, 
en/of deskundigheid in de beoefening en de ontwikkeling van de kunsten.” Ib. p. 29/resp. p 30

14 The audit acknowledged the difficulties of these parameters for the case of architectural education. In the 
edition of the self-evaluation manual that was reviewed for the non-university programmes, explicit reference 
is made to UK’s RAE. Regarding the request towards active researchers to demonstrate effective research output, 
the manual states: “Actieve onderzoekers zijn medewerkers die actief inhoudelijk betrokken zijn bij lopend 
onderzoek en/of output van een recent (max. twee jaar) onderzoek kunnen voorleggen. Waar relevant kunnen 
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The audit assessed the academic orientation of the programme as a whole, not paying 
attention to particular parts of the programme, such as the design studio. 

For the sake of this PhD, I now adopt a similar stance as the audit, and apply these 
same indicators to evaluate the academic orientation of the design studio. To do so, I 
thus collect data of studio teachers regarding their research competence, and research 
activity, respectively expressed in terms of PhD tenure and bibliometric profile. 

Similar to previous analysis, this quantitative analysis not only scrutinizes the assertion 
about prevalence, scarcity or absence of links with formal scientific research conduct, 
it also provides a better insight in the nature of the research group.

5.3.3.1 data collection and analysis
As specified above, the academic orientation of the programme was mainly evaluated 
through research-related features of the teaching staff, namely PhD tenure and biblio-
metric profile. 

Data about doctoral degree were collected from the information of teachers at the insti-
tutional websites, or, in case this material was not available, by asking them. Further-
more, I recorded who of the teachers was personally involved in a doctoral study as a 
PhD candidate (I indicated this in the figures with “PhD candidate”). 

In the screening of PhD tenure, I distinguish between 

 – teachers holding a doctoral degree, 
 – teachers who are involved in a doctoral track as PhD candidates, and 
 – teachers without a doctoral degree nor PhD study. 

Data about bibliometric profile were collected by extracting the data of the online insti-
tutional repository (the “academic bibliography”) of each institution, for each teacher 
individually. 

Different institutions use different databases, and adopt different bibliometric classifi-
cations (for instance: KULeuven uses Lirias, University of Antwerp uses Brocade, etcet-
era). In order to bring the bibliometric data of the different institutional repositories 
together, I had to reclassify them. 15 I distinguished between 

 – scholarly top publications (i.e. indexed in Web of Science, or VABB-listed articles, 
conference papers and books), 

de opleidingen zich, wat betreft het begrip output, laten inspireren door de informatie van de RAE (www.rae.
ac.uk)” (p.23), and a bit further the manual repeats its suggestion to look at the RAE to adopt an inclusive 
understanding, adapted to the features of het discipline, for demonstrating research outcome: “Hiervoor zijn 
verschillende mogelijkheden van operationalisering. Internationaal bestaan er lijsten met indicatoren van 
onderzoeks- en valorisatieoutput[…] voor meer informatie zie www.rae.ac.uk). Een aan de betrokken disci-
pline/studiegebied aangepaste lijst moet hier gehanteerd worden.” (VLIR/VLHORA, 2008, p. 104) It is unclear 
why this suggestion was hardly followed. It may be a matter of fear not to comply with prevailing understand-
ings of scientific research quality when including discipline-specific outcome types. It could be interesting 
ground for an historic investigation of these young developments.

15 An overview of how these data were classified into each category, as well as some more critical considerations 
about the use of these indicators can be found in annex B.
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 – scholarly non-top publications (articles and conference papers in scientific jour-
nals, books by academic publishers, not indexed in Web of Science or VABB), 
and 

 – non-scholarly publications (all the other written sources that are registered at 
the institutional repository, but not belonging to a previous category).

The results not necessarily cover all written work that the teacher has even published, 
but those publications that this teacher has registered in the institutional repository, 
and, consequently, are taken into consideration to evaluate his/her research activity. 

It was possible to collect both sets of data – doctoral degree and bibliometric profile - for 
the full multiple-case set of 25 studios and 46 teachers at the five locations which par-
ticipated in the study.

5.3.3.2 results: the academic orientation of studio teaching 

a. research competency of studio teachers in terms of PhD tenure 

The results of mapping PhD tenure – distinguishing between PhD holders, PhD candi-
dates, and teachers without a PhD – in the multiple-case set are shown in figure 34. The 
figure provides an overview of the composition of studio teachers per studio. It shows 
the number of teachers per studio, PhD tenure and gender. Teachers that are teaching 
in two studios are indicated with a vertical split line in one of them. In order to have 
a better insight in the profile of the teacher, I also indicate whether the teacher is full 
time academic or a practitioner (which in most cases implies that (s)he is teaching part 
time).

The figure leads to the following observations: 

 – the number of academic PhD holders is equal in both families (two each)( the 
one PhD holding practitioner in UC1 was a part time guest teacher, and there-
fore not counted as an academic) 

 – all PhD tracks are situated in the academising university colleges – this is di-
rectly related to the academization process of that time and the earmarked 
funding that was provided by the Flemish government.

 – If PhD tenure, and the incorporation of PhD candidates in teaching is consid-
ered as a RT-nexus, and a sign of academic orientation – as the audit does - then 
this figure would demonstrate that the non-university design studios provide 
more research-related design studios (7 on a total of 16; 43%) than the univer-
sity based studios (2 on a total of 9; 22%), and that the non-university design 
studios have developed a stronger academic orientation than the university 
studios.
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Figure 35 gives an overview of the full cohort of studio teachers across all studios of the 
multiple-case study. 

Figure 34 overview per studio and per institution of the research competence of the studio teacher in terms of PhD tenure. 
(light grey background indicates the embedded set) 

external co-teachers from other
programmes (m/f)

UC1 UC2 UC3 UC3 U1 U2 U3site a site b

PhD holder (m/f)

second studio for a same teacher

university colleges
(architect)

universities
(engineer-architect)

PhD candidate (m/f)

practitioner (m/f)

PhD holding practitioner (m/f)

Figure 35 overview of studio teachers’ profiles in terms of academic/practitioner, and PhD tenure

practitioner

PhD holder

academic

no PhD
PhD
candidate
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This figure leads to the following observations: 

 – it confirms the assertion that the studio is dominantly taught teachers are prac-
titioner - 39 practitioners (91%) against 4 academics (9%).

 – The distinction academic/practitioner does not coincide with possession of re-
search competency; part of the practitioners are involved in a PhD track, and 
one practitioner possesses a PhD degree. The actual figure of research com-
petency among studio teachers thus is more nuanced than the distinction ac-
ademic/practitioner: 10 of 46 teachers (22%) can be considered as possessing 
research competency.

If we look at the staff composition per studio, it can be concluded that research compe-
tency is spread. The two teachers that are involved in two studios both have research 
competency, and taking into consideration the number of studios that do have at least 
one teacher with research competency, the picture of research-related studios becomes 
more nuanced: one third of the studios does entails research competency through PhD 
tenure or track of its teachers (see figure 36).

This screening reveals that the scholarly community of studio teachers can be divided 
into three segments: a large majority of part time practitioners without a PhD, a mi-
nority of full time academics with a PhD, and a modest cohort of practitioners that are 
involved in a PhD track. The way how these teacher profiles are organized in studio 
teams lead to the distinction into three types of studio staffing:

 – a practice-staffed studio (i.e. a studio taught by only practitioners – only white 
figures in the scheme);

 – a research-staffed studio (i.e. a studio taught by academics or PhD candidates 
only (black or grey figures in the scheme); 

 – a hybrid-staffed studio (i.e. a studio taught by a combination of a research-active 
teacher and a practitioner). 

This might suggest the hypothetical existence of three types of studios: 

 – a profession-oriented studio; 
 – a research-intensive studio;
 – an academic studio with professional orientation. 

Figure 36 overview of the “academic orientation” of studios of the multiple case study in terms of PhD tenure

studios with at 
least 1 teacher 
who holds a PhD

studios with at least 1 
teacher on a PhD track

studios without PhD 
traces
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The large majority of studios belongs to the first type – practitioners only (16; 64%). 
Five studios (20%) are staffed by a combination of an academic and a practitioner, thus 
belonging to the third type. Four studios (16%) consist of research active teachers only 
(second type). 

To which extent this hypothesis is confirmed in the fieldwork, and to which extent the 
denominators of the types are effectively reflecting the profile and orientation of the 
studio, requires a qualitative in-depth analysis (see next section, 5.4). 

As explained in the introduction, the quantitative analysis not only serves to scrutinize 
an assumption, but also aims to provide a better insight in the profile and features 
of the research group. In this regard, the analysis reveals that the embedded set of 12 
studios comprise a relative high number of research-related studios. While the ratio of 
studios with research competency (type two + type three) across the full multiple-case 
study counts 36%), this adds up to 58% for the embedded set (7 out of 12 studios) (see 
figure 37). 

b. research activity of studio teachers in terms of bibliometric profile

The second element that the audit applied to evaluate the academic orientation of the 
programme, was research activity of the teachers, which was measured on the basis of 
their bibliometric profile. 

Publication in scholarly journals, books and proceedings has become of paramount 
importance in academia. It has become an indicator for esteem, and a parameter for 
funding and promotion. In the allocation system for university funding in Flanders, 
for instance, a substantial part is based on bibliometric indicators. Thereby, non-schol-
arly publications are not taken into account. Scholarly publications are counted with a 
weight depending on their ranking, with factors ranging from 0.1 to 10. Therefore, in-
stitutions stimulate faculty to rigourously register their publications in the institutional 
repository

Figure 37 comparison of the relative share of research competency in studios of the multiple-case study (left) and in studios 
of the embedded set (right)

studios led by teachers without PhDstudios with at least one
teacher on a PhD track

studios with at least one teacher with
a PhD

multiple-case study embedded set



347

The total number of registered publications, over all three categories – scholarly top 
publications, scholarly non-top publications and non-scholarly publication (see 5.3.3.1. 

“data collection and analysis) – and for the full cohort of 46 studio teachers comprised 
in the multiple-case study amounts to 370. Figure 38 provides an overview of these 
publication types per family. 

The following observations can be made: 

 – The figure shows a striking difference in the number of registered publications 
between teachers of university-based studios, and teachers of non-universi-
ty-based studios (respectively 307 and 63);

 – a relative high number of registrations are non-scholarly - and thus not tak-
en into account for funding or esteem, nor as indicator of research activity 
(149/370 - 40%);

 – the share of non-scholarly registrations is significantly higher for university 
teachers than for non-university teachers;

 – there are few top-ranked publications (37/370 - 10%).
The significant difference between registration numbers of university teachers and 
non-university teachers is remarkable, since they stem from only 15 teachers, com-
pared to 31 non-university teachers. The average number of registered publications 
per teacher is 2 for a non-university studio teacher, and 20 for a university-based studio 
teacher. This factor 10 even amount to a factor 17 for the category of non-scholarly pub-
lications (16/31 versus 133/15). This could be an indicator of a substantial difference in 
registration culture and/or policy between the two institutional contexts.

The above numbers suggest that not all teachers publish, or register in the reposito-
ry. Figure 39 provides a better insight in the production of registered publications per 
teacher. 

Figure 38 comparison of registration between teachers in university studios (right) and teachers in non-university studios 
(left) 

university colleges
(architect)

universities
(engineer-architect)

non-scholarly publication scholarly non-top publication scholarly top publication

16 41 6 31133 143
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This figure leads to the following observations:

 – There is an important difference in overall publication production among the 
studio teachers;

 – A majority does not have registered publications at all (30; 65%), or has only 
non-scholarly publications (3; 6%); 

 – The publications that are registered stem from a relatively limited number of 
academics

 – for most of them the scholarly production is rather modest (<10); 
 – only four teachers have more than 10 scholarly publications (top and non-top);
 – one has an established production in top-publications (>10)

Further screening of this excelling – or rather exceptional – profile of the one teach-
er with more than ten top-publicatioin (the actual numer is 19), reveals that the main 
WoS subject areas in which he publishes are not architecture (only 3 publications are 
resorting under this field), but construction building technology, computer science, and 
civil engineering.16 Figure 40 brings the publication profiles of studio teachers together 
per studio. In terms of the audit, this provides an overview of the “availability” of re-
search-active teachers.

16 http://apps.webofknowledge.com/summary.do?mode=refine&product=WOS&search_mode=OneClickSearchNo-
History&colName=WOS&parentQid=13&qid=14&SID=F3TommzSpgylk3xctf9, last retrieved 12 June 2018

Figure 39 the overall publication production among design studio teachers in the multiple-case study (black = PhD holder; 
grey = PhD candidate; white = no PhD. Black+white = PhD-holding practitioner).

established scholarly production (>10 top and non-top publications)

few or occasional scholarly production (1<x<10 scholarly publications)

only 1 scholarly publication

only non-scholarly publications

established scholarly top production (>10 top-publications) 

no publications
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The following observations can be made: 

 – Research active teachers are spread over the different studios – an observation 
that confirms the findings related to PhD tenure. 

 – As a result the number of research-related studios is nuanced: 12 of 25 studios 
(48%) are taught by teachers who have at least one scholarly publication regis-
tered in the repository. 

 – The number of studios taught by at least one research-active teacher is equal for 
university and non-university studios (6 each)

 – Studios taught by teachers without any registered publications are mostly situ-
ated in a non-university context. 

Similar to the previous analysis, I do not only use these data to scrutinize the assump-
tions of the audit, but also to position the embedded research group of the fieldwork 
within the overall picture of the multiple-case study. To do so, I counted the total num-
ber of publications of all teachers per studio in the multiple-case set and compared this 
with the embedded set (see fiure 41). Again, as in previous point, the figures demon-
strate that the embedded set comprises a relative high level of research-active teachers 
(at least, seen within the overall picture).

Figure 40 overview of studios in terms of publication profiles of their teachers
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teacher with top-publications

studios with only teachers that have no registred
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Figure 41 comparison between publication production within studios in the multiple-case set (left) and in the embedded set 
(right).
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c. findings and critical reflection

The application of PhD tenure and bibliometric profile as indicators of respectively re-
search competency and research activity to the cohort of studio teachers leads to some 
remarkable considerations regarding the RT-nexus in the studio. 

 – A first remark concerns the assertion that in studio teaching, links with formal 
scientific research conduct are scarce or absent. On the one hand, this asser-
tion is confirmed by the quantitative analysis of PhD tenure and bibliometric 
profile of the teachers. On the other hand, the analysis also reveals that excep-
tions exists. Although it is true that the majority of studios is led exclusively by 
practitioners, in each institute except one university (!), there is at least one 
studio taught by a PhD holder or somebody involved in a PhD track, and in 
each institute there are studios of which at least one teacher has a certain pro-
duction of scholarly publications. It remains unclear however, to which extent 
these links are impacting studio teaching. Such question requires an in-depth 
analysis, which is subject of next section (see point 5.4.). Even when the biblio-
metric profile indicate the existence of scholarly publications, the size is so low 
that it remains a weak indicator to serve as a basis for considering a teacher 
as research-active. The conclusion of this analysis is that the assertion that for 
design studio teaching the links with formal scientific research are absent or 
scarce remains valid, taking into account the nuances made above. 

 – A second remark relates to the use of PhD tenure as indictor for research com-
petency. contradictions that have raised from the analysis. The assumption that 
PhD tenure is a valid and sufficient indicator for research competency is prob-
lematic, particularly for the field of architecture. It is to negate non-university 
contexts – such as professional practice and/or industry - as places of knowl-
edge production and insight emergence. Chapter 3 has extensively discussed to 
which extend knowledge production in this non-academic context should be 
acknowledged (cf the discussion about Mode-2 production), and chapter 4 has 
demonstrated that for the field of architecture, high quality research in prac-
tice exist (see 4.3.3.b.) , and that there is precedence on how to take in into 
account (for instance REF2014, and ERA2018).

 – A third remark relates to the use of bibliometric data as indicator of research 
activity. Chapter 3 has revealed that the prevailing tools and techniques that 
are adopted for grasping and evaluating traditional scientific research outcome, 
are inappropriate for identifying, registering, monitoring and evaluating re-
search competence, activity, and expertise in the creative industries, and chap-
ter 4 has confirmed this observation concerning the field of architecture. This 
is particularly trough for bibliometric data. I point to four difficulties. 

 — Firstly, registration in the repository not only refers to first or single au-
thorship, but includes co-authored publications. In several cases, scholarly 
publication are attributed to studio teachers who are practitioners who do not 
publish themselves. They are included in co-authored articles, books and book 
chapters, next to (first) authors with an academic profile. In some cases, the 
practitioner is mentioned as co-author because the article highly depends on 
the work (s)he produced, or the visions and ideas that are embodied in his/
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her practice. In such cases, being mentioned or not highly depends on the re-
lationship and willingness of the main author. In case of being mentioned, as 
an indicator for research activity this reference may be valid; however, as an 
indicator for academic activity in terms of connection with formal scientific 
research, it is confusing. 

 — Secondly, the relevance of architectural design production, and the insights 
that transcend the scale of the work itself, are often communicated by others 
than the architect-practitioner, for instance by architecture reviewers, archi-
tecture critics, or architecture theorists. Although the architect’s work is then 

“published” and the insights that are embedded are then shared, the architect 
him/herself is not able to claim this act of publication, since not (s)he is the 
author, but the reviewer, critic or theorist. Apparently, within the epistemic 
culture of architecture there is a shift between on the one hand the author who 
produced the work and who was the conductor of the process in which the 
insights emerged, and on the other hand, the author of the written publica-
tion through which the existence of the work, and a verbal formulation of the 
insights are disseminated. This shift is insufficiently acknowledge, and the cur-
rent bibliometric practices do not take it into account. 

 — Thirdly, the overview relies on registrations in the institutional repository. 
The absence of registrations in the repository cannot be used as a proof that the 
teachers does not publish. For absence in the repository several reasons exist. 
Some of the studio teachers have no access to the repository, due to the type of 
their appointment. Some other teachers, who do have access to the repository, 
do not register because it has no merit for them to do so. All of the teachers 
who did not register, are practitioners – architects or artists. Many of them are 
appointed on the basis of their work in practice; for them, it is not an aim, and 
also often no option, to promote in higher academic positions. Teachers with 
temporary appointments, for one semester or one year only, have no benefit in 
registering publications in the repository either, even if they would have some. 
For teachers who are actively engaged in formal scientific research – in the 
case study it are the teachers who are full time academics with a PhD or PhD 
candidates – the situation is different, since their publication profile is included 
in their criteria for academic promotion and tenure. Rather than being a reflec-
tion of a feature of the studio teachers, registration in the repository may be an 
indicator of personal career strategy on the one hand, as well as of the degree 
of development of a registration culture or a more compelling institutional pol-
icy towards registering on the other hand.

 — And fourthly, at the moment of gathering the data, the institutional reposito-
ries only registered written publications. Meanwhile, a test-case has been set up 
for registration of non-written outcome. This has led to the structural inclusion 
of non-written outcome in the institutional repositories of Flemish universities. 
If this option would have been available at the time of the audit, a more nu-
anced picture would have appeared. The issue how to evaluate quality within 
this new category – let alone how to include it into current academic validation 
protocols – remain unsolved, even at the time of writing. 

 – A final remark concerns the composition of the embedded set. The analysis of 
the embedded set demonstrates that it is composed of the most “research-ori-
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ented” studios – at least following the parameters that are adopted here. The 
embedded set was selected on the basis of occurrence of the phenomenon and 
not randomly, nor from a concern of statistical representativeness, as explained 
in the chapter on methodology. The embedded set can thus be considered as a 
rich sample of research-oriented studios, providing fertile ground for studying 
the appearance and nature of a RT-nexus in the architectural design studio. 

The above observations confirm the assertion that in the architectural design studio 
apparent links with formal scientific research conduct are scarce or absent. However, 
three remarks have to be made.

 – Firstly, it must be acknowledged that exceptions exist, and that in each insti-
tution a concern seems to exist to offer at least one studio staffed by research 
competent and active teachers. 

 – Secondly, one must take into account that for the epistemic culture of architec-
ture, the indicators of PhD tenure and bibliometric profile remain problematic. 

 – And thirdly, there is no evidence that compliancy with these indicators secures 
educational quality. If we are to better evaluate the academic quality of the 
teaching in the architectural design studio, quantitative meta-data are insuffi-
cient. We have to take a closer look at the processes of teaching and learning 
that actually take place in the natural setting of the architectural design studio. 
Such a study is subject of next section, 5.4.

5.4 the philosophical perspective: 
qualitative fieldwork to reveal the nature of the RT-
nexus in the architectural design studio
The quantitative analysis of research competency and activity of studio teach-

ers in terms of PhD tenure and bibliometric profile has allowed for evaluating the so-
called academic orientation of the studio, as it was understood within the policy frame-
work of the accreditation audits in Flanders of that time. It has also allowed to evaluate 
and nuance the assertion that for studio teaching links with formal scientific research 
conduct are absent or scarce. However, it did not allow for revealing the impact of such 
links on studio teaching and learning, nor did it allow for uncovering the nature of the 
processes of coming to know, that actually are taking place within these links. Address-
ing this endeavour requires a qualitative approach, hence the need for fieldwork. 

The fieldwork responds to the central research question about the “how” (see chapter 
1 point 1.5.2.): How is teaching actually taking place in the architectural design studio, and 
particularly, to which extent does this link to (notions of ) a RT-nexus?

Therefore, in this section I open the “black-box” of how enacted teaching induces in-
tended learning. With this approach, I follow the suggestion of Brew & Boud (see chap-
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ter 3, point 3.4.4.2.), that the link between research and teaching is to be found in the 
learning that is induced. 

Those aspects of teaching which lead to learning, and the learning which occurs 
through research provide the vital link. (Brew & Boud, 1995, p.261)

The fieldwork thus serves to investigate teaching in the design studio beyond the iden-
tification of connections with formal scientific research conduct. It considers teaching 
as an integrative practice that might induce similar processes of learning as the pro-
cesses of learning that are induced by research.

The fieldwork aims at gaining insight in the relationship between the enacted teaching 
practices and the effective learning that they intend to induce. In this section 5.4, I report 
about the observations of the enacted teaching and try to understand the type of learn-
ing that this teaching practice appeals to. I am aware that some parts of the descriptions 
will look obvious for experienced studio teachers. As this PhD is not only intended to 
them, but to a broader audience of scholars, I consider it necessary to describe them 
meticulously, to open up the practices of the design studio, particularly for outsiders.

Firstly, I explain how data collection and analysis actually took place (see 5.4.1.). After 
that I systematically present the results (see 5.4.2.) following the four philosophical di-
mensions that have been unfolded in chapter 3 (see 3.1.a), namely ontological (5.4.2.1.), 
praxeological (5.4.2.2.), epistemological (5.4.2.3.) and teleological (5.4.2.4.) dimensions 
of the RT-nexus. 

During this fourfold analysis, I will systematically relate the observations of the field-
work to the philosophical frameworks that I have set out in previous chapter, thus clos-
ing the circle. The reader will thus find many references to previous points. In chapter 
3, I constructed and opened the fyke for capturing the RT-nexus; in chapter 4, I brought 
it to the waters of architecture; in this section, I close it at the particular biotope of the 
design studio, to study the catch. 

5.4.1 studio teaching fieldwork – data collection and analysis

5.4.1.1 data collection 
The fieldwork was spread over two academic years, starting in October 2011 till June 
2013. Most of the visits (10 studios) took place during the first semester of 2011-2012; 
one studio was visited during the second semester of 2011-2012 (UC1B); and two studios 
were visited during the second semester of 2012-2013 (U3A and U3B). 

Each studio was organized on a fixed day of the week, and lasted one whole semester. 
Thanks to some fortunate coincidence regarding the weekly organisation in each loca-
tion, it was possible to be present, at the initial presentation of the assignment of each 
studio, followed by intermittent visits at different moments with different educational 
activities during the semester. In the few cases where final juries were taking place 
simultaneously, I managed to have them recorded on video. 
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The data that I am looking for concern the process of teaching. Thereby, I look at it 
from the perspective of processes of knowledge production and insight emergence and 
sharing (research). The focus of this quest thus comprises the analysis of observed pro-
cesses and data collection mainly consists of fieldwork observations. However, teacher 
interviews, student focus groups and informal talks with students and teachers were 
helpful for a better understanding of the observed phenomena.

In the next paragraphs I describe each technique of data collection in more detail: ob-
servations, semi-structured interviews, focus groups and document analysis. 

 – The observations in each studio spanned one-semester, which in all cases co-
incided with one assignment. The observations comprised desk-crits, inter-
mediate presentations and final juries. The observations took an ethnographic 
perspective, silently accompanying the studio teacher, taking notes, and audio 
recording the debates. The field notes contained citations and annotations. I 
kept track of the time of the audio recordings, so that it was possible to trace 
them when re-listening different fragments. Figure 42 shows the main attributes 
(notebook, audio-recorder). Figure 43 shows a fragment of the notebook. One 
can see the time track of the audio recording, and annotations in the margin. 
At regular moments there was some interaction with the students or with the 
studio teachers, spontaneously responding to the agency of the moment. At 
those moments I could rely on my own experience as a studio teacher, and re-
act at ease, just feeling part of the studio. These moments contributed to an at-
mosphere of trust and ease, in which the regular studio work could proceed in 
an authentic way, not disturbed by the omnipresence of an alien mute observer.

 – The semi-structured interviews with teachers took place one or a few weeks 
after the final jury presentation, allowing the teachers for reflection on the stu-
dio as a whole. Since I had attended the studio regularly the interviews could 
profit from a strong common ground between me and the interviewee. Often, 
the teacher could refer to concrete anecdotes or instances in the studio where 
I also present. The interviews provided a better insight in the teachers’ educa-
tional intentions, and a better understanding of the meaning of their teaching 
from their own perspective. From the 22 teachers involved in the 12 studios, 
16 were interviewed. Duration of the interviews ranged from 40 to 90 minutes. 
The semi-structured interviews were guided by a script that was composed on 
the basis of the insights at that early stage of the research. The interview started 
with the open question “Could you please explain me, why you decided upon 
particularly this specific studio assignment?”. Consequently, the script secured 
that in each interview 5 points of interest were addressed: (i) the educational 
intentions of the teacher; (ii) to which extent the studio work was considered 
as a case of research, or was entailing components of research, or links with 
research; (iii) an explanation why the studio is to be considered as a case of “ac-
ademic” education (or not); (iv) teachers’, respectively students’ opinion regard-
ing the importance of the role and profile of the studio teacher; and finally - af-
ter this relatively open stage - I ended the interview with a more structured part, 
in which (v) I asked the teachers to compare the particular studio assignment 
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and their teaching, with a categorization of profiles of a RT-nexus, that would 
allow me to position their teaching in the theoretical framework provided by 
Healey (see 5.2.1.1.).17

 – The focus groups with students were held at a significant period after the com-
pletion of the assignment – at least one week, but mostly several weeks - thus 
filtering out immediate emotions (both euphoria and disappointment), and 
allowing for more reflection from a distance. For all 12 studios focus groups 
were held. Similar to the selection procedure of the cases, where I asked the 
programme coordinator to indicate the most relevant studios to include in the 
study, for the focus groups I asked the studio teachers to indicate students who, 
in their opinions, had reached a good understanding of the nature and aims 
of the studio. This approach was fostering the recruitment of students with a 
rather high capacity for meta-reflection. In a few cases, when such suggested 
students were not able to join the focus groups, some additional individual stu-
dent interviews were held. Duration of focus groups and student interviews 
ranged from 40 to 70 minutes. These interviews were triangulating the teachers 
interviews. The focus groups followed a semi-structured approach and had a 
fivefold composition that was similar to the teacher interviews.

 – The data collection of the fieldwork is further substantiated by the content of 
the assignment briefs. All cases started off with an introductory lecture, and 
provided a written document, in which the assignment was explicated. The size 
of the document varies from 1 to 19 pages. This document typically presents 
the studio, describes the thematic focus, formulates specific objectives, lists 
deliverables and communicates practicalities (such as time schedules and a se-
mester planning). However, the content, range and theoretical underpinning of 
these document largely vary. Some assignments mainly focus on the functional 
programme of the building to be designed, while others rather contextualize 
the studio in a bigger picture – societal or theoretical. Still others rather focus 
on providing a referential framework - often an heterogeneous collection of 
(architectural and/or theoretical) concepts, reference buildings, non-scholarly 
and scholarly literature (mainly in the field of architectural theory and history). 

The information that has been gathered during this fieldwork is very rich, and the data 
that are collected extend the scope and goals of this PhD. They contain material for 
further research, and allows for fathoming deeper into the issue of research as well as 
into a range of other issues of architectural design studio education and its didactics. 
For the ends of this PhD however, I limited the data analysis to the topics related to the 
central research questions. 

17 The RT-nexus profiles to which I refer are developed by Visser-Wijnveen (2009): (A) teach research results; (B) 
make research known; (C) show what it means to be a researcher; (D) help to conduct research; (E) provide 
research experience. While the framework of Healey is conceived from the perspective of the curriculum builder, 
and labelling teaching types based upon external characteristics (research-oriented; -led;-tutored; and –based) 
the categorization of Visser-Wijnveen is conceived from the perspective of the teacher, and labelled in relation 
to the act and intentions of the teachers. For this reason, they were more convenient for interviewing teachers 
than Healey’s categorization, while at the same time, they did allow to relate the answers of the teachers to the 
fourfold categorization, implemented by Healey.
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Figure 42 fieldwork at the moment of a desk crit, showing the main tools: audio recorder, notebook, and camera (with 
which the picture was taken)

Figure 43 excerpt of field notes
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5.4.1.2 data analysis
In line with the suggestion of Brew & Boud (cf. the introductory text of 5.4.) I wonder 
to which extent the observed teaching practices that I have seen enacted in the studio, 
entail features of learning that correspond to the type of learning that is induced by 
research. Subsequently, I analyse and describe the nature of these features. 

a. data interpretation flanked by continuing reading – a nurturing use of theory

Interpretation and sense- making of the observed phenomena and recorded interviews, 
focusgroups and documents was guided by questions such as: To which extent is this pro-
cess of teaching aiming at knowledge production or at the emergence of new insights? What 
kind of knowledge? What kind of knowing? How are the aim for generating knowledge and 
sharing insights connected to the practices that I see? How do the processes that I see occurring 
relate to processes of inducing knowledge production or emergence and sharing of insights?

While these questions were directing my attention, and determining the understand-
ing, field notes were frequently reread, and audio recordings were re-listened, leading 
to the writing of memos and – through analytical induction – the writing of temporary 
assertions. 

This reflective process was steering a process of continuing reading – mainly literature 
concerning theories of learning and philosophies of research - till matches were found 
between observations and theoretical or philosophical descriptions. This process high-
ly relied upon the notion of sensitizing concepts, and analytical induction, as explained in 
the chapter on methodology. 

Interviews and focus groups were transcribed verbatim. Analysis depended upon the 
nature of the partial research question that was studied. A different approach was ad-
opted for the what and how-questions, than for the why-question.

For answering the central what and how research questions (see 5.4.2.1; 5.4.2.2. and 
5.4.2.3.), the interviews and focus groups were mainly instrumental for clarifying the 
observations, and verifying stages of analytical induction. As such, they were triangu-
lating the fieldwork observations. Moreover, through informal talks with teachers and 
students, I could verify and discuss preliminary findings and speculations directly with 
the actors that were involved. 

A similar role was taken by the transcripts. Rather than through rigid coding, it was 
by repeated reading and memo-writing, that I was developing deeper insights in the 
features of the teaching processes. This is in line with the tenet of Boeije that “it is not 
in the nature of qualitative research to use a fixed coding scheme that constricts data 
collection and pre-sorts data” (Boeije, 2010, p. 23). It is also in line with the suggestion 
of Adams St.Pierre (2011) that repeated reading may lead to deeper insights and coher-
ence between occurrence and nature of phenomena than rigid coding. 

For answering the why research question (see 5.4.2.4), the approach slightly differed. 
Here, I firstly had to distil and categorize statements, arguments and components of 
the arguments, before being able to interpret them deeper in a second stage. For this 
first stage, it was appropriate to analyse the transcripts in NVIVO, and proceed a pro-
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cess of open, axial and selective coding, as described by Boeije (Boeije, 2010). The sec-
ond stage then consisted of relating the identified and classified statement, arguments 
and their components to findings of the previous perspectives.

b. philosophical framing of the perspectives – identifying a potential research-
foundation of architectural design studio teaching

In my process of looking for theoretical or philosophical ground to frame the observed 
phenomena, I gradually discovered matches and grips. The philosophical concepts to 
which I refer, are thus selected in function of their ability to grasp the phenomenon of 
research as a process of learning, and more precisely, learning through processes of 

“coming to know” (knowledge construction and emergence of insights). These theories 
are adopted in an instrumental way, as heuristics to provide ways of grasping the edu-
cational capacity of research. 

In this quest – identifying the educational capacity of research - accounts of research 
which allow for understanding research as a process of personal change – a change of 
mind, of mind-set, and of being-in-the world – will be more fruitful, than impersonal 
accounts of research, that do not address the process of change in the subject who is 
involved, considering research in terms of a production process leading to an increase 
of an external stock of knowledge (cf. the definition of OECD).

The philosophical theories are not selected by their quality to reveal the educational 
capacity of research only. Also the nature of the subject-matter of this PhD – architec-
tural design - has been determinative for the choice of philosophical perspectives. In-
deed, the philosophical perspectives had to allow for a comprehensive understanding 
of architecture, they had to be capable for grasping the process of architectural design 
and include the option of (architectural) design as a way of gaining new knowledge and 
insights – i.e. as a case of (architectural). The philosophical lenses had to be able to see 
the value and meaning of visual and material mediation, to understand the interpre-
tative nature and ideographic interest of architectural research, and its inescapable 
cultural and ethical normative framing. 

It is not by hazard then, that phenomenological and pragmatist approaches appear. 
Both perspectives are extremely well suited to confront the architectural design process 
with the process of researching. The former - the phenomenological approach – relates to 
design and design research, in its primary concern with how individual’s conscious-
ness influences their relationship with the world. Akin with art, this relationship is 
understood as being mediated by perception and experience (Richard Hickman, 2008). 
The latter - philosophical pragmatism - takes into account the inextricable bound be-
tween human intervention in the world, and conceptions about the consequences of 
those interventions – a fundament which obviously aligns with the teleological nature 
of design (De Walsche & Verbruggen, 2013).

c. a fourfold analytical framework

In chapter 3, I pointed to conceptual difficulties of the notion of a RT-nexus, due to the 
polysemy of the notions research and knowledge and their shifting and expanding con-
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tent. Formal classifications of different types research do not provide sufficient insight 
in the different features of each type, nor in the features of the mental processes that 
are connected with it. Therefore, I systematically unravelled the notions research and 
knowledge. The chapter revealed that there are many ways of looking at the world, many 
ways of knowing, many ways of coming to know, and many interests that are pursued. 
I thus could identify distinctions 

 – at the ontological level (what the reality that is studied consists of);
 – at the epistemological level (what there is to know about the reality that is 

studied);
 – at the praxeological level (what do we do in order to come to know about that 

reality) and
 – at the teleological level (why do we undertake these actions?).

In the analysis of the fieldwork, I use these four levels as an heuristic to systematically 
investigate the nature of the processes of “coming to know” in the studio.

d. two stages: reading the teaching and framing the learning

Each perspective is structured in two stages - namely an analytical stage of “reading” 
and a theorizing stage of “framing”. The analytical “reading” of the enacted teaching 
provides a description of practices and interactions that I observed in the fieldwork. 
The discourse of this stage is amply substantiated with illustrative photos and citations 
(gathered in the annex of this PhD). The second step consists of theorizing, as exten-
sively explained the methodological section (see point 2.3). In this step I relate the ob-
served practices and interactions that relate to processes of coming to know, to the 
philosophical lenses that I have adopted in chapter 3, point 3.3 (the shifting nature of 
research) and chapter 4, point 4.3.2.3. (the nature of design research), and, when ap-
propriate, to comprehensive theories of learning. By doing so – i.e. by actually naming 
and framing the processes of inquiry that I have observed within a proper philosoph-
ical framework - I avoid the semantic trap and common caveat in the discourse about 
a RT-nexus, that always asks for “what do you mean with research?”, since it is exactly 
that what I describe.

This perspectival stance towards the notion of (academic) research aligns with Brew & 
Boud’s viewpoint, to which I have referred earlier (cf. chapter 3, point 3.2.2.2.f. “what 
‘counts’ as research”): 

Academic research is carried out according to conventions which define what counts 
as knowledge, what counts as an appropriate method for looking and what counts 
as evidence. So every research act is located in a tradition of coming to know.(Brew, 
2001b, p. 7)

In this PhD, I thus investigate teaching in the design studio beyond the identification of 
connections with formal scientific research conduct, but rather as practices that aim 
to induce processes of coming to know within the traditions of the epistemic culture of 
architecture.
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Rather than looking for confirmation of effective connections with formal scientific 
research, I am interested in the processes of learning that studio teaching aims to induce, 
and wonder to which extent these learning processes align with (particular concep-
tions of) research. Also this stance of investigating the RT-nexus aligns with Brew & 
Boud (see chapter 3, point 3.4.3.2.) who argue that 

If there is a link between the two, it operates through that which teaching and re-
search have in common; both are concerned with the act of learning, though in differ-
ent contexts. […] Those aspects of teaching which lead to learning, and the learning 
which occurs through research provide the vital link. (Angela Brew & David Boud, 
1995, p. 261)

The two stages of reading the teaching and framing the learning are systematically repeat-
ed for each of the four perspectives - the ontological, the praxeological, the epistemo-
logical, and the teleological.

5.4.2 results: the nature of research in the architectural design studio
For the sake of clarity, I start the fourfold philosophical framing with the ontological 
perspective, since it identifies the constituents of the reality that is studied, and thus 

“opens up” the piece of the world that is studied in the design studio (see 5.4.2.1.). As a 
second step, I take a praxeological perspective in order to provide a better understand-
ing of the types of practices and interactions that take place in the studio, and a better 
insights about how the practical organization of the studio is significant for the pro-
cesses of coming to know (see 5.4.2.2.). These two perspectives are amply substantiated 
with illustrations of the fieldwork, in order to give the reader a clear view on the pro-
cesses that actually take place in this studio setting. The third step, the epistemological 
perspective, explores how assertions relating to findings and insights are underpinned, 
as well as the status of the findings and insights which occur (see 5.4.2.3.). Finally, I 
adopt a teleological lens, to clarify how the findings and insights from previous perspec-
tives can be understood from the goals and interests that are pursued (see 5.4.2.4.). The 
teleological perspective is rather extensive, as I distinguish between the teleological 
nature of architectural design – which is to conceive a building – and the teleological 
nature of teaching – which is to induce learning.

I illustrate the discourse with ample photographs taken during the fieldwork in order 
to provide the reader a clear picture of how the processes of teaching and learning 
actually are occurring, and with ample citations of the interviews, in order to bring the 
reader close to the voices of the teachers and students. This illustrative material of both 
pictures and quotes of the interviews, is collected in the Annex. 

As the first analysis – the ontological - reports about an ongoing process of unfold-
ing, the illustrations stem from mainly one studio. Limiting the illustration to one case 
allows the reader for getting a more coherent picture, and for better understanding 
how different stages and practices are interconnected. I refer to this studio as “Studio 
Venice”. It was one of the two studios that I visited during the second year of fieldwork, 
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which means that I already developed a particular ability in observing and in framing 
the observations. Moreover, it was a studio with a high intensity in interactions, and 
inducing a process that illustrates many of the processes and interactions that I want 
to communicate in this PhD. 

Gradually, I include illustrations from other studios, so that I could select the most 
clarifying images or citations, or in order to give an image of diversity of the studied 
phenomena among studios. 

5.4.2.1 an ontological perspective on architectural design studio teaching
The ontological perspective is a first step in the analysis of the teaching in the design 
studio. It shows which reality is “seen and grasped” in the studio, and how reality is 
defined. Point 5.4.2.1.1. describes a “reading of the teaching”; point 5.4.2.1.2. entails a 

“framing of the learning” that this teaching practice appeals to.

5.4.2.1.1 an ontological reading: studio teaching as constitution of a (new) reality

Each studio starts with an introductory lecture and a brief. The brief describes the as-
signment, and contains practical information about timing, practicalities, and expect-
ed outcome. What is most central to a study from an ontological perspective however, 
is that in this introduction, intrinsically the teacher provides a particular perception 
and conception of a certain reality, namely the “piece of the world” that is subject of 
the studio. This means that, from the start, for that particular piece of the world, a 
particular ontological constitution is set out. This ontological constitution contains the 
main constituents upon which both students and teachers will base their vocabulary 
and argument. It also impacts how in this particular studio the participants look at the 
world, understand reality, and compose newly designed futures. 

The ontological constellations that result from this constitution highly vary in nature, 
from atmospheric and experiential to abstract and conceptual. Moreover, they are het-
erogeneous, as they contain constituents of different statuses, from tangible physical 
elements – such as reference buildings, environmental elements - to intangible reali-
ties - such as concepts, ideas and tenets. 

Ontological constitution is done at two levels - direct (see point a.) and indirect (see 
point b.) – and happens in two stages: an initial stage of input, and a consequent stage 
where the ontological constitution further develops by unfolding itself. During these 
stages a referential framework is constructed that is commonly shared among the partic-
ipants (see point c.). The whole process is framed within a strictly managed timeframe, 
spanned over one semester (see point d.)

a. direct constitution 

Direct constitution indicates the revealing of constituents of a certain reality, that from 
that moment on immediately constitute the world; from then on, they affect what is 
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seen and grasped - before their introduction these elements were not seen, after their 
introduction, it is impossible not to see them.

Direct constitution happens for instance when the teacher is “reading aloud” a proj-
ect site. This “reading” of an environment is disclosing the world in a particular way, 
namely in an “architectural way”. This not only concerns the fact that it are buildings 
and urban environments that are studied, but mainly the fact that the piece of the 
world is read “as architects”, with an architectural gaze. One of the teachers explains:

Kennis overdragen, zeker als je denkt niet alleen aan wetenschappelijke teksten, maar 
ook aan architectuur zelf, is een van de dingen die we proberen de studenten aan te leren 

“architectuur lezen” - hetzij teksten, hetzij gebouwen. En dat ze dat leren op een manier te 
doen zoals architecten naar dingen kijken. En dat is anders dan een niet-specialist. (T1, 
studio U2A)

In de studio gaan we ook kijken naar typische gevels in Venetië en bespreken die: wat zit 
daar in, wat zijn de kenmerken daarvan, hoe experimenteert een architect van de late 
middeleeuwen met de typologie van de palazzo-facade; wat zijn de merkwaardigheden ... 
en dus proberen we eigenlijk daar op een manier naar te kijken, niet zozeer als een archi-
tectuurhistoricus, maar als een ontwerper. (T1, studio U2A)

A teacher, for instance, can “read” an environment, and thereby denominate both phys-
ical and immaterial constituents, such as: “in the south of the geometrically shaped 
garden, there is a lawn, bordered by hedges, in the east by an historically valuable 
wall.” From that moment on, the site not only consists of architecture, but also of plants, 
and the interaction between plants and architecture. The model that is built afterwards, 
will not only contain volumes of the built environment, but include the hedge – that 
would have been left out, as a model always is an abstraction and a reduction - as well 
as the lawn with its geometrical pattern. 

See EX01_onto:  direct constitution: building up a city as a conglomerate of named 
things.

The ontological constitution does not only consist of just identifying what to see and to 
grasp. It also contributes to enhancing discernment of what to see and grasp. It makes a 
difference whether the teacher speaks of a “wall”, or of a “kiln fired brick wall in monk 
bond”.

See EX02_onto:  direct constitution through the use of jargon: components of the archi-
tecture of the city

See EX03_onto:  direct constitution through the use of jargon: enhancing discernment of 
materials 

A more complex type of direct constitution than the disclosure of physical constituents, 
is situated in the disclosure of meaning that is attributed to what is seen. Depending on 
the knowledge that one gains about what is seen, the meaning of what is seen suddenly 
may change, and new insights may emerge.

See EX04_onto:  direct constitution by disclosure of historical knowledge 

See EX 05_onto: direct constitution through external media: movies

Not only the teachers contribute to this direct ontological constitution. The teachers 
also assign small tasks to the students - often as group work – in which they are asked 
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to explore the studio topic and/or site, and present the information for the group. Both 
students and teachers get engaged in an active process of “grasping” the reality that is 
under study. One teacher explains:

In het begin hebben wij en de studenten deze taak [overdragen van kennis, JDW] vervuld, 
waar ze [de studenten, JDW] als experts op een gebied heel kort onderzoek moesten doen. 
bv mobiliteit, en zo ...ja die thema’s die we hebben opgegeven. En ook, terminologie en 

“architectuur lezen” dat is wat doorheen gans de studio heengaat…. dat je een soort preci-
sie moet ontwikkelen in je beschrijving, in je lezing. (T2, studio U2A).

b. indirect constitution 

The above examples of direct ontological constitution point to the mechanism that 
from the moment certain elements are brought into the studio (e.g. by putting on the 
table, shown at the wall, ….) they exist in the mind of the students, and they become 
part of the “piece of the world” that is under study. Next to this type of constituents, a 
more indirect constitution exist. In most studios, teachers also frame the topic and 
approach with concepts, ideas, tenets - mostly idiosyncratic. The intention of this ref-
erence is not to copy, adopt or internalize these concepts, ideas and tenets, but to “crit-
ically relate” to them. They are introduced as occasions for the students “to develop 
contextually explorative viewpoints and critical (radicalizing) stances”.18

See EX06_onto: indirect ontological constitution through theoretical reference

Such ideological/theoretical/idiosyncratic references are not presented as theoretical 
course content that has to be studied for exams, nor as frames of thought that the stu-
dents have to adopt in their design, but as material to which they have to “critically re-
late themselves”. Since these references are introduced in this early stage of the studio 
work, they create common ground. They do not only substantiate the vocabulary and 
provide argumentative ground of the studio, but also offer ways of looking and foster 
the adoption of a particular stance of looking at the world. In the interview one of the 
teachers explains: 

Wij positioneren ons niet in een situatie waarin je zou zeggen “anything goes”. ik denk net 
dat we dat willen vermijden. Je had dat nog wel met Liebeskind, Hadid, en misschien nog 
met MVRDV enzovoort … waar je bijna voor elke methodiek wel een soort achterliggend 
argument kon vinden. Ik denk dat die generatie is gepasseerd. Wij zeggen niet dat er een 
waarheid bestaat - zeker niet - die tijd is al langer gepasseerd. Wat wij doen is een soort 
lezen van logica’s, waar je ingrijpt, waar je translaties mee doet, waar je parallellen in 
trekt, zelfs lagen herkent, gelaagd leest en ontwerpt. (T2, studio U2A).

See EX07_onto: indirect ontological constitution by promoting a particular stance

c. an unfolding ontology that is commonly shared

Gradually, a commonly shared body of information and references is set out, and the 
teachers have “opened up” the piece of the world that is under study, and have made it 

“accessible” for the students. Now, the teachers activate the students to start “reading” 

18 “ontwikkelen van contextueel verkennende standpunten en kritische (radicaliserende) houdingen.” Excerpt 
from the brief of studio UC3bA.
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the piece of the world themselves, and thus continue, complete, refine and adjust the 
ontological constitution. 

From now on, the combination of the material that has been made accessible for stu-
dents, the generative power of the students’ minds, and the interaction with the teach-
ers leads to an agency in which the world continues to open up itself – the agency of an 

“unfolding ontology”. One of the teachers explains:

Ik heb altijd enorm gestimuleerd dat studenten zelf materiaal binnenbrengen, tenminste 
binnen het soort van kader dat wij uitzetten. Omdat ik vind dat een ontwerp in belan-
grijke mate ook bepaald wordt door waar je op dat moment, of in de jaren voordien mee 
bezig bent geweest qua interesses. En dat kunnen wetenschappelijke evoluties zijn, dat 
kan literatuur zijn, dat kan schilderkunst of beeldhouwkunst zijn…. Dus studenten 
worden wel gestimuleerd om dat soort van eigen invalshoeken mee in te brengen. […] De 
oorsprong ligt dan [in dit meer gevorderd stadium, JDW] veeleer in de student en wat de 
student aan het produceren is, dan in het begin. Daar is het meer algemeen, en breng je 
dingen aan die meer voor iedereen nuttig kunnen zijn. En het dan misschien wel niet zijn. 
Terwijl daarna, ..... ja, het personaliseert denk ik, gaandeweg. (T1, studio U2A)

Design – by definition - has a constitutive power. Its teleological nature is to conceive 
and present a new reality. Thereby, studio didactics consist of a constant showing and 
seeing. As a particular feature of a design proposal is shown in the studio, it is seen 
and thus is affecting the minds of both teachers and fellow students. Particularly when 
the reception is positive – either because of appreciation by the teachers, or because 
of particular new and promising vistas are opened up – it will become part of the com-
mon referential framework. Exposure is a central and mechanism for sharing thoughts, 
ideas and insights. As such, it completes the ontological assemblages within the studio 
as a whole. 

See EX08_onto: the agency of the site model to impact ontological constitution

See EX09_onto: the impact of exposure in the studio to develop commonality

See EX10_onto: the mutual impacting of contingency and ontological framing

See EX11_onto: methodologies for activating the sharing of individual ontological frame-
works

d. managing the timeframe: a steadily process of unfolding, spread over several weeks

A studio lasts one semester, during which a project evolves. This means that the pro-
cess of unfolding is not endless. I could notice that in all studios, the space of time is 
carefully planned. The design assignment has a typical structure of four stages: an in-
troduction, an exploration stage, a stage of elaboration, and a final presentation.Figure 
44 schematically shows a typical structure of the course of a design project in the studio, 
as a conceptual scheme. The names of each stage may vary, as well as the proportional 
length in times. The scheme also indicates the flanking and nurturing existence of oth-
er activities, such as collateral events (lectures, study trips….), or electives (in the case 
of studio Venice this was the course “The Other Moderns”).

Processes of ontological constitution are mainly active during the first two stages (in-
troduction and exploration), are almost suspended during the stage of elaboration, but 
can reappear in all vigour at the moment of presentation where suddenly “others” (ex-
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ternal jury members) start reading what is produced. Since at that moment the agency 
of “making to see” is uni-directional (it are the jury members who “open the eyes” of 
the student) I would rather refer to this moment in terms of ontological revelation, than 
constitution. 

As such the moment of presentation and jury commentary splits up in two directions: 
one part of this process is summative and conclusive, aiming at formulating an evalu-
ation of the work that has been done, and another part that is formative and re-open-
ing-up, as it is providing the student with a new view, often challenging the ontological 
constituents of the design proposal to be reordered or reconsidered.

5.4.2.1.2 framing the ontological perspective: learning through Bindung and rigour

Previous point (5.4.2.1.1) has uncovered how in the design studio, the students are in-
troduced and immersed in a “certain reality”, a “piece of the world”, and how this piece 
of the world “unfolds” itself, through processes of ontological constitution. Gradually 
the students and teachers commonly establish a shared understanding of that particu-
lar piece of the world. 

In the paragraphs that follow I will go deeper into this process of getting engaged with 
that “piece of the world”, and demonstrate how the type of inquiry the students gets in-
volved in, aligns with particular philosophical concepts found in Heideggers (phenom-
enological) understanding of “research”. This philosophical framing is the main body 
of this paragraph, but firstly, I compare the findings of the fieldwork with a description 
of the epistemic culture of architecture as provided by Monika Kurath, mentioned ear-
lier in this PhD, and argue that, for the case of the architectural design studio, Kurath’s 
picture of the epistemic culture of architecture needs adjustment.

Figure 44 typical structure of a design project in the studio. The names of each stage may vary, as well as the proportional 
length.

exploration elaboration

collateral events: 
exercises, lectures, 

excursions,….

timespan of ontological constitution probability of 
ontological revelation
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a. the epistemic culture of the architectural design studio: an adjustment of Kurath’s 
conclusions 

The analysis has shown how “the world” is “opened up” to the students, namely by 
discerning “constituents” of that piece of the world, by enhancing this discernment, 
and by developing sensitivity for the features of these constituents. Additional to a close 
reading of the piece of the world, disclosure also relies upon terms and ways of look-
ing that are found in external references. Throughout these processes of ontological 
constitution, the studio unfolds itself, and the “piece of the world that is under study” 
gradually opens up. 

Monika Kurath’s statement that the epistemic culture of architecture relies largely on 
individual reference – such as canonic buildings, tenets, renown architects and archi-
tecture (see chapter 4, point 4.3.1.3.b.) - is confirmed by the observations of the field-
work. However, her assertion that these references act as “context devoid individual 
heuristics”, and that this all happens in an “absence of codified theory” (Kurath, 2015, 
p. 85) needs nuancing. 

 – Firstly, in most studios the references are carefully chosen, closely related to 
the context that is studied - more precisely to those contextual features that the 
teachers deliberately want to disclose for the students. The examples that are 
cited for the studio Venice are illustrations of the strong contextual embedding 
of the references. If these references are introduced as heuristics, it is to open 
up the world in the particular terms that are connected to the references them-
selves. The references thus instrumentally serve as “tools to look with”, “lenses 
to look through” or “vocabularies to speak through”. 

 – Secondly, it cannot bluntly be stated that codified theory is absent. Looking 
at the examples of the studio Venice, the reference to architectural theory is 
plenty (e.g. Augé, Hayes, Venturi, Rowe). Similar links have been found in other 
studios - for instance references to Peter Eisenman in UC1A, and references to 
Habraken’s book “The Structure of the Ordinary”, de Solà-Morales “Public and 
Collective Space”, and Spiro Kostof’s theory about city history in UC3bA and 
UC3aA (the same teacher!). 

 – However, the studios where such explicit theoretical framework is underpin-
ning the assignment and design are a minority, and even in these cases it is not 
clear to which extent the theories are fathomed by the students and applied 
in their full depth, or rather adopted as the heuristic “tenets” to which Kurath 
refers (for instance Augé’s concept of “non-lieu” is then used as superficially as 
a reference to the tenet “form follows function”). In all cases it are studio taught 
by a PhD holding academic or PhD candidate, and the references are closely 
connected with their own theoretical research.

b. coming to know through design: a phenomenological understanding of research 

The acknowledgement of occasional links with architectural theory is only a minor 
adjustment in the study of the RT-nexus in the studio. It still does not open the black 
box of the process of coming to know; it does not explain how the constitution of such 
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(theoretical) framework contributes to the emergence of insight. Therefore, I now go 
deeper into the relationship between the mind of the student, and the piece of the 
world that (s)he is studying.

The process of ontological constitution as observed in the fieldwork, and the conse-
quent invitation to interact with that piece of the world in terms of what is seen and 
grasped, strongly aligns with Heidegger’s phenomenological understanding of research, 
and particularly his notion of Bindung, that I have explained in chapter 2. 

In Heidegger’s understanding of research, the world is seen as a realm in which several 
“regions” (Bezirke) can be discerned. Research consists of opening up a particular Be-
zirk, and establishing a strong entanglement (Bindung) with this “part of the world”, in 
which the researcher is responding coherently to the features of that particular Bezirk. 
It is here that rigour (Strenge) is to be situated: rigour is a matter of responding coher-
ently with the features of the things that constitute the Bezirk. 

At the core of the actual research conduct is a process of Vergegenständlichung - a trans-
formation process of rendering things that could not be grasped yet, in such a shape 
that they can be grasped. To conceive such a shape, we rely upon what we already know. 
In this regard, the process of opening up a particular Bezirk is referred to as “Entwurfen”, 
and the re-assemblage of the things that we already know into a new constellation, is 
referred to as a “Grundriss” (see chapter 3, point 3.3.1.2.a.)

The applicability of this model to the design studio is obvious. Before starting the stu-
dio, the teachers have decided upon themes, topics, concepts, and - in most cases – a 
site. This whole set of themes, topics, concepts and a site comprises what Heidegger 
would refer to as a Bezirk 

See EX05_onto: Venice is “opened-up” to the students as a city of masks and atmos-
pheric scenographies. But next to this, the “Bezirk” also consists of (the 
paradoxical coincidence of) historic authenticity , Disneyfication, and 
environmental threats. 

The whole process of ontological constitution is a process of opening up that piece of 
the world – the Bezirk – to the students. The Bezirk is opened up, not from scratch, not 
as a tabula rasa, but in terms of what the teachers are able to see and grasp – which 
corresponds to what they want the students to become able to see and grasp. With this 
intention in mind, the teachers have designed – in Heideggerian terms Entworfen – a 
referential framework. The Bezirk is opened up in terms of this referential framework: 
it is this set of views, concepts, words, jargon, etcetera that renders the Bezirk its “fea-
tures”

See EX02_onto and EX03_onto: in the studio Venice this opening-up of a particular archi-
tectural Bezirk was apparent in the shift of the students’ vocabulary 
from a generic terminology into the Italian words to point to the particu-
lar Venetian appearances.

The teachers thus establish a particular relationship with that particular piece of the 
world – Bindung - by providing words, a jargon, images, reference buildings and con-
cepts. But gradually it are increasingly the students and the developing projects that 
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expand, enrich, refine, reorient the Entwurf and Grundriss through which the Bezirk is 
disclosed – the ontology unfolds19 

See Ex10_onto:  in the studio Venice, the students’ proposal for a sewage treatment 
plant, was such an expansion, bringing in a world of technical argu-
ments.

This process of unfolding does not consists of just wild stabs. It is regulated by rigour 
(Strenge): it is only to the extent that the new input from the students, and the agency 
generated by their design proposals – as new Entwürfe and Grundrisse to open up the 
Bezirk – coherently responds to “the features of the things” that are set out, that they 
will be able to deliver a relevant contribution for the studio. Rigour regulates and se-
cures the process (“Durch den Entwurf des Grundrisses und die Bestimmung der Strenge 
sichert sich das Vorgehen innerhalb des Seinsbereiches seinen Gegenstandsbezirk.“ (Heidegger, 
1950, p. 71)). It regulates the relevance of the contributions that occur during the pro-
cesses in the studio. Particular new entries in the studio will be evaluated and “read” in 
terms of the features that have been identified so far, or will contribute to new layers 
of the world-in-view, in so far they connect to features of that piece of the world that is 
put on the table.

Rigour not only regulates the contributions of the students to the studio, it also regu-
lates the process of intended learning of the student him/herself. Intended learning 
will only happen to the extent that the student projects are sufficiently – or rather “co-
herently” – connected to the referential ontological frame that constitutes the studio. 

See Ex09_onto:  in studio Venice a nice example of such regulating mechanism is that 
moment that the students past Canaletto’s sky as a background. This 
was an act of rigourous practice, as it coherently connects with the Bez-
irk that has been set out in the studio in several ways: it presents a pro-
posal in Venice framed in “Venetian sky”, thus coherently responding to 

“atmospheric scenography” as one of the main features of Venice; it is an 
act of inscription in the ontological constitution of the studio in which 
Venice is grasped through historical representations; it contributes to 
the tenet of the teachers that Venice is reproducing itself by means of its 
representations. 

In this view, it is acknowledged that there are many ways of looking at reality, and that 
each student, next to being responding to specifications of the assignment, is conceiv-
ing an own and particular project. The conception of the project is dictated by how a 
Bindung is established with the world, and the nature of this Bindung is determined by 
which “layers” of reality are identified, grasped and addressed.

One of the teachers picture the world in terms of Marc Augé’s concept of a “thick moderni-
ty” – a reality that consists of several layers, that provide a richness for 
the student to determine his/her actions and perspectives. The teachers 
explains: 

Die gelaagdheid en complexiteit van omgaan met het gebouwd milieu. Die rijkdom 
van een ja, een “dikke moderniteit” zoals Marc Augé. Dus dat is echt wel iets cruciaals. 

19 Ewenstein & Whyte have used the term “unfolding ontology” to describe the function of models as epistemic 
artefacts in the design process. (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009) Here, I expand this notion to the whole studio, as 
both human and non-human actors (teachers, students, models, discourses, reference-buildings…) induce a 
similar process.
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Vandaar als een hedendaags architect opereren, speelt zich niet af in een dun laagje he-
dendaags debat, of de tijdschriften en de projecten van vandaag . Maar dat er een enorme 
rijkdom van omgaan kan gevonden worden, die je mee kan betrekken, waar je kan op 
reageren, waar je je laat door inspireren, waar je je tegen afzet,.... . En vandaar ook dat 
we bijvoorbeeld venetie interssant vinden.... (T1, studio U1A)).

The comparison between studio teaching and Heidegger’s phenomenological view to 
research provides ground to argue that the research foundation of studio teaching is 
not primarily to be found in methodological but in ontological grounds.

c. opening up the Bezirk for inquiry: the studio as scolè

As explained in the chapter on methodology, I continued reading scholarly literature 
during the fieldwork. This continued reading funneled me to Masschelein and Simons’ 
plea for reconsidering the notion of “school” from its Greek etymological roots σχολη 
(scholè), published in their book “In defence of the school. A public issue”(Massche-
lein & Simons, 2012, 2013). Although the book is not written from the perspective of 
architectural education, the set of principles, processes and practices that the authors 
describe were astonishingly well applicable to what I observed in the studio. The model 
is of particular interest of this PhD, as it allows for connecting Heideggers notion of 
research (as a practice of opening up a piece of the world – Bezirk – and establishing a 
relationship with this piece of the world – Bindung) with a comprehensive understand-
ing of teaching.

The Greek term scholè refers to the act of freeing up time. Scholè is time, made free from 
production and productivity – free time, as distinct from productive time. In Latin, school 
was indicated as “ludus” which means “game” or “time for playing”. In this condition 
of freed time, teacher and students gather. The teacher puts a piece of the world in 
their midst. This piece of the world then is brought into suspension – i.e. temporarily 
rendering it inoperative. It is taken out of production, it is released, lifted up from its 
normal context. 

School as a matter of suspension not only implies the temporary interruption of (past 
and future) time, but also the removal of expectations, requirements, roles and duties 
connected to a given space outside the school. In this sense, scholastic space is open 
and unfixed. Scholastic space does not refer to a place of passage or transition (from 
past to present), nor to a space of initiation or socialisation (from the household 
to society). Rather, we must see the school as a sort of pure medium or middle. The 
school is a means without an end and a vehicle without a determined destination. [… 
It is] middle ground where teachers draw young people into the present. (Masschelein 
& Simons, 2013, p.36)

Now a process of profanation takes place. The piece of the world is de-privatized, de-ap-
propriated, de-sacralized, made ungodly. As a result it becomes publicly available, and 
accessible. The teacher then induces a process of creating inter-esse – i.e. make all the 
students aware that this piece of the world is now in their midst, it has become a mat-
ter between them, and belongs with them. As this state of inter-esse of this piece of 
the world, which has been made accessible through the state of suspension and the 
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process of profanation, is reached, the teacher directs the attention of the students, and 
installs a principle of equality. Everybody is enabled to begin. 

Provided with knowledge for study, and skills for practice, the piece of the world now 
comes into play (meanwhile the school acts as the playground of society – cf. the Latin 
word ludus). Even when the players, dedicated to study and exercise, meet difficulties, 
the teacher facilitates them to be able to begin, repeatedly, again and again. 

This is because the teacher is an amateur and a lover. It is more crucial that the teacher 
is a passionate amateur than an expert, a professional or a charismatic authority. He 
loves both the piece of the world that (s)he has selected to put on the table, and the 
(young) students which are gathered around the table. 

This amateurism – i.e. the fact that (s)he does this out of love – makes him/ her become 
a master, mastering the material which is at stake, put on the table, brought into play. 
Mastery as an aim of higher education, (rather than expertise, craftsmanship, or excel-
lence) includes taking care of the world, and taking care for oneself in relation to that 
world. The master then opens up a world, offers the opportunity to make it of inter-est, 
hence inviting others to care for the world and for themselves. 

School thus, is a set of principles, processes and practices aiming at establishing a radi-
cal engagement with the world, freed from persisting prejudice and obstacles. To these 
principles, it adds care, dedication and mastery. Once these principles are implement-
ed - carefully and with love - among this dedicated community of uninhibited young 
freed and opened-up minds, unforeseen things can, and will happen. One might con-
sider school now, as potentially revolutionary - an environment of thought, creating 
opportunities to radically renew the world.20 

Although the book of Masschelein & Simons is a plea for reconsidering education in 
general, it can be read as if it was describing a design studio. Indeed, due to the word-
ing of the text, the similarities are striking. 

 – The studio is the physical space that isolates students from the productive outer 
world. It is the place where time is made free. 

 – The teacher puts a piece of the world on the table. In the architectural design 
studio this can be taken literally: in most studios there is a central table, that 
indeed carries a site model of the environment where the design is situated - a 

“piece of the world”. In Heideggerian terms the Bezirk” is defined. This spatial 
model – also literally – is a form of “suspension”: a piece of the world rendered 
temporarily inoperative. From now on the process of Bindung starts. 

 – Masschelein & Simons then refer to an act of de-privatizing, de-appropriating, 
de-sacralizing in order to make the Bezirk accessible. In fact, this precedes the 
process of constructing Bindung. This Bindung is not an individual matter, as 
the teacher has raised “inter-esse”: the Bindung with the Bezirk is collective for 
the whole studio – the site model is collective and common ground of thought.

 – this Bezirk then is “made accessible” for all participants: the teacher starts 

20 For this reason, Masschelein and Simons argue, the whole history of school is a history of being tamed. It is 
beyond the framework and objectives of this PhD however, to further expand on this part of the plea. 
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“reading” the Bezirk in its own words, and connects it to a particular set of con-
stituents: the piece of the world represented by the model on the central table, 
is ontologically defined and/or redefined. Hereby, the teacher decides where 
to direct the attention of the students – it may be historical layers of a place, 
functional layers of the city or the building, style, typology, construction, …..

 – In this condition of freed time, a well-defined and commonly shared Bezirk, 
the studio gathers both students and teacher around a theme or topic that now 
becomes a common quest for both. Masschelein & Simons refer to the impor-
tance of the principle of equality, enabling everybody to begin. At this moment, 
the distinction between teacher and student blurs: “Beide sind für die Wissen-
schaft da”, in full Humboldtian tradition. 

 – Teachers and students - particularly at the higher levels, beyond the state of 
novice – possess the architectural knowledge for individual study, and the de-
sign, drawing and making skills for practice: the Bezirk is explored and interro-
gated through “playful anticipatory imagination” (cf further in this PhD, point 
5.4.2.2.2.c.). In Deweyan terms, it is a transactional – or interactional – way of 
coming to know. It is an inquisitive approach, where inquiry consists of generat-
ing what-if scenario’s, and studying their particular consequences, rather than 
looking for generalizable if-then relationships.

 – In all studios, the teachers have defined the Bezirk by themselves. The assign-
ment is closely connected to their personal interest. Masschelein & Simons de-
scription of the teacher as an “amateur” and “lover” perfectly suits the profile 
of most studio teachers. As a result studio teachers show a high personal com-
mitment. Because (s)he is an amateur and lover, (s)he is extremely interested 
and engaged in both the topic, and the resulting new futures that are generated, 
hoping that they may lead to new insights that can effectively be shared (which 
is the definition of “research” in the REF2014).

The adoption of Masschelein & Simons’ model of scholè to the design studio recalibrates 
the way how studio teaching may be perceived and understood, at several levels. All of 
the points mentioned above substantiate such recalibrated debate, but I point particu-
larly to three of them: 

 – The advocacy of scholè calls for a recalibration of the role of the teacher, as an 
educator, moving away from the role of a coach or facilitator, to the concept of 
amateur, who decides what should be the agenda/assignment, and values, and 
is explicit about what is decided to be the agenda, and what is valued. If the 
teacher induces inquiry as a process that aims to induce study, this is not inde-
pendent of what the teacher values. Moreover, since the inquiry that is induced 
in the studio relates to what the teacher values as an educator, implicitly it is 
normatively framed. 

 – Masscheleins and Simons’ model also calls for taking into account the impor-
tance of time. Time is a crucial element, both in terms of high intensity and 
full dedication (studio work dominates other concerns), as well as in terms of 
length: design may include leaps of extremely fast thinking, but as a process it 
takes time to mature. Similarly, in the concept of scholè, the principle of free-
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ing up time it to allow study, in contrast with the educational technology of 
ECTS, that restricts the time provided to acquire a pre-specified learning out-
comes in units of 25 to 30 hours. 

 – The model of Masschelein & Simons react against prevailing functionalist 
conceptions that understand “school” from the societal perspective of being 
an instrument for reproduction.21 The authors take up an idealist position that 
school is primarily a matter of personal formation, but in such a way that it 
forms students to be able to take up responsibility for the world (Hanna Arendt, 
1968, in: Maarten. Simons & Masschelein, 2012, p. 78). 

5.4.2.2 a praxeological perspective on architectural design studio teaching
The ontological perspective has explored “what” is grasped. It studied how the studio 
constitutes its Bezirk - the “piece of the world” that is under study - and how this onto-
logical constitution is determinative for what is “seen and grasped”. It has also shown 
how the Bezirk is opened up by means of the design (Entwurf) of a referential frame-
work (Grundriss) through which a particular relationship with the Bezirk is established 
(Bindung). It has argued that in this perspective, rigour is not a matter of method – as 
commonly accepted in scientific research conduct – but a matter of coherent respond-
ing to the features of the Bezirk. Method results of rigour: in rigourous research how this 
research is conducted, results from the features of what is studied and to be grasped. Or, 
in terms of studio teaching: rigourous studio practice means that how inquiry is done, 
coherently fits with the Bezirk that is constituted in the studio. The ontological perspec-
tive thus made us acknowledge the principle that the nature of research - in this case 
the nature of inquiry in the studio - is dictated by the features of the “things-in-them-
selves as they are (seen/understood/grasped) in the world”, and thus fully depends on 
this. 

As a next step thus, I focus on how the “what” is explored. In this part, I adopt a praxeo-
logical perspective and look at the actions, interventions, and interactions that I have 
observed in the teaching of the design studio. In this view, research and inquiry are 
considered as performative practices, relying on what kind of interactions are taking 
place, what kinds of actions have to be undertaken and what kind of interventions are 
to be done. 

Similar to previous points I first present concrete instances of teaching practices as 
found in the fieldwork (“reading the teaching”) (see 5.4.2.2.1.), and I then relate these 
practices to features of learning that correspond to the types of learning that are in-
duced by research (“framing the learning”) (see 5.4.2.2.2.). 

5.4.2.2.1 a praxeological reading: teaching as a practice of inducing interactions aimed at 
gaining and sharing insights

The analysis of the fieldwork observations gave way to five characteristics that, from a 
praxeologocial point of view, are typical for studio teaching. 

21 https://ppw.kuleuven.be/ecs/onderwijs/klassiekers/boekpaginas/apologie, retrieved 12 June 2018
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Firstly, I point to the observation that design studio is responsive. It operates in a logic 
that if no concrete proposal is shown, no response will follow, no debate will take place, 
no steps are taken, no teaching will take place, no learning will occur. Learning fully 
depends on the interactions that are induced by mediation of the artefacts that are put 
on the table. The studio as a place of interactions between men and things is further 
elaborated under point a.

A second point I have observed is the performative nature of studio pedagogy. In the 
studio, interactions are not limited to the mediating agency of the artefacts. It also 
depend upon the capacity of both students and teachers to clarify, explicate, convey 
and convince. The performative practice of sharing insights is discussed under point b.

Thirdly, I point to the open-ended nature of the process of coming to know. Studio as-
signment is addressing questions for which at the start no prepared single answer is 
available. Teaching practice becomes a common quest of inquiry, for both students and 
teachers, in which the development of the project takes the lead. This fourth character-
istic is described in point c.

Fourthly, I point to the versatility of studio pedagogy. The studio functions as a central 
locus that hosts a number of distinct practices. In this variation of practices and spatial 
settings, also the teachers take several roles. The studio as a versatile arena, allow-
ing different spatial settings, and serving distinct practices is further discussed under 
point d.

And as a fifth and final point, I focus on the aspect of managing the practices over the 
timespan of one semester, which is discussed in point e.

a. responsiveness, agency, and interactions among men and things

Unlike many traditional academic course units, where students are expected to acquire 
a delineated body of knowledge – “course content” - that is conveyed through books, 
readers or, manuals, in the design studio, such delineated body of knowledge is not 
available. Studying pre-specified content is no goal in itself. It may be part of a prelim-
inary stage of informing, grounding and “ontological constitution” (cfr previous point) 
of the assignment, but it is not considered as the main carrier of learning. The intended 
learning occurs from the moment that material is put on the table; content of learning 
depends on how this material inspires the teachers, and how it brings them to par-
ticular associations. The teacher interacts with and through the drawings and models 
produced by the student. 

The studio thus, is responsive: if nothing is put on the table; the teacher will have noth-
ing to bring in either; new insights will not emerge; the intended learning will not oc-
cur. The desk-crit is such a typical configuration of interpersonal interaction, typically 
in a 1:1, 1:2, 2:1 or 2:2 ratio, and mediated by the artefacts – models, drawings,…- that 
are put on the table, in between the actors. The – epistemic - artefacts are mediators of 
the process of coming to know. 

See EX01_praxeo:  desk-crit as a typical interactional process between student(s)/arte-
fact(s)/teacher(s)
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In some stages of the process the produced artefacts take over, and become the driver 
of thought. No longer the argument, but the physical, material evidence of the artefact 

“talks back” to who is around the table. The artefact now is not only mediator, but also 
catalyst of the process of coming to know. 

By producing these (epistemic) artefacts, the students now have their teachers brought 
into deep thinking. From now on, the studio is a common quest.

See EX02_praxeo: students having teachers think, stages of the process

See EX03_praxeo:  teachers are amongst the students, not above, and negotiating instead 
of saying what is right and wrong.

There is a probability that the teacher actively engages with the proposal of a student 
and starts drawing or starts manipulating the student’s model him/herself.

See EX04_praxeo:  the teacher actively engaging with the student’s drawing

See EX05_praxeo:  the teacher actively engaging with the student’s model

Models have their own agency. It is a stubborn misconception that models serve for rep-
resentation of a final project. This is not how models are incorporated in studio teaching. 
The students do not make the models as spatial representations of designs that have 
earlier been drawn on paper; in contrast, they directly design through the making of 
models. It is through making, and by getting involved in the practice of making, that 
new ideas come into shape, in order to be “tested”. Students make models to make 
there provisional thoughts testable. They readjust models, based upon their evaluation 
of what they see on photos that have been taken from that model (the “test”). Both 
the thinking about the argument (about what is to be shown), as the argument and its 
evidence (does the model show what I wanted to show?) remain in the model, are em-
bodied by the model (- in this studio, plans were drawn after the model was thoroughly 
tested, adjusted, refined, and finished).

See EX06_praxeo:  model making as a practice of testing ideas

A particular case of agency is entailed by the typical central site model that appears in 
most studios (not in all): a carefully placed group model, representing the project site. 
The emphatic presence of the huge model dominates the studio space, and acts as a 
constant reminder to the topic - in Heideggerian terms, the “piece of the world under 
investigation”, the Bezirk (cf previous point). It is with this piece of the world that a Bind-
ung is established. It is also this site model that acts as a test area for the students’ work 
in progress. Continuously, students place provisional models of their design proposal 
in this site model, to study the interaction between their proposal and its environment 

– agency amongst the models. 

See EX07_praxeo:  the agency of the central site model

See EX08_praxeo:  the site model as a common test area

Since the intermediary and final models of all students are inserted in the model, it has 
a uniting function within the studio. 



375

b. the performative practice of sharing insights

A second praxeological characteristic of studio teaching, relates to the observation that 
studio interactions are not limited to the mediating and catalysing agency of the arte-
facts. It is also driven by the capability of both students and teachers to clarify, expli-
cate, convey and convince. In the studio, this explorative, argumentative, and/or rheto-
ric communication does not happen through written documents, but by speaking face 
to face. The emergence of insights, and the sharing of them thus also is a matter of 
performative oral practice.

In most studios, the teachers have developed particular strategies to induce knowledge 
sharing over the students or over the student groups. Particularly when themes run 
over several years it is a concern how to convey the insights that were reached during a 
previous year to the cohort of students of the next year. Similarly, in the case of group 
work, it is a central concern of the teachers to have insights that have emerged within 
a group, disseminated among the group. 

See EX09_praxeo:  strategies for knowledge sharing during the studio process - Studio U1A

A particular moment of performative practice are mid-term reviews and final jury pre-
sentations. These moments of presentation have in common with research, that they 
basically aim to having insights effectively shared. Indeed, reviews and jury presentations 
consist of a process in which the student tries to have his/her insights effectively shared 
with peers or members of the review or jury panel. And the other way round, the panel 
members will start a process in which they want the student to have their insights effec-
tively shared as well. Reviews and jury presentations thus are moments of interactional 
practices of coming to know.

See EX10_praxeo:  performative practices at reviews and juries: the studio as a stage

See EX11_praxeo:  scenic qualities of the place, to have the insights properly shared

c. designing the project: a common alibi for inquiry

Previous observation have demonstrated to which extent the designed artefact is a me-
diator and catalyst of the process of gaining insights. The drawings and models are 
epistemic artefacts, that gradually embody the knowledge and insights that emerge 
during the studio work. Architectural design education is process-based, but it is prod-
uct-oriented - namely oriented towards the conception of a concrete architectural de-
sign project. To the extent that the design studio in the master programme not only 
aims at training the vocational skill of designing buildings, but at gaining insights and 
understanding about architecture at a level that transcends the particular design pro-
posal, it can be said that the designing of a project is an alibi for coming to know. Nev-
ertheless, it is always feigned as being the central concern. 
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If educating is a collateral effect of the practice of design, one can wonder with which 
intention the teacher is teaching: to help the development of the project, or to help the 
development of the student? In the fifth and final section of this chapter I will focus on 
this question. At this point, I draw the attention to the existence of this dual intention-
ality. Who is the actual antagonist of the studio: the student or the project?

A concise quantitative analysis may shed some light on this question. Figure 45 gives 
an overview of student numbers per studio, student/teacher ratio, and project/teacher 
ratio.

The left graph of figure 45 shows that the size of a studio largely differ – studio size 
varies from 5 to 48 students. This huge divergence in student numbers is not compen-
sated by the number of teachers: a studio with 35 students is taught by 2 teachers, but 
also a studio with 12, or even with only 5 students (UC3bB) is taught by 2 teachers. The 
governing principle seems to be that a studio is populated by (at least) two teachers, in 
any case – even when the studio only counts 5 students.22 Particularly for an intensive 
and time consuming face-to-face pedagogy as studio teaching it could be expected that 
the student/teacher ratio is a critical and significant parameter. Apparently, this is not 
the case. 

The middle graph of figure 45 quantifies the resulting student/teacher ratios, ranging 
from 2.5/1 to 17.5/1. Even when the extremes are not taken into account the range of 
student number and student/teacher ratio is still wide, from 6/1 to 16/1. 

The graph at the right side of figure 45 indicates the number of projects per teacher. To 
understand this figure, one must know that in some studios the students have to de-

22 The number of teachers is shown in figure 45, left of the vertical axis of the left graph. The principle to staff 
a studio by two teachers, implies that on the one hand student choices are fully respected, without the use of 
numerus clausus, and on the other hand that a studio, once conceived by its teachers, will run, even in the case 
that only 5 students enroll. In the embedded set of the case study, only one studio (studio U1B) was led by a 
single teacher. Studio UC2A was an interdisciplinary cross-over study of architect students and arts students, 
staffed by a crew of three teachers, one linked to architecture, and the two others to the arts. 

Figure 45 studio size (left, the vertical axis contains the name of the studio and the number of teachers); student/teacher 
ratio (middle); and project/teacher ratio (right)
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velop a project individually, while in other studios the projects are developed as group 
work - mostly groups of 2 students, one studio operated with groups of 4 students (U1A). 
When taking into account the number of projects in a studio, the figure looks different: 
when discarding the extremes, a strong convergence appears toward a ratio of 5.5 to 7.5 
projects per teacher. 

This observation supports the assumption that apparently it is not the student, but the 
project that acts as the protagonist of the studio. 

My interpretation is the following. The studio teacher has the dual commitment of not 
only contributing to the development of the students, but also to the successful com-
pletion of the design projects. It could be assumed then, that for the studio teacher, 
the unit of attention is not so much the individual student, but the project that is under 
development. Education of the student happens indirectly, through the development 
of design proposals, as a collateral effect. The alibi takes the attention, the intended 
learning happens besides.

d. a versatile arena allowing different spatial settings for different stages of coming to 
know

The design studio is a versatile arena, taking many shapes. During the semester, spa-
tial settings of the studio are constantly changing – each arrangement responding to 
particular features of the moment. Studio space might transform into a classroom for 
lecturing, a seminar room for a group discussion, a workplace, an exhibition room, a 
stage, etcetera. at other moments, it is just a dispersed landscape of small tables with 
individual students or student couples.

At some moments, the studio is turned into an aula, with the teacher lecturing; It can 
take the shape of a meeting room for group discussions, an exhibition area, or a bill-
board. Each of these settings corresponds with particular types of interactions. 

See EX12_praxeo:  the studio as a versatile arena: from loose tables to a lecture setting

See EX13_praxeo:  different functions of the tables

See EX14_praxeo:  the studio turned into the final jury presentation setting

see EX15_praxeo:  tacit peer-review: the drawing speaks, fellow-students comment with 
post-its

See EX16_praxeo:  studio tables turned into panels to make an improvised exhibition area

See EX17_praxeo:  studio as a place of making

Some of the constellations allow for conveying ample information to the whole group 
(e.g. a lecture), others foster reflection on the individual project and the individual way 
of working and allow both student and teacher to adopt a vulnerable stance, asking 
questions, and talk about doubts (e.g. a 4:2 talk). Other constellations require perfor-
mance in a steady tempo, and strong underpinning and convincing argumentation 
(e.g. a jury presentation). And others completely rely on visual rhetoric of the graphic 
material, and urge the student to learn how to communicate accurately through his/
her drawings (e.g. a“post-it peer review”: students are commenting each other’s proj-



378

ects by means of comments that are written on post-its that are stuck to the plans (see 
EX15_praxeo).

These different configurations are actively managed by the studio teachers, in order to 
foster the complex interactions that take place in the design studio between all actors, 
human and non-human.

Each of the configuration also imply a particular role of the teacher. In some (s)he will 
be the coach, in others the expert, the role model, the fellow investigator, the audience.

Figure 46 provides a schematic overview of the spatial settings that I observed in the 
fieldwork. A more detailed analysis of the features of each setting, and its impact on 
and relation with knowledge production is beyond the scope of this PhD, but is rich 
material for further study.

The studio is not only a place for teaching in terms of talking, listening, looking and 
discussing. Next to this verbal communicative practices, it is a workplace of physical 
production – a place of making.

Model making is an epistemic practice in its own. It is not a matter of making a nice 
miniature representations of an earlier conceived piece of architecture – a wide-spread 
misperception. The students do not make the models as spatial representations of de-
signs that have earlier been drawn on paper; in contrast, they directly design through 

Figure 46 schematic overview of typical spatial arrangements, resulting from the fieldwork. For each constellation, different 
interactions take place, and each setting corresponds to particular stages in the process of coming to know.

teacherstudent

desk crit configurations
1:1 opposite, 1:1 around the corner, 
1:1 side by side, 1:2, 2:2,  6:2

left: two types of group presentation
one student for jury panel and fellow 
students, teacher for student group

right bottom: a loose gathering
students and teachers have a 
conversation

right: two types of table discussions
one teacher and a group of students
a group of students and two teachers

left: review “on display”
students and/or teachers “read” the
plans and models on display, and
write a critique (e.g. on post-its)

right up: wall presentation
studio production is put together as 
whole; each project is contextualised
within the whole studio 
production/studio theme
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the making of models. It is through making, and by getting involved in the practice of 
making, that new ideas come into shape, in order to be “tested”. Students make models 
to make there provisional thoughts “testable”. 

e. studio teaching: managing a sequel of distinct practices over time

Scientific research conduct typically goes through different stages – although the actual 
process may be less linear then the separate stages may suggest. Depending on the na-
ture of the research these stages form a sequel of distinct but connected practices - for 
instance the sequel of contextualising an issue, problematizing the issue and stating 
the problem, literature review, formulation of the aim, formulation of central research 
questions, deciding upon methodology, formulation of an hypothesis, design of an ex-
periment, conduct of the experiment, analysis of the results, discussion, dissemination 
of the findings, and possible implementation of the results. Similarly, design studio is 
typified by a sequel of distinct, but interconnected practices, that aim to induce a pro-
cess of having insights emerge and shared.

This process of gaining insights is carefully managed by the studio teachers. Studio 
teaching is an intensive pedagogical format, and the timespan of one semester is con-
sidered as short. But, just as in scientific research conduct, where feasibility also is 
determined by temporal (and financial) restrictions, this limited timespan of one se-
mester is accepted as a restriction and limitation of the study. 

If studio education would be oriented towards the acquisition of professional skills, and 
aimed to train for proficient performance in professional practice, it could be expected 
that time management would resemble project management of architectural practice. 
And indeed, some studios do. The outline of the studio then is structured through con-
crete deliveries that mirror typical outcomes of project management stages: 

Programme analysis/volume study/plans and sections 1:200/plans and sections 
1:100/images/final production/presentation (studio UC1A)

Exploration of the topic/urban analysis/programme analysis/programme definition/
urban masterplan/preliminary design (studio UC2B)

But in other studios the names of the stages refer to completely different types of prac-
tices, for instance: 

informing/exploring/transforming/testing/performing (U1A)

kick-start/mass production/checkpoint/transit/project/checkpoint/exhibition (UC-
3bA)

These names are much more referring to dynamic processes of inquiry, than to the 
stages of a building design process. They reflect a certain awareness and concern of 
the teacher, that studio education consists of inducing a carefully designed sequel of 
epistemic practices. These teachers prefer to explicate these practices, rather than the 
outcomes they might produce. They aim to raise awareness in the students about a 
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methodological dimension, rather than to train them to behave like an architect - each 
semester again.

See EX18_praxeo:  time management in the studio: a sequel of distinct but connected 
practices 

See EX19_praxeo:  time management in the studio: from mass production to focused 
project

This observation however, may not lead to the conclusion that studios that adopt con-
crete project management deliveries as outline for the project would be less inquisitive. 
It depends. In some cases the use of these terms indeed mirrors an almost vocation-
al intention. In other cases however, this stance is rather to be related to Schinkels’s 
notion of Verwirklichung: it is the only through concrete production that insights may 
emerge and become discussable, and the set of outcomes that these teachers than put 
forward, conform with the codes through which architectural design is made discuss-
able. It may affect however the student’s reflections, and the time that a student is al-
lowed to spend to “study” rather than to achieving the prescribed outcomes. 

See EX20_praxeo:  tension of complying with prescribed deliveries versus actively conceiv-
ing appropriate outcome to have the insights effectively shared

5.4.2.2.2 framing the praxeological perspective: learning as an interactional process of 
coming to know

a. learning-from-interaction: an adjustment of Donald Schön’s theory of learning-by-
doing

The seminal work of Donald Schön, and particularly his famous analysis of the conver-
sation between Quist - the studio master - and Petra - the student who is “stuck” (Schön, 
1985, pp. 32-52; 1987, pp. 44-79) - has resulted in a persistent stereotyping of studio ed-
ucation as a 1:1 master-pupil pedagogy. This picture however, does not square to the 
actual practices that I have seen in the fieldwork. 

In the natural settings of the studio, much more is at stake. During the observations, I 
acknowledged that studio teaching is to be considered as a sequel of distinct but inter-
connected practices that aim at inducing interactions between artefacts and involved 
audience, managed over space (the room of the studio) and time (the span of one se-
mester).

The fieldwork confirms Mewburn’s conclusion that learning to design highly depends 
on actions, interventions and physical presence, and cannot be reduced to processes 
of knowledge transfer only (Mewburn, 2012, p. 377), even so, it is not restricted to de-
velopment of tacit knowledge either. But I would add to the view of Mewburn that the 
studio is not only a place of learning to design, but rather of learning through design. 

The benefits of Schön’s theories of learning-by-doing an reflection-in-action, and their 
application to studio teaching should not be dismissed, but the persisting stereotypes 
that studio teaching consists of master-pupil talks, the conviction that teaching equals 
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coaching, and that the studio acts as a simulator of professional practice to train the 
tacit knowledge that learns the student “think like an architect”, are simply too narrow 
to grasp the full span of studio teaching, at least as I saw it in the first master pro-
gramme.

Donald Schön’s dialogue between Quist and Petra referred to a typical novice stage, 
where the master learns his pupil to design. But in the post-novice level of the first 
master year, the students are expected to be able to design already. In this second cycle 

– master level – they are expected to master design skills to the extent that they are ca-
pable of dissociating from the design practice, to use it as a tool-to-think-with, to explore 
particular urban/spatial/social architectural questions, and to take and show a stance.

The observations of the fieldwork have evidenced the central role of material practices 
and the agency of material artefacts in the process of design studio teaching, but also 
the versatility of practices that are adopted, and the ever-changing spatial settings of 
the studio, particularly during the first half of the semester. In each setting, the teacher 
may take a different role. 

In contrast with Schön’s conception of the teacher as a coach, I saw the studio teacher 
take many roles, and in contrast with Schön’s advocacy of learning-by-doing, I would ar-
gue that it is more correct to speak of studio teaching as a pedagogy of learning-from-in-
teraction (between human and non-human).

b. coming to know through design: pragmatist inquiry, aiming at inducing study.

The studio operates through the agency of the artefacts that are produced and exposed. 
In this regard, the studio is a strong emanation of what Karl Friedrich Schinkel men-
tioned as “Verwirklichung”. 

In der Kunst muss der Gedanke immer auf Verwirklichung gerichted sein. (K. F. 
Schinkel, in: Oechslin, 2009, p. 133)

The common fate and goal of the architect and the artist is to rely upon material pro-
duction; in art and architecture, words are not enough, things only reach a state of sig-
nificance once that they are brought into – and bringing by themselves - a new (physi-
cal) reality. 

This aligns with Borgdorff’s explanation of artistic research, namely that it has the epis-
temological features of not re-presenting a reality – as most approaches of scientific re-
search conduct does – but of presenting a new reality. (see point 3.3.3.2.b.). 

Similarly, in the architectural design studio, the models that are made, and the draw-
ings that are produced should not be understood as re-presentations of reality, but as 
presentations of a new reality. Insights emerge from experiencing, discussing and eval-
uating the consequences of this new reality regarding the existing reality. Insights thus 
emerge from the practice of deliberately conceiving interventions and inducing change. 

In chapter 3, point 3.3.1.2.c., I extensively discussed Dewey’s transactional theory of 
coming to know through intervening in reality, and indicated how design research 
rather complies with such pragmatist approach of knowledge construction through 
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deliberate intervention in a complex reality, than positivist conceptions of scientific 
research, that aim at gaining insights about a world as it is, avoiding any intervention 
by the researcher, and thereby “stripping the world of the qualities which made it beau-
tiful and congenial to men” (Dewey, 1929, p.33, in:Biesta, 2007b, p. 473) – cf. also point 
3.3.3.1.). 

It is easy to consider the context of a design proposal as a case of a complex reality. The 
provisional design proposal of the student, is to be seen as an intervention in (a piece 
of) the world – albeit an hypothetical intervention. The evaluation of what happens 
when it is implemented in that (piece of the) world, is an interactional process – think 
for instance on the example of the model that is put in the general site model to eval-
uate size, volume and rhythm (see EX07_onto in Annex). Throughout this interaction-
al process, the design proposal gradually develops from its earliest trials into a more 
appropriate, refined and underpinned project proposal. This Deweyean interactional 
model of coming to know through intervention, acknowledges that this kind of antic-
ipatory intervention can be undertaken with the dual goal of not only fulfilling exter-
nally defined goals, but also for the sake of gaining knowledge and insights about how 
to respond to such complex realities. These insights emerge out of the experiences that 
result from the process of inquiry that is induced through the practice of design. 

The Dewey’s transactional theory resembles Heidegger’s notion of Bindung – the en-
tanglement of the researchers mind and a part of the world (Bezirk), but it highlights 
other aspects. Both views focus on features of a particular part of the world from the 
viewpoint of an inquiring subject, rather than on universal laws, applicable to a generic 
world, unaffected by a detached objectivist spectator. Both views share a constructivist 
conception of knowledge and insights as a process of emergence in the mind of the 
inquiring subject, rather than a belief in the existence of a universal and external truth, 
to be discovered. But while Heidegger’s ontological view focusses on the constitution of 
the design proposal, while praxeological perspective focusses on its effect. 

Heidegger looks at an Entwurf as an assemblage of constituents within the “part of the 
world” (Bezirk) to which it belongs. When applied to the design studio, this means that 
a design is seen as an assemblage of things within the constraints set by the teacher(s), 
and composed of constituents belonging to the world of the student and the studio. The 
process of coming to know though design then consists of studying the features of the 
design proposal, as a “thing in itself”. It is a matter of “reading” the design proposal, 
and uncovering its features. 

Dewey looks at the design proposal as a responsive mediator between the uncertain 
mind of the inquiring designer and the complex and contingent world with which (s)
he is confronted. The design proposal is seen as a mediating tool to gain insights about 
the world in which it interacts. 

Educational philosopher Bente Elkjaer (2009) argues that in the pragmatist view, in-
quiry is seen as an experimental method, aiming at new experiences, not only through 
action, but also by using ideas and concepts, hypotheses and theories as “theories to 
think with in an instrumental way.” Elkjaer’s point, reminds of the findings of Kurath 
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about the absence of codified theory in the epistemic culture of architecture, and its 
reliance upon concepts and tenets instead, as heuristics. 

Elkjaer explains that in this pragmatist understanding of inquiry, not methodological 
constraints, but the (perceived) situation in itself determines which concepts and the-
ories are useful to fulfil the aim to find a (good/appropriate) solution. According to 
Elkjaer, the use of concepts and theory is needed because they support thinking, an-
ticipating, and reflecting on action, as well as on ourselves as acting. Concepts and 
theories are creatively used in an open-ended process of linking thinking and action. 
Elkjaer explains that such inquiry relies upon what she refers to as “playful anticipatory 
imagination” - conceiving and exploring “what-if” questions, rather than relying upon 
causal thinking, based upon “if-then” inference (Elkjaer, 2009, pp. 75-77).23 

The goal of such inquiry that is based upon “playful anticipatory imagination” is “to 
transform a difficult situation to one that is manageable and comfortable for the sub-
ject” (Elkjaer, 2009, p. 77) - or in terms of Peirce, into a situation that provides “a habit of 
positive expectation, that shall not be disappointed” (cf. Peirce, cited in point 4.3.2.3.). 
This is exactly what the assignments in the architectural design studio are formulating: 
they picture a difficult situation, and the question of the assignment is to conceive a 
transformation of this situation into a desirable situation. 

In chapter 4, point 4.3.2.3.b. I demonstrated that the practice of architectural design 
research aligns very well with this pragmatist conception of inquiry. The fieldwork re-
vealed that particularly in the educational setting of the architectural design studio, 
this specific understanding of inquiry is used as a driver to induce learning. Observa-
tions and teacher’s interviews confirm that the teachers are deliberately confronting 
the students with situations in which no available solutions exist, and no “if-then” in-
ference is possible. Design practice exactly starts from the awareness that this is the 
actual situation. Design then is seen as a practice of playful anticipatory imagination. 
The results of the anticipatory practice is a physical (drawing/model) outcome which 
makes it “testable”, experienceable, discussable. Responsiveness of the studio is situ-
ated in this continuing cyclic process of producing, making things emerge, observe, 
reflect, (re)-conceptualise, and produce again.

Such open, self-directing and not-goal-defined type of learning could be denominated 
as “study”. “Study” contrasts with other educational phenomena such as “instruction”, 
or “exercise”. Teaching to induce study, also contrasts with teaching towards pre-spec-
ified learning outcomes, since the actual and eventual learning outcome of a process of 
study emerges as a result of the process itself. (Laboratory for Education and Society 
KULeuven, 2018; Masschelein & Simons, 2013, p. 39). Inquiry-based design driven stu-
dio education rather fulfills the educational objective to induce study, than to achieve 
pre-set learning outcomes. 

23 Conceiving and exploring “what-if” scenarios has become common practice in a participatory workshops, 
and urban living labs. In one such workshops, the research group urban development of the faculty of design 
sciences of the University of Antwerp, even expanded the scope of “playful anticipatory imagination” with 
conceiving and exploring “why-not?”-scenarios. 
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c. pragmatist inquiry in a community of practice

The findings above shed light upon studio teaching as a design-based inquisitive ped-
agogy - at least within a pragmatist understanding of inquiry. Such pragmatist under-
standing of inquiry acknowledge that the use of ideas, theories, concepts, and pre-
cedence can be instrumental, and determined by their perceived usefulness for the 
situation. Which theories, concepts, ideas and precedence the student will call in or 
appeal to is unpredictable, but highly determinative for the sequel of the process. What 
remains underexposed in this view however, is the impact of the collectivity of the 
studio as a group. 

The ontological analysis earlier in this chapter has revealed that studio teaching re-
lies upon the constitution of referential frameworks, and that the constitution of such 
frameworks is a commonly shared practice among all actors in the studio. Sense-mak-
ing and knowledge construction in the design studio thus, cannot be considered as a 
solely individual process of the student. It largely depends upon and is determined by 
the processes of constitutions and sharing of knowledge and insights, as dynamics of 
the environment where it takes place. “Environment” thereby is to be understood in its 
broad meaning of social, mental, cultural, physical environment, but at the same time 
as a “locus”, delineating a particular place, where all participants are gathered round 
specific subject matter. There is a shared concern, as shared set of problems, a shared 
fascination about a topic. Knowledge and experience are deepened out throughout a 
more or less simultaneous process of interaction by all the participants, more or less 
simultaneously advancing through different stages of inquiry and design. 

Such common construction of sense, meaning, knowledge and insights through shared 
work and environment, has been described by the concept of “Communities of Prac-
tice” (CoP). The concept is introduced by Lave and Wenger in their famous book “Situ-
ated Learning, Legitimate Peripheral Participation”. A few years after the introduction 
of the theory,24 Wenger defined a CoP as 

People who engage in a process of collective learning in a shared domain of human 
endeavor. Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a 
passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly. 
(Wenger, 2006, pp. 1-2)

The theory dates back to 1991, eight years after Donald Schön’s “The Reflective Prac-
tioner”, and four years after “Educating the Reflective Practioner”. Schön’s work focuss-
es strongly on the individual learner, with the teacher as a master in a one-to-one rela-
tionship with a novice, primarily being a role model and a coach. Schön’s theory aimed 
at acquiring a better insight in behavior of professionals, in professional conditions, 
but his quest was how to attune formal education to better acknowledge this profes-
sional behavior. In contrast, the theory of CoP allows for grasping learning processes 
in a context that is distinct from the traditional didactics and teaching practices within 
formal learning. 

24 Initially, Lave and Wenger minimized the need for further definition of the concept “community of practice”, 
and suggested to rely on intuitive interpretations (see Lave & Wenger, 1991).
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In most higher education studies the theory has therefore served as heuristic to analyze 
the impact of social interactions on the learning process, or to analyze practice-based 
didactics as preparation for professional workplace settings. Although it has been ar-
gued that such studies often have applied the conceptual model of CoP’s often uncriti-
cally, for the case of the architectural design studio the theory seem most appropriate 
(Morton, 2012). 

 – it takes into consideration the interconnectivity of agent, activity and world as 
the condition in which insights emerge and are shared, thereby moving away 
from the assumption that learning is the reception of factual knowledge and 
information (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 33), and moving away from the idea that 
verbal explanation is a uniquely effective mode of instruction (W.F. Hanks in 
Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 22). 

 – it is a theory that offers a view of the learning process as a trajectory of gaining 
increasing access to performance – by performing, and not by talking about 
it (F.W. Hanks in Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 22). In this regard, this theory has to 
be considered part of a growing interest of social sciences in phenomenology, 
interactivity and “practice”-centered approaches (F.W. Hanks in Lave & Wenger, 
1991, p. 16). 

 – Next to its emphasis on practice and performance, situated learning theory 
does recognize the crucial role of language, and development of language to 
communicate and to negotiate.

 – the theory thus allows to focus on the agencies that occur among all partici-
pants, and on the negotiated character of knowledge. It takes into account the 
concern of studio teachers to induce intensive exchange of knowledge, view-
points and arguments across all participants in the studio. in contrast with 
Donald Schön’s depiction of the teacher as the coach in a 1:1 exchange with its 
pupil.

The concept of the studio as a community of practice aligns with the understanding 
of the studio as scholê, to which I have referred earlier, and that is driven by a teacher 
who is the amateur and lover and whose concern it is to reflect his/her passion on the 
students. Masschelein and Simons, the authors of the scholê narrative, indeed acknowl-
edge the group of students – and I would expand this group with the teachers – as a 
particular community. They write that : 

A community of students is a unique community; it is a community of people who 
have nothing (yet) in common, but by confronting what is brought to the table, its 
members can experience what it means to share something and activate their ability 
to renew the world. (Masschelein & Simons, 2013, p. 73)

5.4.2.3 an epistemological perspective on architectural design studio teaching
The praxeological perspective on design studio teaching revealed that teaching aims at 
inducing inquiry, and that this inquiry includes a wide variety of interactional practices 
in which material production fulfil a central and mediating role. More unclear howev-
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er, is the way how assertions that result from this inquiry are underpinned, and how 
the insights that are acquired coherently connect with design decisions that have been 
made during the (inquisitive) design process. Hence, the need to interrogate studio 
teaching and the type of learning it envisions, from an epistemological perspective.

The fieldwork of this PhD consisted of document analysis, fieldwork observations, 
teachers interviews and student focus groups. To analyse the epistemological nature of 
studio teaching, and more particularly the nature of the inquiry that it induces, I noted 
that I had to connect all four sources. Some processes of sense-making became clear by 
observing (epistemic) practices, while other insights emerged from interviews, focus 
groups, or analysis of the studio briefs.

5.4.2.3.1 an epistemological reading: multiple answers, normatively framed 

When looking at studio teaching through an epistemological lens, I observed a strong-
ly articulated stage of creating common epistemological ground (see a.), and a set of 
stances towards the process of coming to know: I could see a fascination for otherness 
and newness (see b.), a wish to induce moments of escaping rational cognition (see c.), 
and a deliberate steering towards, and managing of a multiplicity of solutions (see d.). 
This made me reflect upon a possible meaning and even purpose of this multiplicity 
(see e.). Finally I discuss how the design assignment eventually aims to foster the devel-
opment of a personal epistemology (see f.).

a. creating common epistemological ground

In all studios, the start consists of a stage of gathering information. As the previous 
point indicated, this was done in very different ways: library searches, google-earth 
surveys, self-built readers, etcetera. In a few studios, this stage rather consisted of pro-
duction of material out of brainstorms and intuitive practices. 

Studio U2A (Venice): a large selection of atlases and books about Venice

Studio UC1: lists of canonical buildings and a vocabulary of topics to be investigated 

Studio U2A: students have to study the outcomes of previous year, and explain the out-
come to each other

Studio UC3a: mass production of ideas and individual convictions, to be share among the 
students 

The gathered material becomes ground for analysis. Gradually the body of gathered 
information and analytical findings turn into meaningful potential constituents of the 
ontological framework that I have described earlier (see point 5.4.2.1.1.). It also provides 
raw material for the delineation of topics or areas of interventions and for constructing 
arguments. It allows for identification and profiling of the particular project within the 
common studio assignment - “my project is about XX” – where XX points to a particular 
issue or aspect of the assignment, that they have identified as being a relevant issue to 
explore, based upon the gathered information and the consequent analysis. 
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These observations closely align with the findings of the ontological analysis that in 
the studio gradually a particular view to the world is defined, by means of a particular 
sets of constituents – the establishment of Bindung with a particular piece of the world 
(Bezirk) – for which a commonly shared vocabulary is developed. The creation of com-
mon epistemological ground is a prerequisite for the next steps of communication and 
interaction to take place.

b. otherness and newness: the cunning of uncertainty

In the way how students are asked to deal with information, two contrasting mecha-
nisms are discerned. The initial stage - gathering and sharing of information, making 
analyses, and articulation and denomination of concepts – looks for certainty and defi-
nition. It leads to common epistemological ground, and aims at providing a solid foun-
dation for grounding and underpinning the design work to come. But simultaneously, 
this epistemological goal of certainty and definition, logic and rational reasoning, is 
catalyst for another contrasting epistemological process, namely to raising doubts and 
adding loose ends. Indeed, in studio teaching, the teacher deliberately looks for such 
cases that brings the student into a situation in which no known answers are available 

– situations in which (s)he can no longer rely on his/her knowledge, habits and meth-
ods, and for which no immediately suited precedence is available; situations that en-
tail uncertainty, and therefore require and provoke inquiry - as explained in previous 
paragraphs.

See EX01_epist:  inquiry provoked by uncertainty about which approach to adopt

There are different strategies to confront students with “the unknown”. The studio that 
goes to Venice does so “because it is not Ghent” (UC2A, T2). Here, the teachers rely 
upon the agencies of a condition of displacement. In this case, inquiry is induced by 
uncertainty due to otherness.

See EX02_epist:  inquiry induced by uncertainty due to otherness

Another studio confront students with a proposal for something that does not exist yet. 
Studio “generative typologies” (UC1A) is triggered by the issue of the afterlife of Olym-
pic sports stadia – can Olympic sports stadia still have a public function after the game? 
But instead of an exercise in adaptive reuse of Olympic stadia, this studio turns the 
question around, and asks the students to rethink well-known functional typologies 
(hotel/train station/library/theater etcetera), in such a way that next to their actual ty-
pological destination, they each accommodate a segment of an Olympic stadium. Well-
known typologies are challenged, the question is inversed. This is clear case of inquiry 
induced by “what-if” questioning. In this case, inquiry is induced by uncertainty due 
to alienating newness. 

See EX03_epist:  inquiry induced by alienating newness

The induction of a condition of uncertainty in the student is felt as a quality rather than 
a hindrance to be solved. However, how students are taught to show cunning at dealing 
with uncertainty differs. Among the multiple cases two stances can be discerned. 
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One stance considers uncertainty as an inescapable condition. The designing architect 
is aware of always dragging a stir of uncontrolled complexity and impact behind his/
her work. Architecture can’t exclude complexity and contingency. Complexity and con-
tingency are embraced rather than fought, end not felt as a burden, but as a consolation 
for judgment, a condition that facilitates decisions about what “to do”, and what “not to 
do”. What students eventually focus on, may be determined by contingency during the 
process in the studio. Uncertainty is seen as an occasion for study and learning. It pro-
vides opportunities for identifying the focus of the design, and for determining the ap-
proach. These studios rather start from watching movies than from making diagrams.

See EX04_epist:  uncertainty as a provoking condition that facilitates making up your 
mind

In contrast, a second stance aims at taking control over uncertainty. In this stance, the 
designer develops strategies for rationalizing and catching the features of the world 
that he/she conceives as those to be controlled by (the skills of) the architect: square 
meters, functional schemes, physical performance, but also reliance upon typology 
and canonical buildings.

The strategy of inquiry in these studios consist of rationalizing and reducing reality 
into manageable pieces. These studios foster strong underpinning of proposals and 
rational argumentation, and development of a robust professional stance. They rather 
start from making diagrams than from watching movies.

See EX05_epist:  cunning uncertainty by taming it into manageable pieces

c. escaping rational cognition 

Neither analysis of gathered information, nor cunning of uncertainty will result in 
straightforward resolving the problem. A third goal that contrasts with the quest for 
certainty that information gathering and analysis may suggest, is to provide fertile 
ground for emerging things that could not have been thought of. 

Cunning of uncertainty includes that even in the rational processes of information 
gathering and analysis sudden leaps may occur – immediate decisions, ideas, inspira-
tion by association, thoughts that are not resulting from rational reasoning – character-
istics of any creative practice. It is also in the nature of the architectural design process 
- as a creative and culturally embedded practice – to include ethics, aesthetics, emotion, 
intuition and memory – those “messy constructs” (see 3.3.3.2.a.). 

See EX06_epist:  teachers’ awareness about deliberately mobilizing non-cognitive pro-
cesses

The teachers interviews reveal that reliance upon non-cognitive processes is perceived 
different between university studios and non-university studios. Two teachers, each of 
them conducting a university studio (engineer-architects) indicate that probably for 
the university students it is more difficult to make the step into the “messy constructs” 
of the non-cognitive field – the “un-known” - than it is for the non-university students, 
which are perceived as being more trained in responding to intuition and emotion – 

“gut-feeling”. 
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See EX07_epist:  difficulty of allowing creative leaps, in contrast with the ability to absorb 
and handle

See EX08_epist:  what comes first: thinking or doing?

d. cherishing multiplicity

Each studio has a particular approach, determined by the viewpoints, referential 
frame and methodological approaches of its teachers – hence the richness of the mul-
tiple-case study. But even within the particularity of each studio, teachers foster diver-
gence of the outcomes. 

Because of the intensive exchanges and mutual inspiration that takes place in the stu-
dio there is a tendency of taking over from other students aspects or approaches that 
apparently seem successful or promising. This implies a tendency towards flattening 
and uniformization of the outcome. This however, is firmly prevented by the teachers. 
They deliberately aim towards diversity, and therefore even steer towards extremity in 
the individual project. This steering into extremity is a teachers’ strategy to avoid that 
students loose themselves into details at the expense of a clear concept or stance. Ex-
tremity thus aims at providing clarity.

In de studio heb ik dan, ondanks die onderlinge beïnvloeding van de verschillende voor-
stellen, toch erg actief gewerkt naar een soort extremiteit, of helderheid, in standpunten. 
Want er waren uiteindelijk inderdaad wel heel erg verschillende oplossingen, vond ik toch. 
(U2A, T1)

It is a common conviction among studio teachers that for each design question many 
valid options exist to answer it - architectural design problems are “wicked” (Rittel & 
Webber, 1973), and students have to become aware of this. 

Als ze die posters moeten maken doen ze dat niet alleen om hun ontwerp voor de docenten, 
maar ook voor de hele groep te expliciteren. We vinden dat ook heel essentieel dat ze dat 
tegenover elkaar doen. Omdat het om een onderzoek gaat, weten ze op dat moment dat er 
niet één oplossing is, maar dat er meerdere oplossingen zijn. Dus zodanig kunnen we dat 
omkaderen. Ik denk dat dat expliciteren, dat er vele oplossingen zijn, en dat communicer-
en heel wezenlijk is. (U1A, T1)

Moreover, reflection upon multiple solutions provide a broader and deeper insight in 
the actual “wicked” problem that is to tackle. Therefore, in the logic of studio pedagogy, 
the generation of multiple solutions provides a more rich education than striving to-
wards “the right” or “the best” solution.

For students it is not always easy to operate in this condition. For them, again it is a con-
dition of uncertainty and unease, anxious as they are about finding “the right answer”. 
But in architectural design there is never one right solution, and the observation that 
studio teachers are actively steering different projects into different directions, relying 
upon different arguments and goals, contributes to make students aware and confident 
with this condition.

Als ik zo alle ontwerpen vergelijk, dan zijn er zo enkele die heel duidelijk een standpunt 
hebben ingenomen, en ik denk dat dat kan, maar dat je ook het net NIET kan doen, en 
dat het ook een statement is, om dat niet te doen. (studio U2A, focusgroup).
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Ik denk dat je op dat moment van het semester toch je eigen standpunten heel hard vormt, 
door net te zien wat anderen ook naar voor brengen. kijken hoe ook iemand anders 
daarnaar kijkt ... en daar krijg je zelf een standpunt van dat sterker wordt (studio U2A, 
focusgroup)

e. the different status of the part and the whole

Since each particular solution that is developed within the multiplicity of the studio 
can be seen as an embodiment of particular stances, responding to particular concerns, 
the outcome of the studio as a whole can be seen as a rich exploration of the Bezirk, 
from diverse perspectives. Studio teachers deliberately exploit this feature to generate 
debate and reflexive thought. 

See EX09_epist:  teachers conceptualize student work to secure a diversity of strong 
positions in the outcome

In contrast with course units that rely upon companions or guidebooks with content 
to be transferred, the studio process can be seen as the writing of the companion or 
guidebook. The content is the outcome. The collected results represent a diversity of 
hypotheses, as an additional offer to the student. In some cases, publication of a book-
let, or exhibition emphasize the relevance of the studio outcome as a whole. In the 
multiple-case study I could distinguish three different cases in which the outcome of 
the studio was captured as a meaningful whole to be disseminated. 

In a first case, the outcomes of the studio were edited in a booklet, demonstrating the 
different alternatives scenarios as one encompassing exploration of 
potentials and dimensions to take into consideration for actual further 
development of the site. shown to the public in an exhibition. 

See EX10_epist:  insights from the studio, shared with involved actors and stakeholders

A second cases consists of relevance of the studio work as a whole within PhD research of 
one of the teachers

See EX11_epist:  inclusion in PhD research of the teachers

A third case concerns the principled stance of the studio teachers to always dedicate a 
few years to a particular theme or city. The insights are carried over the 
consecutive years, refined or broadened. The teacher keeps track of the 
whole endeavor, and publishes a book at the end of the cycle. 

See EX12_epist:  inquiry as a sequel over several years

While designing however, students are not always aware of this dual dimension of their 
actual production.25 Awareness about the value of the whole only raises at the end, 
when the result of the whole studio is shown. The final jury than becomes a moment 
of catharsis.

25 It is a condition that resembles a consideration of De Certeau in his book “The Practice of everydayLife”, where 
he is standing at the 110th floor of the World Trade Center in Manhattan, looking down to the people walking 
below, and describes: “They are walkers, Wandersmänner, whose bodies follow the thicks and thins of an 
urban “text” they write without being able to read it.” (Certeau, 1984)
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f. developing a personal epistemology

Pondering, taking decisions, and judgment are central concepts of the design process. 
Particularly in the educational context of the design studio, these are concepts that 
teachers explicitly appeal to. And in this context the issue is even doubled: a student 
has to judge over his own design work, while (s)he is judged by the teachers. 

One teacher is very explicit about this dual condition, and compares it with the pro-
fessional practice of competitions. He distinguishes between sense-making by the in-
dividual, and judgment about rightness or wrongness by others. The designer primar-
ily is a generator of possibilities - concerned and cautiously, but primarily a producer. 
Judgment about the eventual value or validity of the result is for others – architectural 
design as a matter of surrender of the architect.

Daarom zit ik ook veel liever in een wedstrijd dan in een jury ervan. Want in feite, over 
een ontwerp je altijd een bepaald gevoel, en ik vind dat je dit gevoel moet kunnen ex-
ploreren. En dan moeten anderen maar beslissen of ze ervoor gaan of niet. Ik vind het 
bijna een onmogelijke zaak om te zeggen dat iets het juiste is. Dat doet er niet echt toe, dat 
is een andere job. (U1A, T1)

Next to the development of the awareness that architectural design is to be judged by 
others, and that for this judgement there are no absolute criteria, the students are chal-
lenged to make up their mind, and to construct argumentative discourse when pre-
senting their proposal. But discourse is not only understood as an occasional narrative 
that is connected with defending a particular project. It is also understood at a deeper 
dispositional level of developing a personal epistemology, from which the separate dis-
course are brought forth. 

De tijd is te kort om u als student effectief te laten verleiden tot het meegaan met de taal 
van de docent. Het is belangrijker dat u begint uw eigen taal te zoeken, uw eigen ontwerp-
methodiek uit te werken en scherper te maken, uw lezing met uw eigen ogen te doen, dan 
een lezing te krijgen, én ook dat epistemologisch verhaal is beter als u het zelf ontwikkeld, 
dan als een prof u dat voordoet. (U2A, T2)

Argumentative discourse usually rely upon words, but within the epistemic culture of 
architecture it may also rely upon drawings. Teachers talk about “visual rhetorics”, and 
stress the need to develop precision in communication through drawings and image. 

Het is belangrijk om u precies uit te drukken, via beelden die voor uzelf belangrijk zijn 
(UC3bB, T1)

A teacher of a university studio states that it is hard to advocate and develop (the con-
cept of) visual discourse in a university context, given its prevailing textual understand-
ing of concepts.

Het is wel zo, dat ik ook de terminologie niet alleen aan woorden wil vastmaken – en dat 
is moeilijk op onze universiteit - maar ook betekenis van tekeningen te vinden. Dat heb je 
bij [een niet-universiteitsprogramma] veel meer. Dat de “terminologie” van de tekening…. 
wel, ik bedoel, dat “wat je tekening zegt” scherper gesteld wordt. En dat is een beetje de 
zwakte van de universiteit, dat de studenten zeer sterk in een tekstueel-conceptueel kader 
opgevoed worden. (U2A,T2)
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Development of argumentative discourse requires first of all that the student is able to 
acknowledge the value of what (s)he has produced, if not architectural design remains 
gratuitous. It is a matter of being able to being able to “read the value of the own work”, 
and legitimate the own design decisions.

Wat studenten vooral moeten leren is zelf de waarde lezen van wat ze gedaan hebben. Zo 
niet, blijft ontwerpen een vrijblijvende zaak (U2A, T2).

One of the strategies to develop this capacity of legitimation is by confrontation. A first 
type of confrontation aims to induce open dialogue and debate, preventing that the 
students get in a mode of defence. Avoiding this stance of defence is a prerequisite for 
continuing the process of inquiry – a process that is not about being right or wrong, but 
about putting questions, and daring to doubt and reconsider again and again. 

[Het gaat om] een soort openheid, die je ook van de studenten verwacht. Soms zitten een 
aantal studenten heel erg in het verweer en daar word ik altijd ambetant van. Het gaat 
niet over gelijk of geen gelijk, het gaat over vragen stellen en durven twijfelen en nog eens 
herbekijken. Ik wil niets als waarheid poneren maar wel zorgen dat de student er verder 
en dieper over nadenkt en nog eens eventjes afweegt, maar dus niet in een soort verweersi-
tuatie terechtkomen. (U1A, T1)

Studio pedagogy thus consists of inducing inquiry through unsettling students’ minds, 
habits and conviction. On the other hand, normative framing in relation to convictions 
is a central component of architectural design. Therefore, it is considered important to 
develop a strong personal epistemology that can provide orientation for the inquisitive 
student, thus may become normative.

In this regard a huge majority of the teachers firmly asserts not to impose their own 
convictions about architecture to the students. It is their goal to further develop “what 
is in the student”. What teachers claim to value is not their own belief, but the student 
developing his/her own singularity.

Wat is de waarheid voor de student en wat is geen waarheid? Ik denk, maar dat is dan 
misschien mijn ding, dat ik probeer uit studenten, proberen hun eigen ding eruit te halen 
omdat je wel weet dat de waarheid omdat die niet bestaat. Je probeert de eigenheid van 
de student te prikkelen. (UC1C, T1)

However, it is also commonly agreed that possessing a strong personal conviction 
about architecture is an asset, if not a requirement, for providing “good architectural 
design education”. Some teachers even explain that for a teacher witnessing of the own 
convictions and beliefs is an obligation and a duty. 

See EX13_epist:  a duty as a teacher to share your own convictions

Having a personal strong belief about architecture is considered as a good pedagogical 
point of departure for having the student develop their own personal beliefs and con-
victions. From an educational point of view, neither by teachers, nor by students, it is 
not felt as a problem that the studio is subordinate to one particular strong vision or 
approach, as long as this is part of a trajectory in which several and differing visions 
and approaches are experienced.

 See EX14_epist:  development of personal epistemology by being confronted with strong 
beliefs and conviction
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See EX15_epist:  confrontation with strong convictions and beliefs, not one but several – 
teachers’ view

See EX16_epist:  confrontation with strong convictions and beliefs, not one but several – 
students’ view

Not only personal confrontation with different studio teachers and their conviction and 
beliefs, but also exploring arguments of others, e.g. in theory and literature, is part of 
the development of a personal epistemology. In this regard, students at master lev-
el not only are taught to develop an argumentative discourse based upon individually 
constructed arguments, but also based upon arguments of others. 

Wat een studio academisch maakt, is dat je niet enkel je beslissingen neemt op basis van 
een design-attitude, maar dat je ook die afstand, die houding hebt van een onderzoeker, 
om verschillende opties naast elkaar te leggen, en je niet louter baseert op eigen argument-
en, maar ook op argumenten die van elders kunnen komen (UC3bA, T1)

5.4.2.3.2 framing the epistemological reading: negotiated pragmatist inquiry leading to 
hopeful suggestions and warranted assertions

Studio teaching is induced by generating a need for conceiving a new future. It oper-
ates in circumstances where no suited answers are available. This condition calls for 
inquiry. The practice of students in the design studio consists of generating physical 
presentations of new spatial futures, that result from, and feed this process of inquiry. 
Both student and teachers are interested in the consequences of this practice of con-
ceiving new futures. This understanding of meaning of a phenomenon in terms of their 
consequences frames the inquiry that is conducted in the design studio in a paradigm 
of philosophical pragmatism. 

But as the proposal will not actually be built, the proposals remain hypothetical con-
structions. The only way to evaluate the proposals is by discussing them. Let me now 
focus on the epistemological status of this discussion.

Each separate design proposal that is produced in the studio, is the result of a process 
of rational decision-taking about constituents that have been obtained through produc-
tion that include non-rational leaps (such as associative and abductive thinking) – it is a 
process of “playful anticipatory imagination”(Elkjaer, 2009). This rational decision-tak-
ing does not rely upon deductive inference and absolute arguments, but happens in re-
lation to a referential framework, that is constituted within the studio, and commonly 
shared by its participants. 

The status of the design proposal is that of an “hopeful suggestion” (Peirce, 1931) and 
a “warranted assertion” (Dewey, 1938) about its assumed consequences – as I have ex-
plained under point 3.4.3.2.3.b. and 4.3.2.3.b.

The design proposal develops as the insights of the student develop, and in its turn the 
insights of the student are shaped by what emerges through the practice of design-
ing the proposal. In the end, both have a similar epistemological status. This implies 
that the level of certainty that is available for the designing architectural student about 
the insights and convictions that (s)he might have developed is as provisional, unset-
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tled and fallible as those that are embodied in the project that has made them emerge, 
namely that of a hopeful suggestion and a warranted assertion.

The pragmatist inquiry corresponds to a constructivist process of coming to know, that 
is akin to artistic research. It aims at revealing insights by constructing new realities, that 
appeals at comprehension by the audience (cf Borgdorff, see point 3.3.3.2.b.). Thereby, it 
mobilizes immediate cognition – intuition, emotion, memory. Evaluation of outcomes 
that may emerge from this design inquiry relies upon a holistic blend of emotion, aes-
thetics, ethics and knowledge (Dewey, 1938; Elkjaer, 2009).

Since this evaluation does not happens once, but continuously along the interactions 
of the process, it can be stated that the process of coming to know by design inquiry is 
a process of negotiation. The final design outcome, but also the eventual insights and 
dispositions that the student might have developed result from proposal, argument, 
amendment, adjustment, and so on. The negotiated character of knowledge is a central 
feature of communities of practice, as described by Lave & Wenger (Lave, 1991; Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). (see previous point 5.4.2.2.2. c.).

In chapter 3, point 3.3.1.2.b., I referred to the tendency of contemporary epistemolo-
gists to expand the field of epistemology by adopting a more comprehensive under-
standing regarding “knowing”. This expanded understanding acknowledges many 
ways of knowing, including truth related types of cognition, such as knowledge, under-
standing, wisdom, likely hypotheses, and justified beliefs, but also cognition that can be 
successful without relating to truth. Kvanvig (Kvanvig, 2014) includes them all under 
the term ”successful cognition”. Making sense of the course of experience, and looking 
for empirically adequate assertions, are two such types of non-truth-related cognition.

The process of inquiry that is induced by the studio teacher includes such types of cog-
nition that are not justifiable in terms of truth. It is a process in which both the teacher 
and the student make sense of the course of experience, and in which both try to come 
to empirically adequate assertions. Looking at the types of insights that emerge in the 
design studio from such an epistemological perspective thus, means to discern what 
is considered as “successful cognition”. Evaluation of the value and quality of these 
insights thus results in looking how they coherently relate to the experiences of their 
design practice, and how the design work provides empirical ground for the argument. 

Coherence between result and experience of practice is a type of justification that 
is typical for practice-based inquiry and practice-based learning. It aligns with Lave 
and Wenger’s theory of communities of practice. It also aligns with theories of learn-
ing-by-doing, as advocated by David Kolb (Kolb, 1984) and Donald Schön (Schön, 1983), 
but it also expands them. 

In the experiential learning theory of Kolb, there is no room for emotion and aesthetics. 
And even Donald Schön tends to avoid these aspects. For Kolb, experience is purely 
epistemological, in the narrow sense (Illeris, 2009; Vince, 1998). In this PhD however, I 
argue that the inquiry-based learning of the design studio relies upon a practice-based 
epistemology, that cannot be understood without taking into consideration its ontolog-
ical basis – its Bindung with the Bezirk – including ethics, aesthetics, and those “messy 
constructs” intuition, emotion and memory.
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5.4.2.4 a teleological perspective on architectural design studio teaching
Previous perspectives revealed insights in the ontological, praxeological and epistemo-
logical dimensions of studio teaching, and confirmed its inquiry-driven nature. They 
addressed the central research questions of the what and how: What is the content and 
nature of the inquiry that studio teachers induce in their teaching? and How is this in-
quiry-driven teaching performed?

In this final analysis, I focus on the third and remaining central research question, 
namely the why question. Why do studio teachers adopt this inquiry-driven approach 
of teaching? In this part of the analysis I thus focus on the intentions that lay behind the 
induced inquiry and enacted teaching.

In the praxeological analysis, I revealed a tension between the attention of the teacher 
for the development of the project on the one hand, and the attention of the teacher for 
the development of the student on the other hand – a tension between the teacher as a 
designer, and the teacher as an educator. When applying this tension to the role of 
inquiry in the studio, it translated itself to the question: do teachers induce inquiry in 
the studio to inform the project – an instrumental purpose - or to develop the students – an 
educational purpose. 

For the sake of clarity I will split the teleological analysis into two parts, respective-
ly considering the instrumental and the educational objectives of inquiry in the studio. 
First I analyze the instrumental question, and look at how inquiry is related to the ar-
chitectural outcome that the design studio aspires to reach (see 5.4.2.4.1 - reading the 
teaching and 5.4.2.4.2. - framing the learning). Consequently I study the educational ques-
tion, and look at how inquiry is related to intended development of the student (see 
5.4.2.4.3.- reading the teaching and 5.4.2.4.4.- framing the learning). 

5.4.2.4.1 a teleological reading, part 1 - the instrumental goal: inquiry for a better design

a. inquiry to inform the project

In all studios students have to collect information and built a body of knowledge about 
the project. I have extensively elaborated on this aspect in the ontological analysis, 
when discussing the constitution of a frame of reference. It may concern information 
about function, history, architectural concepts, typologies etcetera. In most cases this 
stage is firmly managed by the teachers, and casted in concise preliminary assign-
ments. For some teachers, the presence of this stage of inquiry is satisfactory to state 
that there is research in the studio. Other teachers are more critical and nuanced about 
this stage. For them this is a “process of coming to know”, of a heuristic nature and a 
means to an end, to be distinguished from research, in which “coming to know” is an 
end in itself. Preliminary inquiry in the studio is not “research”.

Ze krijgen afgebakende opdrachten, maar ik vind dat niet het niveau van onderzoek. Ik 
vind dat meer het niveau van ‘informatieverwerving’; dat is nog iets anders. En dat 
wordt ook heel vaak verward. Mensen noemen tegenwoordig alles “onderzoek”. Ja, zoals 
een journalist informatie verzameld, dat is nog iets anders dan er onderzoek over voeren. 
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(U2A, T1)

b. inquiry to generate insights that transcend the project

Teachers are personally interested in a particular site, topic or issue, and “use” the 
studio to pursue and satisfy this interest. In this case, the studio not solely aims at the 
conception and design of good buildings or urban environments, but primarily in the 
production of knowledge and/or insights that transcend the particular project. 

I give an example of two cases of such inquisitive studios, studio U1A, led by two prac-
titioners, and studio UC1A, led by a PhD candidate, and a PhD holding practitioner. 
Studio U1A focuses on the transformation of an urban neighborhood, aims to generate 
scenarios for alternative transformations. The students are told that they are involved 
in design research, although not all students realized what this could be, until the final 
results were exhibited and explained for an audience of stakeholders and policymakers.

See EX01_teleo:  the inquisitive studio – the brief defining design as research

See EX02_teleo:  the inquisitive studio – students gradually becoming aware of being 
part of a research project (by design)

See EX03_teleo:  the inquisitive studio – sharing the insights with stakeholders and policy 
makers

In contrast, teachers of UC1A elaborate on the distinction between normal design work 
and design research. They explain the students that what they - the students – are do-
ing is normal design and not research, although the design results and the reflections 
that emerge during the design processes of the students, will be part of ongoing design 
research of the teachers. In this studio both the individual outcomes, and the studio as 
a whole are used as research instruments.

SeeEX04_teleo:  the studio as research instrument

c. Inquiry for the sake of personal development

While the bachelor degree aims at developing design skills and competences in the 
student, the master degree aims at taking a next step. For some studios this “next step” 
consists of developing a personal “voice”, “language” or “stance”. A substantial part of 
the assignment aims at inducing a process of introspective reflection. 

See EX05_teleo:  students are challenged to define their own architectural stance 
through personal study.

See EX06_teleo:  students are challenged to explore their personal “mental space”.

5.4.2.4.2 framing the teleological perspective, part 1 - the instrumental goal: three types 
of inquiry

In the “reading” of the teaching practices that I pictured above, I distinguished between 
three different goals why teachers induce and foster inquisitive practices in the studio. 
In the following paragraphs, I give different names to them, because I experienced a 
semantic difficulty when discussing the issue of a RT-nexus with design studio teachers. 
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When asking them about any trace of research in the studio, they often responded with 
asking “what do you mean with research?” Using the term “inquiry” would have been 
more cautious, but in Dutch this distinction is not available – both research and inquiry 
are indicated with the Dutch word “onderzoek”. 26

I realized that this semantic uncertainty relates to different goals that different types 
of inquiry may take in different stages of the process. In this regard, it is clarifying and 
helpful to give each goal a name. 

a. a RT-nexus entailing first person research

A first possibility is the case where the student is exploring for the sake of his/her per-
sonal development. I refer to this type of inquiry as first person inquiry. Architecture 
is seen as a mirror of the world, and the process of designing architecture is seen as a 
way of exploring that world. Inquiry here is pursuing what Habermas has referred to a 
practical interest – reaching a better understanding of our own position in culture and 
tradition. 

In this case, inquiry refers to an internalizing process of study, that fundamentally does 
not require further communication. No audience is addressed, except the own mind. 
A RT-nexus that relies upon this type of inquiry – or rather inquisitive study – is a pure 
matter of Bindung, as described by Heidegger: an close entanglement of mind and Be-
zirk. 

b. a RT-nexus entailing second person research

A second type of inquiry concerns investigations that are undertaken for the sake of 
the project. They correspond to what journalists would refer to when they say they are 

“doing research” about a topic that they are to report about. 

In the studio this type of inquiry typically occurs at the start of the assignment, and 
consists of a relatively intensive stage of information gathering, site surveys, looking 
after historical backgrounds etcetera. The students undertake this inquiry to inform 
their design project. The relationship between design and knowledge here is a matter 
of application, as described by Ann Heylighen e.a. (Heylighen et al., 2009)(see also 
point 4.3.2.1.c.): design always relies upon knowledge, but in an instrumental way, as a 
means to an end. 

The inquiry is instrumental for the project. From the perspective of the designing stu-
dent, who is in dialogue with his/her project. In a metaphorical way, it can be said that 
the design is the audience. The inquiry has to “report” to the design, and the design 
has to be able to “understand and incorporate” the knowledge that has been conveyed. 

26 I fact, this caution is not really deserved, as the Bologna framework for qualifications (QF-EHEA) explicitly 
mentions that when it states that academic education often is situated in a research context, the word research 
is to be understood “in an inclusive way to accommodate the range of activities that support original and inno-
vative work in the whole range of academic, professional and technological fields, including the humanities, 
traditional, performing, and other creative arts. It is not used in any limited or restricted sense, or relating 
solely to a traditional ‘scientific method’.(Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Frameworks, 2005, p. 68) 
(original emphasis). (see also point 3.3.3.2.e of this PhD).
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Therefore, I refer to this type of inquiry as second person inquiry – “done for you, dear 
project of me”.

c. a RT-nexus entailing third person research 

The third goal that inquiry may fulfill in the studio, relates to the case that was not 
taken into account by Heylighen et al, namely the case where in the end it are not the 
designed projects, but the knowledge and insights that emerge from the projects, that 
are the outcomes that are aimed for –insights that transcend the mere project. In this 
case one can talk about research by design. 

In this case, the projects have served as mediators and carriers of the thinking - as 
epistemic artefacts (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009). I refer to this type of inquiry, that serves 
to produce knowledge and insights to be shared with others, as third person inquiry, or 
research. 

In the embedded set of the multiple-case study, I could distinguish between three ap-
pearances of third person inquiry: 

 – The student makes a project – the studio as a whole is a part of a bigger research project.  
Students’ design work and teachers ongoing design research are two dis-
tinct practices. From the perspective of the teacher, this practice is a case of 
design research, while for the student, studio work primarily is a case of de-
veloping the individual design skills and competences. The students are per-
forming normal design practice, and the resulting buildings are the end to 
be reached. This outcome of student work however, serves as raw material 
for the researchers. Not only the designed outcomes serve as material for re-
flection of the studio teachers. Teachers also use the studio as a “tool-to-think-
with”. They “use” students to launch hypotheses to be tested on their validity.  
Within the embedded set of the multiple-case study, studio UC1A was an ex-
ample of such a case. The studio assignment was inspired by the PhD of the 
teachers; reflection upon the work of the studio as a whole, including images of 
student work, was published by the teacher in a booklet, and in his actual PhD 
dissertation the studio was referred to, and discussed as “work in progress that 
reports on initial hypotheses.”(Verbruggen, 2017, p. 289). The title of the book-
let “thoughts for architecture”, witnesses of the relationship between student 
work and induced thinking of the teacher as a researcher.

 – The student makes a project – the studio as a whole is a case of research on its 
own.  From the perspective of the teacher, this practice can be considered as a 
case of design research. From the perspective of the student, to which extent 
his/her experience stays at the level of either practical design, or research by 
design remains unclear.  Within the embedded set of the multiple-case study, 
studio U1A was an example of such a studio, that effectively shared insights that 
were gained from the design work, with an external audience. In fact, I have to 
be more nuanced: it was a studio of this case at least most of the time; from the 
moment that students became aware of their actual position in the bigger goals 
of the studio, it moved to the third type, described below. 
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 – The student designs in order to generate insights that transcend the proj-
ect. The final outcome of the studio work are these insights, and not the 
physicality of the project in itself. (S)he is conducting research by design.  
Within the embedded set of the multiple-case study, there was no studio in 
which the students were from the very beginning aware of conducting design 
research themselves. Studio A1A became a studio of this kind from the mo-
ment on that students became aware of their actual contribution to the bigger 
explorative quest of the studio as a whole. Gradually, they realized that their 
project was part of the teachers’ plan to explore potentials of that particular 
urban site, and their intention to generate convincing and inspiring scenar-
io for alternative solutions than another such-and-such real estate project. 
The focus group with these students revealed that at the start of the year - it was 
their first assignment at the master level – they were too ignorant to realise any 
difference between normal design and design research. They did not realise 
that the stages of conceptualization of the teachers into eight topics was not 
only a matter of concern for their individual project, but to satisfy a “higher 
interest” of the teachers, and to secure the quality and broadness of exploration 
of the studio as a whole. 

The phenomenon of the raising awareness of the student that I have uncovered in 
the third type of inquisitive studios points to the complication that the debate about 
a RT-nexus not only depends on the semantic discussion of what is understood as “re-
search”, but also on the students’ perception and awareness about the epistemological 
status of his/her actual practice. 

5.4.2.4.3 a teleological reading, part 2 - the educational goal: inquiry for personal devel-
opment

The second goal – the edifying goal – has completely different concerns, and responds 
to different mechanisms, and requires different methods for analysis. 

The fieldwork of this PhD consisted of document analysis, fieldwork observations, 
teachers interviews and student focus groups. To shed light upon the educational in-
tentions of studio teachers, and more particularly the reveal the rationales behind the 
inquiry that is induced in this teaching, it were mainly the in-depth interviews with 
teachers and student focus groups with students that provided most substantial ground. 
This was particularly the case for the teachers’ intentions, which I distilled out of a sys-
tematic analysis the transcriptions in NVIVO, through a process of open, axial and se-
lective coding, as described in the methodological section of this chapter (see 5.4.1.2.a).

a. design studio teaching is about “more” than design

It was a common expression among the interviewed studio teachers to say that the stu-
dio of a first master programme aims at “more” than developing a skill (viz. designing), 
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and that it was serving “higher” goals. A closer analysis of what this “more” and “high-
er” consists of, uncovers several dimensions.

When teachers try to clarify this “more” and “higher” by expressing what studio teach-
ing is not, they list: problem solving; application of existing knowledge; pragmatic concerns 
of professional practice; personal ideas and convictions; considering design as a skill to design 
a building (see figure 47).

What makes studio education ‘academic’ is exactly situated in goals which transcend 
the previous list. This expanded set of ‘academic objectives’ are expressed in following 
terms (I borrow the words of the interviewees): instead of solving problems, studio 
education is rather aiming at phrasing questions and exploring architectural issues coher-
ent with the phrasing of the questions, at continuously provoking thought, and at reaching 
abstract thinking and resolutely formulating concepts. Instead of being considered as a 
place of application of knowledge, the studio is rather seen as a place of developing 
knowledge – latent knowledge - about architecture, and a place where design is adopted as a 
form of critical inquiry. Instead of developing strategies for proficiently resolving prag-
matic concerns, the studio is seen as a place which fosters non-linear, serendipitous, di-
gressing, delineating, theoretical and contemplative exploration, and moving between poles. 
An academic studio should have an ambition which is higher than resolving pragmatic 
concerns, and aim for reaching a result which is worth sharing with others. This implies 
advanced presentation techniques. A studio is academic when it triggers students to leave 
there own world, and contributes to an expansion of the own cultural frame of reference. 
More than supporting the construction of personal ideas based on arguments within 
the own world, it fosters pondering and taking into account arguments of others, including 
existing theories. An academic design studio contributes to an awareness how the own 
project relates to other valid solutions. While the bachelor programme has an important 
task to develop design as a skill, the master programme consider the students as skilled 
designers, and rather adopts design in a way that it contributes to learning to design bet-
ter (which in its turn includes all previous elements, such as: using design to critically 
phrase questions, etcetera). Figure 47 provides an overview of what is meant with these 

“higher goals” of design studio teaching. 

The table confirms that studio teachers do not consider the focus of their teaching as 
being a didactic simulation of professional practice, nor as training a skill, or as the ap-
plication of knowledge which is gathered from elsewhere. Although all these elements 
might be present, studio teaching is mainly about personal development. This personal 
development though, should not be understood as the development of an “ego”: it is 
important to be able to develop an argumentative discourse, but this is not a matter of 
constructing arguments within the own world, but contextualized by, and embedded 
in culture, society and theory. 
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b. a proper climate in a proper biotope

Next to indications about personal development, the list also refers to processes which 
imply the establishment of certain conditions and atmospheres that lead to a proper cli-
mate to foster those processes. Teachers are aware of the links between the features of 
the climate that is aspired for, and the biotope in which this climate has to be sustained. 
I thus interrogated the teachers regarding their evaluation of the university as a biotope 
for academic studio education. 

This biotope then, is typified through three features: (i) a spatial and temporal delin-
eation picturing the university as a shielded place; (ii) a concentration of knowing and a 
framework of and for thought; (iii) and a constellation of interaction. 

Most studio teachers consider the university as a good biotope for the design studio to 
thrive. In the following overview, I borrow the wordings of the interviewees to specify 
each of these features.

 – The university is a shielded place, secured from the bias of daily life, and the 
pressure of productivity. In contrast with apprenticeship on site, where time is 
determined by the speed and logics of the production process, at the university, 
time is devoted to - and therefore determined by -study. A timeslot of at least 
five year is freed up from societal/productive time. This time and place allows 
for experiment, failure, exploration. Exempted from pragmatic concerns of an 
architectural office and economic reasoning of the building industry, the stu-
dents gets time and space for finding his/her own direction, till options bubble 
up.

Figure 47 overview of the “higher” goals of studio design education

design studio teaching is not …. but rather …

problem solving phrasing questions, and about the coherence between the 
phrasing of a question and its further evolution
reaching abstract thinking, and resolutely formulating 
concepts
continuing provoking thought

application of knowledge developing latent knowledge about architecture
critical inquiry through design

resolving pragmatic concerns digressing, exploring, delineating, theoretical consideration, 
and moving between these poles
fostering the ambition to reach a result which is worth sharing 
with others, which implies advanced presentation techniques

arguments based upon personal ideas expanding the own cultural frame of reference
pondering and taking into account arguments of others, 
including existing theories

the development of an awareness how the own project relates 
to other valid solutions

learning how to design, as if it was a skill learning how to adopt design for learning to design better
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Figure 48 features of the design studio as an academic biotope

a shielded place time is freed‐up for study and finding your own way
exploration, experiment ‐ failure is allowed
for both teachers and students

a concentration of knowing a repository 
providing a framework
leading to an "academic culture"
claiming a field ‐ high ambitions to be a key player
accountability 

a place of cross‐fertilisation  an archipelago of many ways of knowing
moving between, interacting and integrating these many ways of 
knowing
providing material to others ‐ by design ‐ allowing them for adjustment 
and conceptual reorientation

features of the design studio as an academic biotope

 – This shielded placed is characterised as a concentration of knowing. As the uni-
versity is considered as a repository of knowing, and a frame of thought, it also 
forces the student to explore, to think about how to select, to wonder where 
this knowing comes from, and how is to be understood. The university pro-
vides an “academic framework”, and an “academic culture”, as it is not only a 
concentration of knowing, but also a concentration of “academic dispositions”, 
leading to an intensity in which the student develops his/her own academic 
disposition.27 One teacher (T04.1) specifies that this framework is not generic, 
but results of choices and decisions. In this opinion, the inclusion of design 
within an academic context is also an act of claiming a field. This implies that 
one should also be able to be explicit regarding the theories that are claimed, 
and having the ambition to be a key player in this field and its theoretical devel-
opment. Others have the right to expect that they can rely on what is produced 
within the academic environment, which intrinsically implies a scientific level 
of outcomes.

 – The university is not only a concentration of knowing, but a concentration of 
“many ways of knowing” or, as a teacher expresses it: “many knowings”.28 It 
is exactly this multiplicity which makes the university – at least potentially – 
such a rich biotope for design. Design needs interaction with other disciplines, 
and on the other hand, as a new constellation, which did not exist before, it 
provides new ways of looking for others, allowing them – other scientists – to 
reformulate, revise, adjust, or reconceptualise existing thought. Therefore, 
within this multiplicity of ways of knowing, the university is a biotope of mu-
tual cross-fertilisation. This allows students to look for the right consult, and it 
induces discussion.

27 “een omgeving en cultuur, een intensiteit als concentratie van kennis en houding, die leidt tot academische 
cultuur”

28 “it gathers many ‘knowings’” – “is een hoeveelheid “wetens” aanwezig - in meervoud - waar de studenten bij 
terecht kunnen”(UC2A,T2)
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Figure 48 summarizes the results and reveals an idealist picture of the university as a 
fertile biotope for architectural design to flourish.

Although the ideals that are listed in the figure are shared by most of the teachers, they 
sharply contrast with the tensions and difficulties that I have described in previous 
chapters of this PhD, where I pointed to the unease of cohabition of an architecture 
programme in a university. This discrepancy may be due to the nature of the selected 
set of cases, that contain a relatively high share of research-related staff (see 5.3.3.2. a. 
and b.). What it demonstrates however, is that it cannot be stated that there is a gener-
al reluctance among studio teachers against the university, and that the unease is not 
situated at a fundamental, idealistic, principled level, but in how it ends up in practice. 
Apparently, studio teachers do acknowledge (potential) assets. that cohabition withing 
the university biotope could offer, in spite of the concrete tensions that pop up.

There are a few diverging conceptions. One teacher (T13.1) notices that the university is 
just one possibility of providing architectural education: 

The university is a good place, yes; but a cabinetmaker’s workshop could also be a 
good place. (UC2A, T1) 

A more fundamental dissent is expressed by a teacher who resolutely states that the 
university is not a good place to provide architectural education (UC1C, T1). In his opinion 
the emphasis on theoretical discourse leads to a loss of craftsmanship and a loss of the 
practice-bound nature of the profession. Architecture responds to societal needs, not by 
its capacity of theorizing, but by its capacity of materializing. The current process of 
academization tends to shifts the attention from an appreciation of the material quali-
ties and agency of a building, towards an appreciation of the capacity for constructing 
narratives about architecture. 

c. the academic orientation of studio teaching, a qualitative study of teachers’ 
intentions

Next to identifying the conditions of the studio as an academic biotope, I interrogated 
studio teachers about what it is that makes their studio teaching “academic”. The analy-
sis resulted in a list of competences and dispositions, that I cover under the term “aca-
demic orientation of the design studio”. I thereby provide a qualitative alternative to the 
quantitative understanding of this term of the audit, that I have discussed in point 5.3.3.

I distinguish a set of seven components. Next to the inclination to know and understand, 
crucial dispositions are the inclination to produce, to be critical, and to position yourself, 
and central competences are the ability to make decisions, to communicate and share 
insights, and to learn from the own design practice. Figure 49 provides an overview.
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the academic disposition that studio teaching aspires for

knowing and  knowing absorbing information

understanding constant interrogation 
understanding openness to discover visions of others

understanding why something is done, beyond aesthetics and intuition
making abstractions in order to develop vision and frameworks
design to understand, not to be built

scrutinizing question why something is found important by others
willingness for unremitting discussion
an inquiring and questioning nature
deep understanding: go beyond what is evident

dealing with complexity and multiplicity
being obsessed by the possibility of other options
awareness of, and ability to think about multiple options for understanding
fathom complexity and layerdness of reality, rather than looking for reduction or 
simplification
embracing complexity and contingency, rather than looking for excluding them

inclination to produce relevant production
being able to produce something relevant for a specific part of the field
an ambition which forces towards production
always tighten up the process

cunning of uncertainty
turning difficulties into opportunities

being critical taking critical distance from the own work

take a distance from the own judgement
taking a critical distance from the own production
critical self‐reflection regarding coherence between goal and (design)actions

instrumental criticality
constructionist criticality: being critical not for the sake of being critical, but as a way 
to construct something

being critical as a way of provoking
critical approach is daring to ask questions before immedate application
questioning the question

ability to position yourself awareness about situatedness in culture and society
position yourself by accurate reference to others
awareness of what one is involved in (as a person)
underpinning the own acts by arguments
awareness of the social and societal dimension of the own's action
an awareness of the context in which the work is produced
an awareness about the meaning and relevance of the work in that context

awareness about the personal position as it results from the work that is produced

decision making take a position feel the obligation to take a position
constructing a framework and a vision in order to be able to take a position
developing arguments, not as a defence, but as construction

make up the mind and take a decision
authonomuous reflection

take decisions and develop strategy
communicate and share no closed doors, but working towards exhibiting

reaching a result which transcends the own circle (studio/classroom)
taking into account arguments from others
mastering visual presentation techniques at the highest level

design as study an inclination for constant development of an own methodology (of inquiry and 
design practice) aimed at personal action (including tools and techniques)
design to learn, not to be built

Figure 49 overview of the academic capacities that studio teaching aspires for.
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5.4.2.4.4 framing the teleological perspective, part 2 - the educational goal: inquiry for 
Bildung

For Donald Schön the teleological nature of studio pedagogy is to make the student 
“thinking and doing like an architect” (Schön, 1985, p. 55). As a consequence of the 
seminal impact of his ideation, there is an obstinate tendency to consider the design 
studio as a place of simulating professional practice and thinking, albeit in a simplified, 
directed and protected way (Webster, 2004). 

However, the fieldwork of this PhD shows that this perception cannot be generalized. 
Neither the practices, nor the modes of thinking that have been observed, nor the ed-
ucational intentions that have been distilled out of the teachers interviews and student 
focus groups conform this vocational orientation. On the contrary, there is a consensus 
among teachers that studio teaching is an inquisitive pedagogy, rather than vocational 
training; it is about “more” than learning the skill to design, and it is this “more” what 
makes it academic. Figure 49 of previous point, has brought together studio teachers’ 
conceptions about the academic orientation of their teaching. But how does this relate 
to expectations of academic higher education in general?

In order to know this, I firstly frame the list from two different perspectives: on the one 
hand I take the policy perspective, and relate it to the Framework for Qualifications of 
the European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA, 2005), and on the other hand, I com-
pare it with results from empirical studies on academic dispositions and competences 
(see a.). Secondly, I clarify the distinction between competences and dispositions, and 
explain why this distinction is relevant for the questions that this PhD addresses (see 
b.). Thirdly, I discuss the findings from a more philosophic point, and link them to ed-
ucational theory (see c.), and finally, I relate the previous findings to the Humboldtian 
legacy of Bildung (see d.). 

a. positioning the academic orientation of studio teaching 

Framing the studio teachers’ conceptions from a policy perspective is done through 
reference to the QF-EHEA. Within the EHEA, the QF-EHEA is the encompassing refer-
ence for accreditation of programmes at national level. It provides a description of the 
level of competency, for each cycle, the so-called Dublin Descriptors (DD). The Dublin 
Descriptors distinguish between five types of competency: knowledge and understand-
ing, application of knowledge and understanding, making judgments, communication, and 
learning skills. As the multiple-case study is situated at master level, I also compared 
teachers’ expressions with the Dublin Descriptors for the second cycle (master level).

For positioning the academic orientation with empirical studies, I referred to descrip-
tion of the concept of a “academic disposition” as found by Visser-Wijnveen et al. (2012), 
descriptions of the notion of a “mature epistemological disposition” identified by Elen 
and Verburgh (2008), and the concept of a “scientific research disposition”, as identi-
fied by Roeland van der Rijst (van der Rijst, 2009), who identified six components: an 
inclination (1) to know, (2) to understand; (3) to be innovative; (4) to achieve; (5) to be 
critical; and (6) to share. 
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In following paragraphs I systematically juxtapose the constituents of each referential 
framework in tables (see figure 50 till 53) and relate them to the studio teachers’ con-
ceptions. The analysis is structured following the five competence fields of the Dublin 
Descriptors.

knowledge and understanding in the design studio

Figure 50 provides particular content of design studio objectives regarding the DD 
“knowledge and understanding”. It shows that “understanding” has a strong operation-
al tone (e.g. “… why something is done”, “… in order to develop vision”, “design to un-
derstand”;). Remarkable is the emphasis on scrutinizing capacities, in terms of a strong 
process-orientation (e.g. “unremitting discussion”, “go beyond what is evident”).

applying knowledge and understanding in the design studio

Figure 51 indicates that with regard to the DD applying knowledge and understanding, 
there is an emphasis on production. This aligns with Schinkel’s statement that it is in 
the teleological nature of both art and architecture to “realize” – Verwirklichung - I have 
referred to this earlier. Remarkable is the absence of any reference to terms as “inno-
vation” and “problem solving” – terms that nevertheless do appear in van der Rijst’s 
idenfication of a scientific research disposition, but that also do not appear in Elen & Ver-
burgh’s notion of a mature epistemological disposition.

Figure 50 the academic orientation of the studio: knowledge and understanding

EHEA qualifications policy
Dublin Descriptors (2004)  van der Rijst(2009) Elen and Verburgh (2008) 

Visser‐Wijnveen (2012)

European Qualifications Framework, 
Level 7 (second cycle/Masters degree)

mature epistemological/
academic disposition

knowledge and understanding inclination to know knowing and understanding
curious curiosity knowing
excitement enthusiasm  absorbing information

constant interrogation 

inclination to understand understanding
overview openness to discover visions of others

understanding why something is done, 
beyond aesthetics and intuition
making abstractions in order to develop vision 
and frameworks

significant specific domain 
knowledge

design to understand, not to be built

scrutinizing scrutinizing
an awareness that arguments 
may be good or not‐so‐good

question why something is found important 
by others
willingness for unremitting discussion
an inquiring and questioning nature

better understand the discipline deep understanding: go beyond what is 
evident

an understanding of the 
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making judgments in the design studio

The most remarkable findings of the juxtaposition are found with regard to the third 
DD, making judgments (see figure 52). It is impressive how extensive and nuanced studio 
teachers elaborate on this capacity. 

A first remarkable observation is how explicit studio teaching values the capacity to 
deal with complexity and multiplicity. This is expressed in emphatic terms (e.g. “being 
obsessed by the possibility of other options”, “embracing complexity and contingen-
cy”, “fathom complexity rather than looking for reduction”). This is remarkable since 
neither van der Rijst’s scientific research disposition, nor Elen and Verburgh’s mature 
epistemological disposition explicitly mention these capacities. The DD do. Moreover, 
also both DD and design studio objectives refer to the ability to deal with uncertainty. 
Another capacity that is not mentioned in the empirical studies about academic dispo-
sitions.

A second remarkable observation concern the emphasis and nuances regarding criti-
cality. The mature epistemological disposition of Elen & verburgh mention the capacity 
of “being critical” and “asking critical questions”. Van der Rijst’s scientific research dispo-
sition distinguishes between being critical to others and being self-critical, and includes 
honesty. The teaching of the architectural design studio tends to relate criticality to de-
sign production: it emphasizes criticality in terms of taking distance of the own work, 
and an instrumental criticality – criticality as heuristic – e.g. “being critical not for the 
sake of being critical, but as a way to construct something”, “being critical as a way of 
provoking”.

The third remarkable observation is the extensive list that refers to position taking. Here, 
studio teaching emphasizes situatedness in culture and society. It is remarkable that this 
is articulated, not only in a passive and personal way of being aware of situatedness of 
the self, but in an active and material way, expressing a concern about the work and the 

Figure 51 the academic orientation of the studio: applying knowledge and understanding
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impact of that work within this situatedness, but also an awareness about the possible 
impact of the work on the features of that situatedness. 

The way how studio teachers emphasize position taking articulates a strong, coherent 
and productive relationship between the person, the work of that person and the con-
sequences of that work. Inquiry is seen as a didactics to develop awareness about im-
pact of the work within and on situatedness, and to explore the nature, range and scope 
of this impact. Such a concern again affirms the strong affinities between architectural 
design inquiry and philosophical pragmatism. 

EHEA qualifications policy
Dublin Descriptors (2004)  van der Rijst(2009) Elen and Verburgh (2008) 
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Figure 52 the academic orientation of the studio: making judgments
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Finally, studio teachers point to decision making. A first aspect concerns the ability to 
take a stance. In contrast with the description of the academic disposition by Elen & Ver-
burgh, that points to position taking in terms of a defence - “defend a personal stance 
with reasonable arguments” - studio teachers point to taking a position as a construc-
tivist process, not a defence. They emphasize the underlying process of constructing 
a framework and a vision, that results from “autonomous reflection” and taking into 
account not only personal arguments, but also arguments of others (cf. previous point). 

Moreover, in contrast with the description of the “mature epistemological disposition” 
of Elen & Verburgh, that points to the “willingness” to take a stance, studio teachers 
expect students to develop a feeling of urgency – they point to “feeling an obligation to 
take a position” – as a moral duty.

communication and learning skills in the design studio

Regarding the two remaining Dublin Descriptors, the teachers interviews reaffirmed 
the central position of visual communication (e.g. communicating through exhibiting, 
mastering visual presentations at the highest level), and the inclination towards action 
(“constant development of the own methodology of inquiry and design practice aimed 
at personal action”, and “design to learn, not to be built”. (see figure 53).

Remarkable is also the acknowledgement of the bidirectional nature of communication 
(“taking into account arguments from others”), which reconnects with the acknowl-
edgement of the negotiated character of knowledge, mentioned earlier in this chapter.

b. not competence but disposition

The fieldwork interviews with studio teachers reveal that, in their conceptions, what 
makes studio teaching academic is not related to making it more scientific, nor is it re-
lated to looking for closer connections with research - even not in those studios where 
such connections exist (cf. point 5.3.3.2.). It is also not situated in the development of 
professional skills and competences, but in the development of a particular stance that 
regulates how these professional skills and competences will be applied. Thereby, this 

Figure 53 the academic orientation of the studio: communication and learning skills. 
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stance is not only developed at the meta-level of critical reflection (as Donald Schön ad-
vocates), but mainly at the dispositional level, i.e. at the level of one’s personality (Elen 
et al., 2007). In the following paragraphs I will systematically explain the relevance of 
the distinction between competence and disposition.

The finding that higher education entails the dual goal of contributing to professional 
competency and personal development, is not particular for the case of architectural 
design education. Crucial is that both intentions can be contradictory, and problems 
occur when both are disconnected, or even worse, when one of them remains unspo-
ken. 

In chapter 3, I referred to the observation of Simons & Elen (2007) that the discourse 
about the research foundation of academic higher education is, and has always been 
ambivalent. The ambivalence consists of the mixed use of on the one hand a functional 
narrative, and on the other hand an idealistic narrative. The former considers research 
as a tool in the learning environment, instrumental to the development of competen-
cies which are functional for the knowledge society, while the latter considers research 
as a process of edification, thus serving an aim of personal development of the student. 

The responses of the teachers about their conception of academic education contain 
both competences and dispositions. However, the status of both is different. For this 
PhD, where I am looking for the educational rationale behind reliance upon research/
inquiry - it is needed have a clear understanding of the distinction. Therefore, I will 
elaborate on both. 

The Bologna reform relies upon educational objectives that are expressed in terms of 
competences. As a consequence, also the two Qualification Frameworks29 are formu-
lated as competences, and the curricular reforms that the Bologna process has induced 
consisted of competence-oriented understandings of teaching, relying upon the educa-
tional technology of learning outcomes - descriptors of the competences that are expect-
ed to be acquired at the end of a course unit. 

However, when investigating the actual conceptions of academics with regard to their 
ideals in teaching, Elen has found that these reach beyond the development of formal 
competence. Academics aim to induce development of a disposition, “a feature of one’s 
personality” (Elen et al., 2007, p. 135). Similar findings have been reported by other 
empirical studies (Elen & Verburgh, 2008; van der Rijst, 2009; Visser-Wijnveen, Van 
Driel, Van der Rijst, Verloop, & Visser, 2010). Roelant van der Rijst has revealed that the 
concept of a RT-nexus in academic higher education is closely connected to the devel-
opment of six dispositions namely the inclination (1) to know, (2) to understand; (3) to be 
critical; (4) to be innovative; (5) to achieve; and (6) to share (van der Rijst, 2009). Similarly, 
Barnett (2009) gives an example of five dispositions, related to the process of what he 
refers to as “coming to know”: (1) a will to learn; (2) a will to engage; (3) a preparedness to 
listen; (4) a preparedness to explore, to hold oneself out to new experiences; and (5) a determi-
nation to keep going forward (Barnett, 2009, p. 433).

29 The QF-EHEA and the EQF



411

These observations suggest that pedagogical ground for identifying the goal of higher 
education has to be found at the level of disposition, rather than at the level of compe-
tence. 

A disposition is a feature which becomes apparent or observable only under specific 
circumstances. Van der Rijst (2009) explains the concept through the disposition of 
substances and objects first, and then relates it to human beings. 

Sugar has the disposition of solubility. It is a characteristic which becomes apparent 
when dropped in coffee or tea. Sugar still possesses this disposition when it remains in 
the box. Fragility of a glass vase becomes apparent by dropping it on a hard floor. The 
vase possess the disposition to shatter when dropped also when it is standing on a table. 
Moreover, when the vase is carefully covered with packing material, the vase will not 
shatter when dropped, in spite of its disposition to shatter when dropped. The disposi-
tion of fragility labels an intrinsic property of the vase, which might appear under spe-
cific conditions, but does not inform us about specificities of that particular glass vase. 
Rather than denominating specific characteristics of the object in its uniqueness, a dis-
position is generic. It refers to a categorization beyond the particular appearance of the 
specific object under attention. It indicates that this object – the glass vase – possesses 
a feature with which it belongs to the family of fragile objects. The explanation why all 
these objects shatter when dropped however, might differ. The disposition only indi-
cates the common feature (van der Rijst, 2009, pp. 60-63 referring to Johnston, 1992).

Dispositions of subjects - contrary to dispositions of substances and objects - are ex-
posed to the capacity of the subject to reflect upon a situation, and to manage his/her 
own dispositional attributes. Behaviour then, depends on his/her judgement and de-
cision to mobilize this dispositional features or not. Van der Rijst gives the example 
of a teacher with a highly developed disposition to be critical of the work of others, 
but decides not to do so for the work of a first-year student. Whether dispositions are 
mobilized, which ones, and how, depend not only on the specificity of external con-
ditions, but also on a subjects’ understanding of phenomena. Van der Rijst refers to 
Giddens’ notion of double hermeneutics (Giddens, 1987) Observable behavior, related to 
a dispositional setting, can not only be understood in terms of (intrinsic features of) 
the conditions it themselves, but also as an emanation of the subjects’ understanding of 
(features of) the specific situation. Consequently, the specific dispositional behavior of 
a specific subject in a specific situation, may affect the understanding of that situation 
by the others (van der Rijst, 2009, pp. 63-64).

Dispositions are – as an underlying structure – determining how we will act, since they 
contain the stock of properties, which are available to mobilize. Thereby, dispositions 
are exposed to the capacity of the subject to reflect upon a situation, and to manage 
his/her own dispositional attributes. Thereby, the subject will take into account his/her 
own capacities and capabilities – depending on the development of his/her metacogni-
tive capacities. Whether the person involved, decides to perform or not, ultimately de-
pends on the result of these underlying processes. How a person will perform depends 
on the qualities which are developed in the sets of dispositions which are mobilized.
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Competence than, can be understood as the capacity for managing such a set of dispo-
sitional attributes. Competences thus will be manifested in a concrete shape, which is 
constituted by the qualities which a subject has developed in his/her disposition. This 
management of dispositional attributes can result in a decision either to perform, or 
not to perform – as van der Rijst’s example of the critical teacher demonstrates. Compe-
tence, as management of dispositional attributes, thus includes reflection, estimation, 
appreciation and ponderation regarding the circumstances, leading to judgement and 
decision.

The competence-based approach was applauded for it was argued that this approach 
was more inclusive, and attuned with the educational goal to prepare for the complex-
ity of real life, than the – till then – traditional pedagogies based on knowledge trans-
fer. Competence was understood as the capacity to respond to unforeseen, unknown 
realities. 

But meanwhile, the competence-based approach to higher education has heavily been 
criticized. It is beyond the scope of this PhD to elaborate on this critique extensively. I 
point to two elements. A main critique consist of inversing the argument that was used 
to advocate it, namely the impossibility of giving cognitive standards to behaviour that 
cannot be standardized. Another critique to the competence-based approach concerns 
its “narrowly economic, utilitarian, individualistic and ideological commitments” (Pik-
karainen, 2014, p. 624). A too narrow tuning to development of specific skills, results 
in arguments for education and lifelong learning for reasons of job safety and compli-
ance to the market, rather than aiming at the development of the whole human being 
(Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Hinchliffe, 2002; Walker, 2003 in: Lozano, Boni, Peris, & Hue-
so, 2012). 

Also when operationalizing the concept of competence in an educational context prob-
lems occur. 

In a narrow epistemological interpretation - focussing on the what - the edifying role 
of the how and why are underestimated. Such interpretation focusses on knowledge 
acquisition as an end, and negates the formative capacity of the process of learning in 
itself. The development of personal epistemologies in the student should not be con-
sidered from a functional point of view as accumulating knowledge, but as the devel-
opment of an account of how people actual think and reason. 

Similarly, a too narrow practical interpretation of the notion of competence – focussing 
the how instead of the what and the why – is an insufficient carrier to conceive higher 
education. Higher education cannot aim at the development of capacities to do, with-
out developing the awareness of the meaning and impact of doing, or reasons behind 
the decision of not-doing.

Pikkarainen (2014) advocates a reconsideration of the notion competence, that faces 
some of the above critiques, and that particularly provides insights in how competence 
and disposition relate to each other. For Pikkarainen, the possible usefulness of the 
concept of competence lies more in its analytical understanding and less in its instru-
mental application as a tool for detailed measurement of the product of education (Pik-
karainen, 2014, p. 622). 
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Pikkarainen focusses on the ontological connection of competence with the concept 
of disposition. Observable behaviour is only possible if certain features of an environ-
ment are present. He gives the example that one may want to open a door, but this is 
not possible if there is no closed door available (Pikkarainen, 2014, p. 629). When the 
possibility is available it is not sure whether the action will be performed or not; this 
depends on person’s skills, attitudes, and cognitive functions. It depends on the social 
environment of that person, and on a series of estimations of that person regarding the 
desirability to perform the action or not. Competence thus relies on a whole series of 
decisions and judgements, related to capacities and inclinations of the individual, in 
response to certain circumstances, or - in other words - on complex compositions of 
dispositions, of which the quality becomes visible in very different and unforeseeable 
circumstances. 

Pikkarainen systematizes the options of an individual to perform action or not in four 
modalities : wanting, having-to, being-able, and knowing (Pikkarainen, 2014). Pikkarain-
en illustrates this with the typical Hannah-knows-how-to-ride-a-bicycle example:30

Someone who can ride a bicycle may ride sometimes or never, and thus we can never 
know if she has that competence really. That competence may not affect or determine 
her action in any way. We must of course remember the role of the environment: if no 
bicycle is available, then she cannot perform riding, but even if there were one, she 
may rather walk and not ride. But if her riding competence is modalized by wanting 
then it is very probable that she will manifest her competence and perform riding 
when it is possible (Pikkarainen, 2014, p. 630).

Pikkarainen thus suggest that competence is modal. It depends on what one wants to do, 
has to do, is able to do, and knows. Actual acts and practices will depend upon the result 
of (combinations of) such modalities. And such results may be determined by personal 
dispositions.

If active deciding upon mobilizing competence or not, relies on personal dispositions, 
then, rather than focussing on the development of competence, higher education ped-
agogy should address the development of dispositions. This personal development 
contributes to enhancing awareness, and supports the making of decisions to do or not 
to do. 

Studio teachers put high emphasis on self-formation, and inquiry-through-design is 
the pedagogical practice that is seen appropriate to substantiate this self-formation. 
This inquiry-through-design is aiming at the development of dispositions. Dispositions 
underpin competence. The way how we are-in-the-world is determined, not only by our 
competences but also by how we handle competence. Competence is not an absolute 
matter, but one that depends. It is in this dependency that the educational power of 
self-formation induced by means of inquiry-through-design is to be found. 

30 “Hannah, who knows how to ride a bicycle”, has become an iconic example to discuss Ryle’s distinction 
between knowing that and knowing how, and since then a beloved example of epistemologists; e.g. (Koethe, 
2002; Stanley & Williamson, 2001)
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c. the development of an habitus, as an interplay of qualification, socialization and 
subjectification

Competence relies on series of decisions which are related to a set of dispositions. It 
relates to the observable behaviour of a subject, and thus is a notion which is external 
to the subject itself. The object of education is not to shape this behaviour, but to con-
tribute to the formation of the person who performs – i.e. the development the disposi-
tions in a person. Such a set of dispositions is referred to as habitus (van der Rijst, 2009, 
p. 64). 

The concept of habitus links knowledge and dispositions with action and practice, im-
plying ethical and cultural considerations. Van der Rijst relies on Pierre Bourdieu’s 
(1977), who in his book “Outline of a Theory of Practice”, uses the concept to grasp the 
interplay of subject, society, history, culture, perception, attitude, action, and practice. 
Bourdieu defines habitus as a 

system of durable and transposable dispositions (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72), 

where disposition is understood as 

a way of being, a habitual state [… ] and in particular, a predisposition, a tendency, 
propensity, or inclination (Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 72, 214). 

In contrast to the narrower concept of habit – which is unreflective31 (Malikail, 2003) 
- habitus relies on reflection, entailing both cognitive and motivating structures (Bour-
dieu, 1977, p. 78).32 Habitus is not limited to reflection; it is related to action; more pre-
cisely, habitus is a teleological notion that acts as an action-guiding framework, an-
chored in a personal structure of dispositions. Bourdieu describes it as 

as a system of acquired dispositions functioning on the practical level as categories of 
perception and assessment or as classificatory principles as well as being the organiz-
ing principles of action (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 13). 

Habitus links action to personal ontology, and presents this personal ontological frame 
as a basis for understanding a person’s practices: 

It [habitus] is at once the filter through which we interpret the social world, organiz-
ing our perceptions of other people’s practices, and the mechanism we use to regulate 
our actions in that world, producing our own practices. (Stevens, 1998, p. 58).

31 To give an example of the un-reflectivity of habit: for car drivers in continental Europe, it has become a habit 
to handle the gearlever with their right hand; no more conscious choice is made. Only when driving in an 
English car, they become aware of this habit, as they notice their reaction to change gear with their right hand, 
(while the stick is at their left side). It has to be mentioned however, that “habit” is not always used in this 
narrow understanding. Dewey for instance uses the notion habit as interactive and responsive, and rather a 
predisposition for action, than a pattern of action. I will come back to this later in this chapter.

32 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to mention the many nuances which the notions habit and habitus 
have had, how they have been related to each other, and how they are related to disposition from an education-
al point of view. Good overviews can be found at http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/practical-reason-med/, as 
well as in Malikail (2003), Splitter (2010), Nelsen (2015). More particularly discussions on the notion habit 
and disposition in Deweyan terms can be found in Biesta (2007b), (Thornton, 2006), (Colapietro, 2004, 2009)
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With the notion of habitus, Bourdieu react against mechanical views to practice, as 
responses to a sum of stimuli from an external situation (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78). Prac-
tice cannot directly be deduced from the objective conditions, but should be under-
stood from its embedding in the cognitive and motivating structures of the habitus of 
a person, embedded in specific social conditions. Consequently, Bourdieu expands the 
concept of habitus from a personal ontological frame, to an underlying condition that 
leads to the existence of specific research groups and disciplines, which comprise ac-
tors who have similar dispositions. The habitus of an architect than, can be understood 
through the system of dispositions, which develops over time in the interaction with 
other agents in the social field, for example, the other architects, clients and stake-
holders, or in the educational context of the design studio, in the interaction between 
teacher and student(s), as actors of the specific group belonging to what Monica Kurath 
referred to as the “epistemic culture of architecture” (see chapter 4, point 4.3.1.3).

A similar, but more recent, plea for adopting a more comprehensive understanding of 
academic higher education is found in Biesta’s considerations about “good education” 
(Biesta, 2009). Biesta argues that discussions about the purpose of education, as well as 
discussions about what is “good education”, should not be reduced to the assessment of 
competence-based learning outcomes. Instead, he suggests to evaluate concepts about 
formal education at three levels, which are qualification, socialisation, and subjectifica-
tion. 

 – Qualification refers to processes of transmission and acquisition of knowledge, 
skills, competence and dispositions, i.e. related to an operational ability “to do”. 

 – Socialisation refers to the development of an awareness of belonging to a spe-
cific (cultural, professional, societal) community, culture and tradition, i.e. an 
awareness of context and situatedness. 

 – Subjectification contrasts with socialisation, in that it refers to the ability for in-
dependency from social, political and cultural orders, i.e. the process of be-
coming a subject. 

These three dimensions are distinct, but interrelated. Biesta argues that, when study-
ing or discussing links between teaching and educational intentions, none of these 
three dimensions should be negated. 

With regard to this PhD, the analysis of the teacher interviews confirm that the goal of 
studio education, and the inquiry that teachers deliberately induce, reach beyond the 
goal of qualification, but rather aims at the development of a habitus, including con-
cerns about socialization of the student as well as subjectification. 

d. inquiry to induce normative pondering within the Humboldtian legacy of Bildung

The analysis of studio teachers’ conceptions about the academic orientation of their de-
sign teaching, confirms Pikkarainen’s modal dependency of competence upon dispo-
sitions. Actual practice results from pondering about what can, what should, what one 
is able to do, and what one knows. It is throughout the series of decisions about these 
modalities that studio teachers provoke students to make up their minds, take a stance, 
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and determine his/her being-in-the-world. This is not only a matter of reflection and 
criticality, but also of judgment, appreciation, commitment and ethicality. 

If studio teachers rely upon inquisitive pedagogies of asking questions, questioning the 
questions, raising doubt to induce common quests and negotiation, it is to be seen as a 
pedagogical practice that is directed towards pondering not only what can be done, but 
also what ought to be done. In this regard, the reliance on inquiry in the design studio 
aligns with Mittelstrass’ conception of academia, namely as being the place where a 
rationality is developed about how Verfügungswissen – a positive knowing of causal in-
ference and problem-solving, i.e. knowledge about how things can be – and Oriëntierung-
swissen - a regulative knowledge concerning what ought to be done, an orientation for 
thought – can coincide (see chapter 3, point 3.4.3.2.d.)

In the design studio, inquiry thus is staged because of its capacity to induce normative 
pondering: exploration of what can be done are related to questions about what ought 
to be done. The result of this confrontation is considered as edifying. 

Such approach to higher education aims at the development of wisdom, rather than 
mere knowledge, skills or competence. And although the teleological nature of archi-
tectural design may primarily be to result in a built artefact, the wisdom that is aspired 
for in the design studio, is not instrumental, but ontological. It results from a carefully 
constituted and commonly shared ontological framework – a particular Bindung in the 
Bezirk that the studio teachers have decided to put on the table, as architects, academ-
ics, amateurs, and educators, and induces the development of a particular of looking at 
the world, seeing, grasping and intervening. 

Within the logic of studio teaching, this gradual development of wisdom is a process of 
transformation of how we-are-in-the-world. This is relevant for the profile of graduates 
that architectural education is aiming for, since it corresponds with a conviction that 
transformation of that being-in-the-world of ourselves, consequently also transforms 
the world-in-which-we-are. And transformation of the world in-which-we-are is the teleo-
logical nature of architectural design.

In this regard, the reliance of studio teaching upon research - or inquiry - is Humbold-
tian. Indeed, within the Humboldtian ideation, the reason to rely upon research, was 
to engage both student and teacher in a common quest towards “truth”. Why this quest 
is situated at the level of higher education is because it is not about questions for which 

“settled bodies of knowledge are available”, but about questions for which new knowl-
edge and insights have to be gained. In this quest, the student is an indispensable ac-
tor, since “the teacher’s performance depends on the students’ presence and interest 

– without this, science and scholarship could not grow” (citations from von Humboldt, 
1808/10; 2010 – see chapter 3, point 3.4.2.1.b.).

The critical reflections that I made in chapter 3, point 3.4.2.3.b demonstrated that the 
reference of von Humboldt was not to what we actually would understand as “scientific 
research”, but to the Grundwissenschaft, which rather aligns with what we would under-
stand as philosophy. In this regard, reference to von Humboldt to advocate a RT-nexus 
in terms of connections between teaching and contemporary scientific research con-
duct is imprecise and historically incorrect. 
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However, as a reference to prevailing conceptions of studio education, the reference 
seems more appropriate. The Humboldtian conception of research conduct alike, the 
common quest to develop a building, is an alibi for the educational concern, namely 
edifying the student – a concern and a goals which is rarely made explicit. It seems to 
be a collateral effect. It even reflect a more idealist ambition to – in the end – improve 
society. Not building, but Bildung is the goal. 

Teachers do belief in the edifying capacity of inducing a common quest with students 
- “Beide sind für die Wissenschaft da”. The quest is situated at “the higher level”, which 
means that no settled body of knowledge is available. It is a quest in which the student 
and his/her work are indispensable protagonists, because the process of inquiry oper-
ates under a logic of responsiveness of the teacher related to what the student brings 
on the table, and vice versa. Teachers deliberately adopt this inquisitive use of design 
practice in order to develop personal and civic dispositions in the students, from the 
conviction that this is needed, with regard to the professional position and duties of 
these students once active in society. 

In Habermas’ terms, the teleological nature of the inquiry that studio teachers induce 
from an educational point of view, corresponds to an emancipatory interest. Teachers 
deliberately induce inquiry that aims at impacting the phenomenon that it studies, par-
ticularly because of the increased insights that the research in itself generate. This is 
true both at the level of the designed artefact and the student’s dispositions. At the level 
of the artefact, the inquiry is aimed to “ground” the eventually designed outcome in 
insights about the conditions to which it responds, and on the other hand the artefact 
eventually impacts and alters this conditions. At the level of the student, the inquiry re-
lies upon the dispositions of the students that are available to conduct the inquiry, but 
simultaneously at altering these dispositions. 

Ultimately, the reliance upon inquiry-by-design is oriented at inducing processes of 
self-edification of the student, within an underlying conviction that this self-edification 
will eventually also impact society and lead to a better world – a complete fulfilment of 
the aspirations of Bildung.

5.5 summary and lessons learned
This chapter related to the third quest of this PhD, which is to uncover the pro-

cesses of teaching and the intended learning they aim to induce, in the actual setting of 
the architectural design studio. In this regard, this quest responds to Mewburn’s (2012) 
call, to help studio teachers to clearly articulate what they do and why. Empirical ground 
was found through a multiple-case study consisting of 25 architectural design studios 
of the first year master programmes of architecture schools in Flanders.

A preliminary quantitative analysis of features of the studios focused on two assertions, 
namely the assertion that the studio is the backbone of the programme, and the asser-
tion that in the studio links with formal scientific research conduct are scarce or absent. 
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The first assertion is confirmed: in terms of study load, the design studio can indeed be 
considered as the backbone of the programme. This conclusion can be extended from 
Flemish programmes to Europe. The second assertion however, has to be nuanced. 
The analysis confirms that indeed the majority of studios are missing apparent links 
with formal scientific research. However, all institutions do provide studios – although 
a limited number - in which teachers do have demonstrable links with formal scientific 
research conduct. 

After this, the quantitative analysis critically questioned the indicators that have been 
used in order to evaluate the academic quality of the programme - PhD tenure and bib-
liometric profile – and concludes that they are problematic and inappropriate. More-
over, it remains unclear how and why compliancy with these indicators would effec-
tively benefit studio teaching. In order to have a better view on how studio effectively 
aims to contribute to academic education requires other and deeper analyses. 

Therefore, the multiple-case study was extended with an in-depth analysis comprising 
qualitative fieldwork research in an embedded set of 12 studios. This fieldwork consist-
ed of observations, document analysis, teacher interviews and student focus groups. 
Studio teaching was analysed in accordance with the comprehensive framework that 
was developed in chapter 3 of this PhD, namely through four philosophical lenses, resp. 
an ontological, praxeological, epistemological and teleological lens. I concisely depict 
the process, as seen through these lenses.

Each studio starts with a process of ontological constitution: students and teachers start 
“reading” a piece of the world that is put on the table in terms of a particular set of 
(mainly architectural) constituents – material and immaterial - and gradually compos-
ite a commonly shared ontological framework. The ontological constitution determines 
and directs the attention and focusses, delineates and limits the scope of what students 
and teachers will be able to come to know through studio design. As the design work 
of the students unfolds, the ontological framework is expanded, adjusted and refined 
by the new vistas that the design work brings into existence. What is learned thus also 
depends on the course of the studio work.

The praxeological lens focuses on the acts that are undertaken in order to come to know 
about that commonly constituted ontological framework. In studio teaching there is no 
course content. Coming to know through studio teaching is a responsive mechanism. If 
nothing is put on the table, noting will happen, no learning will take place. Insights and 
knowledge emerge during the mutual interactions between students, teachers and de-
signed artefacts. Studio teaching is not just envisioning the training of architectural de-
sign as a vocational practice, but adopts design practice as an epistemic and explorative 
process of study, confrontation, debate and negotiation. Rather than learning-by-doing, 
it is a pedagogy of learning-through-interaction. 

The epistemological lens looks at what there is to know about the ontological constitution, 
that is put on the table, and that is explored through the consecutive acts and iterative 
practices of reading, designing re-reading and re-designing. It studies the status of the 
knowledge and insights that have emerged during these acts and practices. Knowledge 
and insights that are gained in the studio may primarily serve the instrumental goal 
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of informing the project, in order to design a better building. But next to this, studio 
teaching also serves a higher goal, that aims at production of knowledge and insights 
that transcend the particular project. Insights that result from design, by definition, are 
original and new – could not have been thought before. But their status is weak: since 
the design process highly relies upon abductive reasoning, the status of the insights 
that emerge from a design process is unsettled, provisional, and situated. The highest 
degree of truth that is reachable is that of “hopeful suggestions”, or to use of term of the 
pragmatist philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce “warranted assertibilies”. The observa-
tions of the studio work reveal that in the studio design decisions, sense-making and 
valuing relate to the commonly shared ontological framework. Studio work operates as 
a inquiry within a referential framework of commonly negotiated provisional hopeful 
suggestions and warranted but fallible assertions.

The teleological lens reveals that the role of such inquiry in the studio, serves distinct 
sets of goals, distinguishable into instrumental goals and educational goals. Instrumen-
tal goals primarily relate to disciplinary content, educational goals primarily relate to 
personal development of the student.

Within the set instrumental goals, three types of inquiry were identified and related 
to type of cognitive interest, as identified by Habermas. First person inquiry points to 
study that is undertaken for the sake of own development of the student. Architecture 
is seen as a mirror of the world, and the process of designing architecture as a way of 
exploring that world and learning about that world. It is pursuing a practical interest – 
reaching a better understanding of our own position in culture and tradition. Second 
person inquiry aims to improve the design project. Design relies upon knowledge in 
an instrumental way, as a means to an end, and as the student is in dialogue with his/
her project, the final project embodies the results of the student’s inquiry. Such inqui-
ry pursues a technical interest. Third person inquiry transcends the individual mind or 
the particular project, and aims at having new insights effectively shared with others. 
Not the eventual designed studio projects, but the knowledge and insights that emerge 
from the projects, are aimed for. The projects serve as mediators and carriers of the 
thinking - as epistemic artefacts. In this case one can talk about research by design. Such 
endeavour typically responds to an emancipatory interest.

The fieldwork revealed that qualification of the research dimension of studio teaching 
depends. In some studios, students are fully aware of the inquisitive nature of the stu-
dio work, either as a process of personal inquiry (1st person inquiry), or as a collective 
project to reach out to external stakeholders (3rd person inquiry). In other studios, in-
quiry is seen as instrumental for helping the students develop a good design project 
(2nd person inquiry). In a third type of studios, teachers do have a particular intention 
with the findings that emerge out of studio result as a whole (3rd person inquiry), and 
deliberately manage the studio projects into particular directions, while at the level 
of the individual student, inquiry is seen as instrumental for each project individually 
(2nd person inquiry). 

The second set of goals – the edifying goals – relate to other rationales for inducing in-
quiry in the studio. The fact that the huge majority of studio are staffed by non-academ-
ic practitioners, seems to reflect the general conception of the design studio as a place 
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of professional training. However, the in-depth analysis provided a more profound in-
sight in the intentions, practices and processes of studio teaching, and contradicts this 
conception. 

Teacher interviews reveal that the aims of studio teaching – at least at the post-novice 
stage of the master degree – reach beyond vocational training. Studio teaching aims at 
the development of a set of dispositions in the student – the development of a habitus. 
The Humboldtian conception of research conduct alike, also inquisitive design prac-
tice in the studio is a common quest of both teachers and students - “Beide sind für die 
Wissenschaft da”. In this quest, it is the design project that is the apparent antagonist, not 
the student. However, the design project, is an alibi for the idealist educational con-
cern, namely edifying the individual student, and eventually improving society. Not 
building, but Bildung is the goal. Inquisitive design practice in the studio pursues an 
emancipatory interest – namely inquiry that acknowledges that insights in a particular 
phenomenon, and conceptions about possible consequences of a particular interven-
tion (anticipation), may affect and change the particular situation that is studied and 
the course of affairs. 

The fieldwork concludes that the academic quality of teaching in the design studio is 
not to be found in connections with formal scientific research conduct at the universi-
ty – although it cannot be said that they are always absent - but in the way how design 
is adopted as inquisitive practice - an inquiry-driven didactics that aims not only at the 
development of qualifications as an architects, but at the development of a particular 
habitus of an academic professional. This is: based upon a properly developed body of 
disciplinary knowledge, skills and dispositions (qualification), being aware of belong-
ing to a particular society, and performing a particular culture and tradition (socialisa-
tion), and at the same time being capable of taking a distance of this society, culture 
and tradition in order to develop a stance, independent from social, political and cul-
tural orders, provide “real” solutions – Verwirklichung - and take responsibility for the 
consequences of the stance that is taken and the solutions that are conceived (subjec-
tification) – three dimensions that, according the educational philosopher Gert Biesta, 
each discourse about “good” education should take into account.
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chapter 6 
closing the loop, reframing the debate, and 
suggesting further research

In this PhD, I investigated the rationales behind the strong advocacy of a so-called re-
search-teaching nexus (RT-nexus) in academic higher education, and examined the im-
pact of this advocacy for the particular case of architectural education. Here, I focused 
on the architectural design studio – consensually considered as the backbone of the pro-
gramme - and wondered to which extent its actual teaching relates to these rationales. 

There is a widespread belief in the benefits of a nexus, but empirical evidence is lack-
ing. Moreover, studies have not been able to reveal how such nexus would effectively 
contribute to inducing intended learning. Architectural education suffers from the ad-
ditional complication that exactly in that backbone of its programme – the design stu-
dio - relationships with research are scarce, contested or even rejected. If a RT-nexus 
is a prerequisite for academic higher education, to which extent then, does this appar-
ently non-academic core of the study contribute to such education? What is the nature 
of the processes and practices that are staged in this apparently non-academic learning 
environment in order to nonetheless induce academic learning?

I investigated this paradox by consequently studying three scale levels. Firstly, I con-
sidered the macro level of European higher education and research policy, I then re-
directed the findings of this analysis to the meso level of architectural education and 
research, and finally funneled the study to the micro level of teaching in the architec-
tural design studio. 

In this concluding chapter, I go through these three levels again, but in reverse order. 
Starting from the findings in the field – inquiry-driven design-based teaching in the stu-
dio – and contextualizing these findings in the framework of the epistemic culture of the 
discipline of architecture, I close the loop by confronting the findings of the in-depth 
analysis of studio teaching and their application to the disciplinary field of architec-
ture, with the larger scale of higher education and research policy. I thereby reframe 
the debate about the research-foundation of academic higher education, shifting the 
attention from a concept that looks for connections with scientific research conduct, to 
a concept that looks at the edifying capacities of inquisitive practice in itself.
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6.1 academic education in a non-academic learning 
environment?
With the case of teaching in the architectural design studio, I pointed to a ped-

agogy that apparently seem to deviate from the traditional formats of academic edu-
cation, such as the lecture, seminar and labs. Deviations are many: it consists of the 
creative (and sometimes even artistic?) practice of architectural design; it relies upon 
(subjective?) judgments about beauty; there is no pre-specified course material; there 
is no delineated package to be studied for exam; lectures are scarce or inexistent; and 
it is dominantly taught by teachers who have no are few connections with formal sci-
entific research conduct. Nevertheless, it is the “backbone” of a programme, that is 
accredited as “academic”, level 7 of the European qualifications framework. 

In the paragraphs below, I explain how teaching in the studio, notwithstanding its ap-
parent non-academic features, effectively aims to develop an academic disposition in 
the students, and where the academic quality is to be found.

6.1.1 design as inquisitive practice
Studio teaching aims to induce learning from insights gained from practice, rather 
than from knowledge transfer. The research-foundation of teaching does not consist 
of connections with (scientific) research conduct that is taking place elsewhere (in the 
university), but in the inquisitive nature of practice in itself. 

Practice, as it is applied in the design studio fulfills the dual goal of “learning about”, 
and “learning through”. The studio acts as a lens that provides a particular view on the 
world and the design assignment of the studio acts as a tool for exploring particular 
disciplinary subject-matter and the world through that lens. Next to serving the vo-
cational goal of making good architects, the design practice in the studio is a form of 
consolidation of disciplinary subject-matter. In the most far reaching studios, it may 
even become a moment of expanding the discipline, by exploring new areas and exper-
imenting with new practices. 

Studio teaching is responsive. Words and intentions are not enough. If nothing is put 
on the table no learning will happen. Learning is mediated through “real” and materi-
alized answers – referred to by Schinkel as Verwirklichung. The requirement of conceiv-
ing and materializing answers for complex questions, in contexts that are unknown for 
the student, and for which no immediate answers are available, neither for the student 
nor for the teachers, calls for inquiry. This inquiry is an encompassing practice that is 
distinctive at all fundamental layers of research: the ontological, epistemological, prax-
eological and teleological level. The teacher decides upon a piece of the world that is to 
be studied. That piece of the world is not taken for granted, but “read” and redefined 
in particular terms – an ontological reconstitution of that piece of the world. What 
there is to know about that ontologically reconstituted world gradually expands as the 
studio - as a community of practice - gradually builds up a commonly shared frame of 
reference. This referential frame is encompassing and holistic, as it is built up through 
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both rational and non-rational processes – it comprises data, information, and theory 
- appealing to cognition -, but it also comprises aesthetics, ethics and emotion, and it 
operates not only through rational inference, but also through abduction, association 
and memory. 

Reasoning and appreciation is not absolute, but relative – it relates to this encompass-
ing frame of reference. Practices that are undertaken in order to come to know about 
the piece of the world coherently relate to the epistemological features of how that 
particular piece of the world has ontologically be constituted, and depend on the in-
terests that are pursued, which – in terms of Habermas - may be technical, practical, or 
emancipatory.

As the practice of designing is fulfilling the dual goal of “learning about”, and “learn-
ing through” architectural design, also the eventual outcome of that inquisitive design 
practice is dual. On the one hand, it results in actual design proposals – models and 
drawings, as epistemic artefacts that embody the knowledge and insights that the stu-
dent has gained through the process of designing. On the other hand it results in an 
increased level of insight and understanding about a particular piece of the world. 

6.1.2 an expanded academic research disposition through inquisitive 
design practice

It is remarkable that the apparently non-academic learning environment of the design 
studio nevertheless aspires for academic goals: its educational objectives fully align 
with the features of what educational researchers have identified as an academic re-
search disposition, namely an inclination to know, to understand, to be critical, to be inno-
vative, to achieve and to share (cf. van Rijst, 2009). But the academic research disposition 
that design practice is developing does not limit itself to understanding and discovery 
about the world as it is. It includes an inclination towards conceiving the world as how it 
could and should be. Conceptions about interventions to make a new world, require an-
ticipatory and normative thinking, and includes the development of conceptions about 
the consequences of those conceived interventions as well. Therefore, the academic 
research disposition that is trained in the architectural design studio, expands the set 
of the six features mentioned above, with the capacity for normative reasoning, and the 
inclinations to anticipate, to take a stance, and to influence. 

6.1.3 inquisitive design as edifying practice
The quest for having the student design a piece of architecture thus is flanked by a 
concern for developing a particular set of academic dispositions in the student. This 
particular set of dispositions can be indicated as the habitus of an architect. This habitus 
relates not only to qualification - professional training - but includes socialization – the 
awareness of belonging to society, community, culture and tradition – and subjectifica-
tion – the ability for making up the mind and taking a stance, independent from social, 
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political and cultural orders – three dimensions that according the educational philos-
opher Gert Biesta are to take into account in a discourse about “good” education.

As such, one can say that design studio teaching relies on edifying practice. Not all prac-
tice is edifying. Practice becomes edifying to the extent that it induces particular pro-
cesses in the involved actors. For studio assignments teachers look preferably for cen-
tral questions that are “of a higher order” (as von Humboldt would have called them), 
i.e. questions for which the answers are not to be found by mere application or infer-
ence of available settled knowledge. Such situations call for inquiry, both for student 
and teacher – “beide sind für die Wissenschaft da” (as von Humboldt said). Studio teach-
ing transcends the level of problem-solving, as it is deliberately focusing on “wicked” 
problems i.e. on situations that are more complex than a problem statement can cover, 
that can be problematized from many perspectives and interpretations, and for which 
consequently many good solutions are possible, but ultimately always depend on pro-
cesses of valuing and negotiation. The complexity of the questions at stake imply that 
answers cannot be generated from inference (“if-then”), since no exact precedence 
exist. Therefore questions are treated through abductive thinking and anticipatory 
imagination (“what-if”). The resulting outcome of this speculative inquiry - a fallible 
outcome with the epistemological status of a warranted assertibility, a hopeful sug-
gestion - is put on the table as an offer for common debate, negotiation and discussion, 
among studio participants and peers – fellow students, teachers and jury members -, in 
some cases even opened up to and external audience of stakeholders, and experts. The 
design process raises awareness about the own situatedness and the multiplicity of val-
id options and many truths within a particular situation. It fosters normative thinking 
and judgment in circumstances of uncertainty. 

It is in this pondering, negotiation and normative framing of a multiplicity of apparent-
ly valid options, pondering about what ought to be done, when knowing what can be done 
(cf. the point above), that the edifying capacity of architectural design is situated, and 
that design practice becomes an edifying practice. 

6.1.4 holistic practice instead of a uniting separated activities
In the view of the notion of inquisitive practice, the concept of a RT-nexus becomes 
paradoxical, as it refers to teaching and research as two practices that are distinct and 
separated – hence, a need to conceive a nexus, as the moment of interweaving these 
two separate practices. But from the moment that teaching in itself consists of the in-
duction of inquiry, the separation disappears. Teaching is no longer a matter of getting 
connected with research; instead it takes research as its constitutive practice – teaching 
that aims at inducing inquisitive practice. 

It is remarkable to notice that for the case of architectural design practice, the edify-
ing capacity of inquisitive design practice is more encompassing than any RT-nexus 
that relies upon traditional scientific research is able to reach, as it not only mobilizes 
cognition, but also emotion, ethics, aesthetics, intuition and memory. Inquiry through 
design operates from the open-mindedness that rational insights may not only emerge 
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from rational thinking, but also from non-rational processes, induced by association, 
abduction and improvisation. It is an edification that takes into account that in real 
live sense- and decision-making is not happening on cognitive grounds only, but on an 
inextricable interaction of cognition, ethics, aesthetics and emotion. Such appeal to 
these “messy constructs” (Sullivan, 2010) is not only relevant for fields as architectural 
research and education, but for all fields that face the dilemma to “look for guidance of 
genuine knowledge either through inhuman rationality or human irrationality” (Dew-
ey, 1939), fields that address “those qualities of the world that made it beautiful and con-
genial to men” (Dewey, 1939) and fields that cannot escape social and moral questions 
and interests.

This plea for an holistic stance responds to former ERC president Helga Nowotny’s aspi-
ration for “bringing the arts back into the fold of research”, whereby “artistic practices, 
just like scientific practices, will widen the scope of research, with the enormous po-
tential to enrich all fields of research.”

6.1.5 the impact of inquisitive design practice: reaching out beyond the 
studio

The edifying practice of the studio is not a matter of personal development only, and 
its impact is not limited to the studio. As it is an intensive process of effectively sharing 
new insights among all participants - students, teachers and involved stakeholders - it 
affects the minds of all these participants. As graduates eventually enter society, as 
a majority of studio teachers is commuting daily between academia and profession-
al practice, and as in some cases external stakeholders are involved, studio teaching 
induces a flux of knowledge and insights into society. Moreover, to the extent that the 
inquisitive design practice of studio teaching is responding to a societal urgency, and 
offering society concrete proposals that are worth discussing, it has the capacity of 
fostering and nourishing an ongoing societal debate, not only about what can be done 
(cf. Mittelstrass’ notion of Verfügungswissen), but about what ought to be done (cf. Mit-
telstrass’ notion of Orientierungswissen). In this regard, the impact of inquisitive design 
practice in the studio reaches out to, and may be edifying for society as a whole.

6.2 scientific research and inquisitive design:  
the epistemic culture of architecture within the 
biotope of the university
The qualifications framework that resulted from the Bologna reform suggests 

that higher education, particularly at master level (second cycle) is to take place in a 
research context. For those institutions that did provide master programmes, but that 
did not develop research before, the new “task” to develop research was felt as an arti-
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ficial superimposed obligation. In the fourth chapter of this PhD, I demonstrated how, 
particularly for schools of architecture where teaching practitioners were at the core 
of the education while researching academics were considered as supportive from the 
periphery, the new tendency to center on research was felt as putting things on their 
heads. 

This pressure and unease however resulted in at least, two positive effects. On the one 
hand it instigated a critical discourse about the nature of research and what to take into 
account as research, and on the other hand it instigated a critical re-questioning of the 
very concept of a RT-nexus, particularly when bringing it in relation to specific epis-
temic cultures in different fields – as I did for the field of architectural design.

6.2.1 practitioners as commuting ambassadors of research
In chapter four, I demonstrated that the relationship between architecture and the uni-
versity has always been difficult. Other fields with a strong professional orientation, 
like medicine and engineering, have known similar difficulties. But while medicine 
has established a prominent academic position by a strong and almost exclusive adher-
ence to rigourous positivist research conduct, and engineering by valorization of tech-
nological developments - also within a positivist paradigm -, the field of architecture 
has kept its holistic approach and its strong reliance upon prominent and remarkable 
professional practice. This holistic approach make the university uneasy (Schön, 1985), 
and the paucity of scholarly research, mainly due to the dominant presence of non-re-
search active practitioners, makes it “disreputable and more or less useless, but to be 
tolerated with appropriate condescension and frequent expressions of dismay” (Cobb, 
1985).

A balance between academics and practitioners is a crucial feature of architectural 
education, but in conditions of unease and “dismay” their status within academia is 
unequal. While the former are considered as innate constituents of the university pop-
ulation, the latter rather operate under a status of “legal aliens”. This is undeserved. 
The role of practitioners is crucial, at least in three ways. Practitioners secure transfer 
of knowledge and insights from professional practice into academia. The other way 
round, they may use the studio as a place for experimentation to an extent that is not 
feasible in professional practice, and in this way contribute to expansion of the profes-
sional field. And thirdly, the encounter of both practitioners and academics, particu-
larly at the occasion of projective work in the studio, but also in discussing theoretical 
concepts or technological innovation, might impact the minds of both, and, conse-
quently, contribute to the advancement of both professional practice and academia 
in their quest to provide appropriate and adequate answers for taking care of the built 
and unbuilt environment.
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6.2.2 academia as enablers of knowledge exchange between sectors
Next to academizing the programme, the university thus should actively foster and sup-
port high-level research conduct in the context of professional practice, and find ways 
to facilitate and intensify transfer of knowledge and insights between both worlds, as 
well as transfer of persons that produce these knowledge and insights and that are able 
to share them. 

Therefore, selection of the “right” practitioners in studio teaching is crucial. Practi-
tioners that the studio is seeking after, are not primarily selected on the basis of their 
proficiency in entrepreneurially running their business – this would rather belong to 
a business and management programme - but on the meaning and relevance of their 
architectural work in practice, as well as on their capability for meta-reflection upon 
their own work and upon architecture in general. But practice is a site of knowledge 
production that operates differently from scientific research at the university. In order 
to acknowledge and recognize excellence in practice, academia has to develop other 
approaches than those that it currently uses for excellence in scientific research con-
duct.

6.2.3 the importance of selecting the right teachers
Teaching at the level of higher education requires teachers to put questions “of a higher 
order”, since it is there that inquiry is induced. Studio teaching thus require teachers 
that are able to put those questions of a higher order that necessitate and induce in-
quisitive design practice, so that the debate and negotiation starts. This goal reaches 
beyond the profile of the teacher-as-a-coach, described by Donald Schön, who is trans-
ferring tacit knowledge in a pupil-master relationship based upon the own experience 
and expertise in professional practice, aiming at having the student “think architectur-
ally”. 

In order to be able to induce that inquisitive design practice, teachers need to meet 
some qualities. The observations I made during the fieldwork made me conclude that 
they have to be passionately engaged in the topic they want their studio to study, they 
have to love architecture and architectural design – particularly for the case of teach-
ing practitioners, since their interest and actual practice is to actively perform it - and 
they have to be meta-reflective thinkers, capable of not only directing attention to the 
designed artefact, but able to see and explicate the insights that emerge during the 
process of designing the artefact, transcending the particular designed artefact and 
articulating the “lessons to be learned”. 
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6.3 recalibrating the debate about the benefits of a RT-
nexus
The widespread – although unproven – belief in the benefits of a RT-nexus has 

led to a principled and generic adherence to the concept, thereby uncritically advocat-
ing the concept not only as a prerequisite, but also as a catalyst of academic education. 
However, too much, the concept of a RT-nexus has been understood in terms of the 
establishment of connections with formal scientific research conduct at the university. 
This apparently obvious understanding of the concept is too simplistic and problem-
atic, since it leaves the questions unanswered when, why, and how such connections 
would be beneficial in order to reach what. As a final conclusion of this PhD, I argue 
that in order to develop an academic disposition in the student, rather than advocating 
connections with formal research conduct, it is more fruitful to advocate the establish-
ment of inquisitive practice.

6.3.1 inquisitive practice as an alternative for a RT-nexus
In the third chapter of this PhD I demonstrated why such understanding of a RT-nexus 
is problematic. I point to some cases, where the concept of a RT-nexus may become too 
narrow to be edifying: 

−	 when it is dictated by other concerns and forces than educational ones;
−	 when it reduces complex realities into fragmented disciplinary sub-aspects;
−	 when it negates sites of knowledge production outside the university;
−	 when it is “stripping the world of the qualities which made it beautiful and con-

genial to men”, particularly within fields where these qualities are central;
−	 when it eliminates complexity and uncertainty by reducing the world into “sci-

entifically researchable” constituents;
−	 when it is avoiding (debate and negotiation about) normative framing. 

The reach and impact of these difficulties became very apparent when applying that 
prevailing understanding of the RT-nexus to the particular field of architecture (see 
chapter 4). Moreover, with the case of design studio teaching, I provided an alterna-
tive for that understanding, by pointing to a pedagogy in which the development of an 
academic disposition is not sought after in connections with formal scientific research 
conduct, but in inquisitive practice in itself. 

With this case, I thus criticize the discourse that takes it for granted that the estab-
lishment of connections with scientific research would result in intended learning – a 
stance that is inherently cultivated by the very concept of a RT-nexus. Instead, I argue 
that it is more effective to look at the processes that teaching is able to induce – pro-
cesses of deep study; processes of debate about what proper edification is; processes 
of interaction between teacher and student, among teachers, among students, and po-
tentially with other stakeholders as well. In this regard, I suggest that - not only for the 
field of architecture, but for many other academic programmes as well - it may be more 
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fruitful and effective to advocate inquisitive practice than (a reified understanding of) 
the concept of a RT-nexus.

6.3.2 inquisitive practice beyond applying science
With this PhD, I thus brake a lance for reconsidering the edifying capacity of practice. 
But a remark has to be made, particularly in relation to programmes that are oriented 
towards professions with a strong reliance on practice. When I point to the concept of 
inquisitive practice, it includes a particular didactic stance towards the role and position 
of practice and its educational objectives. It sharply contrasts with a stubborn under-
standing that for profession-oriented programmes, practice is a matter of application 

– application of knowledge that is produced elsewhere. Such understanding is for in-
stance reflected in the concepts of faculties of applied sciences, applied economics, or 
applied engineering. The role and position of practice in the curriculum than, is typically 
conceived as a training towards proper professional behavior. With these vocational 
objectives in mind, practice often end up in mimicking professional practice. 

I argue that this vocational understanding of practice as application-of-knowledge is a re-
duction and narrowing down of its edifying potential. For the case of design education, 
practice as application corresponds to an understanding that the goal of design practice 
in the curriculum is to have the students conceive a building. The outcome – the build-
ing – is specified in advance, independent from the process from which it results, al-
though the method that is used to reach this outcome may impact the eventual appear-
ance of the outcome. The process to reach this result instrumentally depends upon the 
mind, knowledge and beliefs of the designer. In contrast, in the case of adopting design 
as inquisitive practice, there is an additional ambition that gives way to an opposite 
process. During the achievement of the material outcome in the form of a conceived 
building, inquisitive practice aims at the additional outcome of having generated new 
insights. This additional outcome is not specified in advance, but fully depends on – 
even emerges from – practice. In this case, the mind of the researcher instrumentally 
depends upon the outcome of the process. Inquisitive practice induces a process of 
study in which what is learned depends on where practice has brought the mind.

6.3.3 implications and recommendations
The establishment of a pedagogy that allows and fosters such inquisitive practice that 
aims at developing an academic disposition in the student as well as providing orienta-
tion for society, impacts not only curricular structures but reaches out to institutional 
policy. Several obstacles have to be removed, and initiatives are to be taken. I draw 
particular attention to seven points of action:

 – explicating how concepts of research and concepts of education are understood, 
and how these concepts relate to each other. The more research is understood 
in terms of a process of personal change and interpersonal exchange – such 
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as the REF2014 definition of research as the process of “having new insights 
effectively shared (REF2014) – the more it is easier to connect it with edifying 
capacities, compared to understandings of research as impersonal production 

– such as the OECD understanding of research as the activity of increasing an 
external stock of knowledge;

 – acknowledging the capacity of design as an inquisitive practice. Situations in 
which direct application of available knowledge is no option, call for inquiry. If 
answers cannot be found through causal inference (“if-then”) design is needed – 
explorative playful anticipatory imagination, that leads to alternatives and new 
perspectives, that could be thought of before;

 – acknowledging that such inquisitive design practice can become an edifying 
practice. By its capacity for offering potential solutions, as “warranted assert-
ibilities” and “hopeful suggestions”, inquisitive design practice calls for negoti-
ation and debate, hence fostering the development of new insights about what 
ought to be done;

 – acknowledging that the development of such new insights also – not to say 
mainly - results from inquisitive practice that takes place outside academia, e.g. 
in professional practice;

 – acknowledging that the university should take a role in further developing this 
potential and establish structural interactions between both sites of knowledge 
production;

 – developing appropriate methods and techniques for identifying, validating and 
valuing quality and merits of knowledge production outside academia, and identi-
fying, validating and valuing quality of its producers – e.g. practitioners. This im-
plies the development of methods that comply with the features of such non-ac-
ademic contexts of knowledge production, which are different from those used 
in academia – e.g. portfolio evaluation based upon qualitative argumentation 
by peers, rather than impersonal quantitative bibliometrics;

 – securing that higher education is closely connected with both sides of knowledge 
production.

Earlier in this PhD, I referred to some hopeful evolutions, at least in the field of ar-
chitecture, with regard to making professional practice more inquisitive – e.g. initia-
tives of the Flemish architect – and with regard to the development of doctoral pro-
grammes that are founded upon knowledge production in professional practice – e.g. 
the ADAPT-r project. But gaps persist. A closer collaboration between the team of the 
Flemish architect and the faculties and departments of architecture would on the one 
hand foster the acknowledgment and development of architectural research within the 
universities, and significantly increase its visibility, and on the other hand provide a 
solid and comprehensive framework of interactions between professional practice, so-
ciety, policy making and academia. 

Fostering inquisitive practice in education will result in an increase of inquisitive prac-
tice in professional practice too. This will lead not only to better professional practice, 
but also to an ongoing and self-renewing debate about what good practice is. The other 
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way round, not acknowledging the value of inquisitive professional practice leads to a 
loss of knowledge and human capacity, and an impoverishment of education. 

To prevent this loss of knowledge and human capacity, I point to some obstacles and 
concerns that can be tackled either at the institutional or at a supra-institutional lev-
el, and make some suggestions for renewing higher education and research policy. In 
order to foster the edifying capacities of proper inquisitie practice as a pedagogy for 
academic education, the following steps have to be undertaken:

−	 acknowledging the existence and increasing the visibility of “hidden” research 
activities in architecture, and probably in several other practice-based disci-
plinary fields;

−	 developing strategies and structures for upscaling this hidden practice-based 
knowledge production, in order to properly incorporate it in academic educa-
tion. 

−	 a fundamental debate about “doctorateness” that eventually leads to the devel-
opment of proper practice-based doctorates will be a substantial step forward;

−	 the increasing dominance of bibliometric assessment is a drawback for those 
fields that substantially rely upon other types of knowledge production than 
scientific research and other types of dissemination than scholarly publica-
tion. For the field of architecture, for instance, there is still work to be done 
to acknowledge the rich culture of dissemination of insights that emerge from 
professional practice: models, books and exhibitions, and the actual building 
in itself. Instead of replacing it by a culture of scholarly publications, there is a 
need for developing ways to properly evaluate and value this source of knowl-
edge and insights, equal to scholarly publication. 

−	 recalibrating the conception of a university from gatekeeper of scientific 
knowledge production to enabler of knowledge exchange and transfer;

−	 re-evaluating the aftermath of the Lisbon strategy, and reconsidering the pub-
lic role of the university not only in terms of key players in competitive econo-
mies and providers of graduates that realize this role, but also in terms of plac-
es of edification, not only for the sake of qualification of future graduates, but 
also for the sake of providing orientation for society through ongoing inquiry 
and critical debate.

6.4 further research
Potentials for further research are plenty. In the course of the text, I have regu-

larly pointed to detailed aspects to be a good area for further research. Here, I point to 
three main scopes for further research. 
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6.4.1 design teaching as inquisitive practice: expanding the scope
The scope of studio teaching that is available in the context of Flanders is limited. 
Therefore, several practices could not be included in this study, such as computation-
al experimentation (parametric design, scripting, augmented reality, etcetera), mak-
ing”-experiments (Fab-labs, robots, etcetera), activist projects (live-projects, leaving 
the studio setting to engage with local communities), or concurrent pedagogies (pro-
fessional practice during formal education, after the model of the Dutch Academies). It 
would be interesting to apply the fourfold philosophical framework that I developed in 
this PhD to thoroughly investigate the nature of these pedagogies, thereby identifying 
the coherence between their ontologies, epistemologies, practices and goals. No doubt 
that such research will provide a fascinating expansion of the concept of inquisitive 
(design) practice.

6.4.2 expanding the timeframe: design teaching after the integration
The fieldwork took place at the eve of the integration of the non-university programmes 
into the university. The analysis of cases thus takes a transversal perspective through 
the landscape of architectural design studios in Flanders at that time. It would be an 
interesting complementation of the study to revisit the cases, a few years after the in-
tegration. Such study would add a longitudinal view and reveal on the one hand the 
impact of the so-called “academisation process”, and on the other hand the impact of 
the actual habitation in the new biotope. This impact can be studied for both the new-
ly integrated architecture programmes, and for the engineer-architect programmes. 
Thereby, the depth that I provided with the philosophical framework allows a more 
fundamental insight in what “academic education” actually means, both as conception 
and as didactic practice. 

6.4.3 variation and diversity in inquisitive studio teaching, instead of 
looking at basic features

This PhD aspired for developing a way of discussing the research foundation of archi-
tectural design education. As a result, I was mainly looking at core features within the 
epistemic culture, and rather identifying foundational common ground, than focus-
sing on variation among approaches. However, the fourfold analytical framework that 
I have developed, as well as the philosophical reference it comprises, allow for iden-
tifying diversity in approaches. Such research could provide a better insight in how 
particularities and variety among studio pedagogies relate to scope and thematic focus 
of the studio, or to particular teachers’ intentions, convictions and beliefs, or to insti-
tutional (or national) policy aims. Such research will allow for enhancing discernment 
and precision regarding the edifying processes that inquisitive practice may aspire for.

Another particularity that is worth further investigation concerns gender. The mul-
tiple-case study indicated a remarkable disproportion in gender balance of teachers, 
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compared to gender balance in student numbers. This is remarkable. Further study 
could both investigate the reasons behind this disproportion, but also try to reveal im-
pact of gender on inquisitive architectural design practice. 

6.4.4 refining and updating the analytical framework to contemporary 
philosophies

In this PhD I tried to avoid the semantic trap of demarcating what is to be understood 
as research and what not. Instead I looked at the fundamental question of how we 
come to know about the world, and how this affects our relationship with the world. 
This is a philosophical question, situated at an overlap of philosophy of science and 
educational philosophy. I found philosophical ground in nineteenth and twentieth 
century philosophy of science and twentieth century educational philosophy. I used 
several concepts of those philosophers as heuristics, which was extremely helpful in 
making me see and grasp. Contemporary educational philosophy as well as philosophy 
of artistic research, convinced me about the importance to reconsider philosophical 
pragmatism and phenomenology as rich ground for expanding the discourse about 
the role and position of scientific research, particularly when it is brought into relation 
with academic higher education. While my philosophical framework was built upon 
the ideation of “founding fathers” of pragmatism (Peirce, Dewey) and phenomenology 
(Heidegger), an update with contemporary pragmatist and phenomenological thinkers 
will refine the understanding. 

6.4.5 embedding the discourse in contemporary architectural theory
Next to this update and refinement, the philosophical framework that I have built up, 
may be expanded with contemporary semiotics – a field that has nourished architec-
tural theory for several decades, but which I did not enter. In this regard, I refer to the 
recently published PhD by Sven Verbruggen “the critical residue: creativity and order 
in architectural design theory 1972-2012” (Verbruggen, 2017), which build bridges be-
tween architectural practice, architectural theory and design studio teaching. It would 
be an interesting endeavor to link his work with mine.

6.4.6 transfer of the concept of edifying inquisitive practice to other 
disciplines

This PhD has studied the belief and complications in the RT-nexus as a prerequisite for 
academic higher education. Thereby, I have focussed on the particular and contested 
case of architectural design education. The outcome of this chapter reveals that nature 
of the research-foundation of teaching in the architectural design studio is not primar-
ily to be found in its connections with formal scientific research conduct at the univer-
sity, but in the inquisitive nature and capacity of teaching-through-design.
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However, the findings of the fieldwork do not limit themselves to the case of the ar-
chitectural design studio. Scholars have argued that the field of the arts and creative 
disciplines – such as architectural design - is kept in view as a remarkable strand to 
reach more distinctive approaches and sensibilities towards the concept of a RT-nexus, 
both as an area to explore, and as an area to borrow from (Trowler, 2013). In this re-
gard, I assume that the findings of this PhD may be inspirational for other disciplines, 
particularly for reconsidering the academic – inquisitive - potentials of practice-based 
pedagogies in professionally oriented disciplines.



Annexes
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ANNEX A  
EAAE Charter on Architectural Research 
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At several points in the PhD I refer to the Charter on Architectural Research, and quote several parts of it. In this 
annex, I provide the reader the full document, and a concise description of the context in which it emerged. At 
that time, I acted as project leader and penholder of a working group. The writing of the charter took place par-
allel to the early steps of this PhD. 

In the first paragraphs below, I cite a text that EAAE has published after the approval of the charter, which de-
scribes genealogy, context, and involved actors. After these paragraphs, the actual text can be found.

Architectural research is rich, important and particular. Architecture is first and foremost a societal mat-
ter, because it shapes the built environment and frames social relations. Therefore, society needs and 
deserves architectural research. However, there is still a long way to go to establish public and academic 
evidence of the value, urge and capacities of architectural research. The Charter on Architectural Re-
search, approved at the EAAE General Assembly in Chania in 2012, is the successful result of a process 
of discussion and debate of a working group of scholars within the EAAE, who shared this concern, and 
were willing to act.

The idea was initiated by Hilde Heynen, who formulated a first version of the Charter in 2009. This result-
ed in the establishment of a Research Committee within EAAE. While Hilde Heynen was coordinating a 
subgroup dedicated to mapping and qualifying periodicals and journals in the broad field of architecture, 
a second subgroup, coordinated by Johan De Walsche, undertook the endeavour of further elaborating 
and rewriting the text in order to arrive at a Charter that could be supported by all those involved. 

Through a series of position papers, e-mail communication, skype sessions and an open wiki-site, an 
intensive and fruitful process of discussion and mutual learning was induced. The material was collec-
tively discussed at meetings, hosted by EAAE workgroup members in Barcelona, Bucharest, Paris, Milan, 
Brussels, Lisbon and Bratislava. About forty scholars were involved, from 19 countries, representing 32 
schools. For the sake of architectural research it was important to finish up with a robust document, but 
it was equally important to notice the momentum which was created, as well as the remarkable com-
mitment of the members of this working group and of the schools they were representing. Dedication 
and open-mindedness were important keys to develop the amazing capacity for collectively conceiving 
and writing down a text, in a gentle and constructive atmosphere, where we and our discussions could 
flourish. 

The Charter on Architectural research is the emanation of an important consensus. Since its approval and 
publication, it takes up its role as a reference document wherever it can support the sake of architectural 
research. The Charter is not intended to be conclusive or prescriptive; instead, it opens up, and suggests 
that the conversation that led to its formulation be continued…

Excerpt from De Walsche, J., & Heynen, H. (2015). EAAE Charter. In K. O. Ellefsen, K. Van Cleempoel, & E. 
Harder (Eds.), Research by Design (pp. 79-84). Hasselt: EAAE. 

The EAAE Charter on Architectural Research is the result of the working group, consisting of*: 

Oya Atalay Franck, ZHAW Winterthur; Melinda Benko, BME, Budapest; Johan De Walsche, Artesis, Antwerp; Adalberto 
del Bo, Politechnico di Milano; Ozgur Dincyurek, EMU, Famagusta; Jorgen Hauberg, Royal Danish Academy of Fine 
Arts, Copenhagen; Aulikki Herneoja, University of Oulu; Julian Keppl, SUT, Bratislava; Susanne Komossa, TUDelft; 
Joao Menezes Sequeira, ULHT Lisbon ; Sophia Meeres, UCD Dublin; Johan Verbeke, Sint-Lucas, Ghent-Brussels; Pieter 
Versteegh, University of Applied Sciences, Fribourg; David Vanderburgh, UCL, Louvain-la-Neuve.

and contributions from*: 

Ruben Alcolea, ETSA, Navarra; Balint Bachmann, University of Pécs; Iuliana Ciotoiu, Spiru Haret, Bucharest; Oswald 
Devisch, PhL , Hasselt; Naciye Doratli, EMU, Famagusta; Catharina Dyrssen, Chalmers, Götenborg; Lorraine Farrelly, 
University of Portsmouth; Esra Fidanoglu, Istanbul Kultur University; Murray Fraser, Westminster, Londen; Andri Ger-
ber, HSLU, Lucerne; Hilde Heynen, KULeuven; Oren Lieberman, AUB, Bournemouth; Francis Nordemann, ENSA Paris 
Belleville; Lucyna Nyka, GUT, Gdansk; Derya Oktay, EMU, Famagusta; Doina Petrescu, SSoA, Sheffield; Ferran Sagar-
ra, ETSA Barcelona; Koenraad Van Cleempoel, PhL, Hasselt; Chris Younès, ENSA la-Villette, Paris ; Zdenek Zavrel, CTU, 
Prague; Magdalena Zmudzinska-Nowak, SUT, Gliwice; 

* institutions represented at the moment of writing the Charter

Johan De Walsche, Hilde Heynen, 25 November 2014
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EAAE_Charter on Architectural Research 
Approved by the EAAE General Assembly, Chania, 03 September 2012

The EAAE Charter on Architectural Research is intended as a reference document for the use of 
universities, architecture schools, research institutions, funding agencies, professional bodies and 
architectural practices that are undertaking architectural research. It specifies the character and 
objectives of architectural research, confirms the variety of valid methodologies and supports the 
development of a vibrant, internationally recognized and well-funded research community. 

architecture as 
a discipline and 
a field of 
knowledge 

Architecture is the discipline devoted to the creation, transformation and interpretation of the built 
environment and the articulation of space at various scales. It involves art, science, design, 
conservation, planning, management, construction and representation, addressing issues of 
ethics, aesthetics, culture and society. The discipline of architecture engages with the cultural, 
socio-economic and environmental conditions affecting our quality of life.  

Architecture is facing challenges of climate change, globalization, urbanization and social 
transformation that necessitate vital research. In parallel, the horizons of architectural 
experimentation are expanding rapidly with the development of new technologies and media. If we 
are to understand, explain, anticipate and influence the consequences of these changes, research 
is essential. Moreover, research is essential for the continued expansion of the discipline’s 
knowledge base, the development of spatial understandings, and the improvement in teaching, 
learning and practice of architecture. 

architectural
research

Architectural research is original investigation undertaken in order to generate knowledge, insights 
and understanding based on competencies, methods and tools proper to the discipline of 
architecture. It has its own particular knowledge base, mode, scope, tactics and strategies. 

research by 
design 

In architecture, design is the essential feature.  Any kind of inquiry in which design is the 
substantial constituent of the research process is referred to as research by design. 

In research by design, the architectural design process forms the pathway through which new 
insights, knowledge, practices or products come into being. It generates critical inquiry through 
design work. Therefore research results are obtained by, and consistent with experience in 
practice. 

connection to 
other disciplines 

Architecture reaches out to and incorporates knowledge of other disciplines. Architectural research 
therefore is fertile for trans- and inter-disciplinary endeavours.   

By embracing aspects of rationality and intuition, objectivity and inter-subjectivity, technique and 
emotion, logic and creativity, architectural research enriches the understanding of the world. 

contexts Architectural research takes place in a broad societal and cultural context, connecting academy, 
practice, and continuing education. A clarification of this position is necessary, stimulating stronger 
links between theoretical and practice-based research and between academic and professional 
arenas. 
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By its nature, architecture also connects to a variety of industries, including the cultural sector, the 
construction sector, the environmental sector, the public, private and social sectors.  Moreover, 
architecture has its own industry which is professional practice.  Much of the most innovative and 
relevant architectural research inevitably emerges from and contributes to this industry of 
professional practice. 

architectural
research and 
education 

In academia and practice, architectural research supports education both directly, through 
research training of future architects, and indirectly, by providing for the continual advancement of 
the discipline.  

Students in architecture are taught at the highest level of academic education. The aim of 
architectural higher education is to develop a research disposition in students. As future architects 
they need to be able to establish basic premises, perform critical analysis, conduct intensive 
research and propose syntheses independently. 

The architectural school as a whole and the design studio in particular are places for research 
practice par excellence.  

output Peer review, communication and international dissemination are crucial and should relate to the 
nature of the research. 

Valid architectural research outputs are as varied as the constantly growing range of research 
approaches. It includes installations, experimental projects, design proposals, models and actual 
buildings as such, in addition to written and graphic research outputs. 

criteria and 
characteristics
for quality  

Architectural research meets the general criteria of originality, significance, and rigour. It produces 
forms of output and discourse proper to disciplinary practice, to make it discussable, 
communicable and useful to peers and others. It is validated through panels of experts who 
collectively cover the range of disciplinary competencies addressed by the work. 

The following characteristics could guide architectural research to a high level of quality and open 
up new horizons: 

- the research is meaningful and relevant for practice, for the discipline, and for society; it 
explores limits and expands them; 

- it contributes to design practice, to the exploration of spatial understanding and/or the 
creative design process; 

- it contributes to knowledge through intellectual work that is characteristic of architecture 
and design practice; 

- the results are consistent with  experience in practice; 
- the research endeavors to make its processes and foundations as clear and explicit as 

possible; 
- method, context, process and results are communicated and submitted to regular peer 

review; they refer to the work of peers; 
- the research explores emotional, intuitive and/or artistic aspects of the domain, it engages 

architectural competences and experience in practice; 
- it creates and exploits trans-disciplinary connections. 

ethics Ethicality requires the researcher to adopt a posture that manifests integrity, tolerance, acceptance 
of difference, and honesty regarding the participants in and the subject of research. Respect for 
existing ethical codes and for the freedom of researchers is fundamental. Architectural research 
must  take into account its direct impact on society and nature 

funding Funding policies need to be structured in accordance with the variety of modes, scope and 
contexts of architectural research. 

To guarantee ethical integrity architectural research must have adequate financing: a variable 
combination of public and private financing, depending on the aims of the research. 

For these reasons besides existing short-term financing, a solid basis is needed for assuring a 
continuity of the research and its long-term quality. 

research and 
practice linked 

The EAAE advocates stronger links between theoretical and practice-based research, and 
therefore between academia and the profession for the establishment of an expanded arena of 
architectural research. 
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illustrations from the fieldwork

Illustrating the ontological perspective 

447 EX01_onto 
direct constitution: building up a city as 
a conglomerate of named things

448 EX02_onto 
direct constitution through the use of 
jargon: components of the architecture 
of the city

448 EX03_onto 
direct constitution through the use of 
jargon: enhancing discernment of materials 

449 EX04_onto 
direct constitution by disclosure of 
historical knowledge 

450 EX 05_onto 
direct constitution through external 
media: movies

451 EX06_onto 
indirect ontological constitution through 
theoretical reference

451 EX07_onto 
indirect ontological constitution by 
promoting a particular stance

452 EX08_onto 
the agency of the site model to impact 
ontological constitution

454 EX09_onto 
the impact of exposure in the studio to 
develop commonality

455 EX10_onto 
the mutual impact of contingency and 
ontological framing

455 EX11_onto 
methodologies for activating the sharing 
of individual ontological frameworks

Illustrating the praxeological perspective 

457 EX01_praxeo 
desk-crit as a typical interactional 
process between student(s)/ artefact(s)/ 
teacher(s)

458 EX02_praxeo 
students having teachers think, stages 
of the process

459 EX03_praxeo 
teachers are amongst the students, not 
above, and negotiating instead of saying 
what is right and wrong.

459 EX04_praxeo 
the teacher actively engaging with the 
student’s drawing

460 EX05_praxeo 
the teacher actively engaging with the 
student’s model

461 EX06_praxeo 
the agency of the central site model

462 EX07_praxeo 
the site model as a common test area

463 EX08_praxeo 
strategies for knowledge sharing during 
the studio process

464 EX09_praxeo 
performative practices at reviews and 
juries: the studio as a stage

465 EX10_praxeo 
scenic qualities of the place, to have the 
insights properly shared

467 EX11_praxeo 
the studio as a versatile arena: from 
loose tables to a lecture setting

468 EX12_praxeo 
different functions of the tables

469 EX13_praxeo 
the studio turned into the final jury 
presentation setting

470 EX14_praxeo 
tacit peer-review: the drawing speaks,  
fellow-students comment with post-its

471 EX15_praxeo 
studio tables turned into panels 
to make an (improvised) exhibition area

472 EX16_praxeo 
studio as a place of making

473 EX17_praxeo 
model making as a practice of testing ideas

474 EX18_praxeo 
time management in the studio: a sequel 
of distinct but connected practices 

475 EX19_praxeo 
time management in the studio: from 
mass production to focused project

476 EX20_praxeo 
tension of complying with prescribed 
deliveries versus actively conceiving 
appropriate outcome to have the 
insights effectively shared



Illustrating the epistemological perspective 

477 EX01_epist 
inquiry provoked by uncertainty about 
which approach to adopt

478 EX02_epist 
inquiry induced by uncertainty due to otherness

479 EX03_epist 
inquiry induced by alienating newness

480 EX04_epist 
uncertainty as a provoking condition 
that facilitates making up your mind

481 EX05_epist 
cunning uncertainty by taming it into 
manageable pieces

482 EX06_epist 
teachers’ awareness about deliberately 
mobilizing non-cognitive processes

482 EX07_epist 
difficulty of allowing creative leaps, in 
contrast with the ability to absorb and handle

482 EX08_epist 
what comes first: thinking or doing?

483 EX09_epist 
teachers conceptualize student work to 
secure a diversity of strong positions in 
the outcome

484 EX10_epist 
insights from the studio, shared with 
involved actors and stakeholders

485 EX11_epist 
insights from the studio, included in PhD 
research of the teachers

486 EX12_epist 
inquiry as a sequel over several years

487 EX13_epist 
a duty as a teacher to share your own 
convictions

487 EX14_epist 
development of personal epistemology  
by being confronted with strong beliefs 
and conviction

488 EX15_epist 
confrontation with strong convictions 
and beliefs, teachers’ perspective

488 EX16_epist 
confrontation with strong convictions 
and beliefs, students’ perspective

Illustrating the teleological perspective 

489 EX01_teleo 
the inquisitive studio: the brief defining 
design as research

490 EX02_teleo 
the inquisitive studio: students 
gradually becoming aware of being part 
of a research project

491 EX03_teleo 
the inquisitive studio: sharing the 
insights with stakeholders and policy makers

492 EX04_teleo 
the studio as research instrument

493 EX05_teleo 
students are challenged to explore their 
personal “mental space”.
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ANNEX B 
illustrations from the fieldwork
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EX01_onto 
direct constitution: 
building up a city as a conglomerate of named things
Studio Venice addresses the challenging issue of providing affordable housing in Venice. The site is 
the monastery and monastery gardens at the back of Palladio’s Il Redentore Church on the Island 
Giudecca. 

In Venice many urban and architectural elements are specific, or have a particular appearance, when 
applied in Venice. In the interview one of the teachers explains:

Er zijn niet veel elementen die geen naam hebben, in Venetië. En studenten gebruiken die ook 
gaandeweg. In het begin kijken ze ernaar op, maar naarmate de studio vordert gebruiken ze 
die ook echt, en zijn niet zonder meer puzzelstukken, omdat ze zo genuanceerd voorkomen in 
andere verschijningsvormen. Het is geen blokkendoos, maar de begrippen worden wel gelan-
ceerd. En de studenten bedienen zich van die begrippen. Maar dat is ook deel van het kader, 
waarbinnen de student werk. (U2A, T2)

After the introductory lecture of the teacher the students indeed look at the city as a conglomerate of 
urban squares, stone quays, palazzos, courtyards, covered passages etcetera. 

Illustrating the ontological perspective 
(see 5.4.2.1.)
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EX02_onto 
direct constitution through the use of jargon: 
components of the architecture of the city
Further enhancing of the discernment took place by developing and refining the jargon, linked to Ve-
netian architecture. The most precise way to refer to them is by using the Italian word. While in the 
initiating stage it were the teachers who were using this Italian vocabulary, gradually the students 
embody the jargon as well. 

After the students came back an international design workshop in Venice, and after having stayed, 
watched, talked and designed in the intensive space of the city of Venice, they did no longer talk about 
the first floor, but about the piano nobile, the accessible quay became the fondamento, a covered pas-
sage became a sottoportego,sottoportico – depending on the appearance - and the square became a 
campo, or a campiello – depending on the size. 

In the interview, the teacher witnesses: 

... en ik vond ook dat vooral na het bezoek aan venetie dit jargon door studenten veel actiever 
werd bespeeld. Misschien ook omdat het die week erg getraind werd, of omdat ze het fysiek 
hadden ervaren, wat het was, een “sottoportego” ...het werden plots componenten die actief 
gehanteerd werden (U2A, T1)

Moreover, the students discovered that the Italian term relates to a specific Venetian appearance, 
which is not fully covered by the generic English terminology - the particular spatial setting of the 
cortile, cannot just be translated by “courtyard”. This development of a refined jargon was thus not 
only a matter of refining the discernment of the student, but even making him/her aware of the close 
connection between language and ontology.

EX03_onto 
direct constitution through the use of jargon: 
enhancing discernment of materials 
The teacher refers to the use of a dense type of impermeable limestone, the so-called pietra d’Istria. 
This stone was usually not plastered nor coated and particularly used for the lower parts of a building 
such as foundation and plinths. From that moment on, the students discern differences that have not 
been seen yet, and connect them with particular features and logics (for instance impermeability, cap-
illarity, density, load bearing capacities). By looking at the plinth they now see that piece of the world 
(the plinth) in terms of capillarity, firmness, texture….but also discover the urban tectonics of Venice 
as a city composed of stone platforms.

Figure 1 the foundations of Venice, made of pietra d’Istria: plinths and “fondamenta”
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EX04_onto 
direct constitution by disclosure of historical knowledge 
The teacher points to the fact that the Redentore Church has a dual face: seen from the side of Venice 
people see the well-known Palladian façade… 

… but seen from the laguna, the church has the contours of a Byzantine mosque (see picture below)

The teacher then explains that this view from the back, was the view for merchants that came from 
the East. He thus points to Venice’s historical position as an interface between the Eastern and the 
Western world of that time. This aspect is significant for the studio, since one of the studio objective 
is to address the issue to give Venice a “face” at the side of the laguna (the “face” of Venice as a city 
is mainly conceived from the Canal Grande and the Bacino, and not from the laguna). The enhanced 
gaze, by including this historical understanding, serving at better understanding Venice’s historical 
and cultural complexity, serves this design objective, and will enrich the final outcomes. 

Figure 2 the church of Il Redentore: the façade designed by Palladio, seen from the Bacino.

Figure 3 view from the back of the Redentore church, as seen from the side of the laguna.
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EX 05_onto 
direct constitution through external media: movies
Students had to look at three movies: Michael Radford’s “Merchant of Venice” (2004, with Al Pacino); 
Stanley Kubrick’s “Eyes wide shut” (1999); and Luchino Visconti’s “Death in Venice” (1971). By means 
of these movies, the piece of the world under study – Venice - is presented as constituted of masks, 
intrigue and atmospheric scenographies.

Figure 4 screen shots from the movies Merchant of Venice (above), Eyes wide shut (below left), and Death in Venice 
(below right)
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EX07_onto 
indirect ontological constitution by promoting a particular stance
The teachers oppose themselves to generic urbanism, and promote Marc Augé’s idea of “l’épaisseur de 
la modernité” : to look at modernity not as reduction, but as a thick accumulated and layered reality.1 
In this studio, architectural design is seen as a practice that is situated within this complexity, aware of 
contradiction and multiplicity, rather than as a process of problem-solving. In this regard, the studio 
teachers object against architectural design as the construction of a (self-reflective) argumentation 
about the process, to which one of the teacher refers as the “anything goes” mentality. Instead of 

“constructing (new) logics in the design as a (new) world”, they promote “reading of logics and layers as 
they exist in the world” and the design as a modification of the existing world. In the interview one of 
the teachers explain this as follows: 

Wel, wij positioneren ons niet in een situatie waarin je zou zeggen “anything goes”. ik denk 
net dat we dat willen vermijden. Het is wél dat we in een generatie zijn, die na dat soort any-
thing goes zitten, die je nog wel had met Liebeskind, Hadid, en misschien nog met MVRDV en-
zovoort…. waar je eigenlijk bijna voor elke methodiek een soort achterliggend argument kon 
vinden. Ik denk dat die generatie is gepasseerd. Wij zijn wél...wij zeggen niet dat er een waar-
heid bestaat - zeker niet - die tijd is al langer gepasseerd. maar dus ook niet dat je “anything 
goes” nog ondersteunt. Ik denk dat dat gedaan is. We zitten op een soort lezen van logica’s 
waar je ingrijpt, waar je translaties mee doet, waar je parallellen in trekt, zelfs lagen herkent, 
gelaagd leest en ontwerpt. (U2A, T2)

1 “Wat ontbreekt in het generic urbanism is wat Augé genoemd heeft, “l’épasseur de la modernité, 
een dikke, geaccumuleerde, gelaagde moderniteit” (translation from the brief by the author).

EX06_onto 
indirect ontological constitution through theoretical reference
Although the teachers emphasize that the final deliverable of the studio is to present a design of a 
concrete building, and not for instance a discourse about architectural or urban concepts, the design 
of a building is nót the only educational objective. The practice of designing, as well as the designed 
artefact, are carriers and occasions for studying issues that transcend the particular designed project. 
One of such central questions to be studied – and one of the reasons why to choose Venice as a site – is 
the paradox that emerge in historical cities that - because of their strong bound with the past - have a 
long history of reluctance against the implementation of modernity, but on the other cannot escape 
the necessity to implement it in order to survive. 

The teachers therefore launch a number of concepts, beliefs, and tenets that are to be criticized 

 – non-lieux (Marc Augé, 1992)
 – generic urbanism (Michael Sorkin, 1992)
 – generic city (Rem Koolhaas, 1995)
 – ideological smoothness (“ideologische gladheid” - Michael Hays, 1995) 

But next to this, they also introduce a number of historical critical movements: 

 – criticality of Team X, Venturi’s notion of complexity, and historicity from Rowe to Le Corbusier’s 
hospital project for Venice. 

 – The students are invited to follow the elective course “The Other Moderns”, the framework of nour-
ishing references – both in terms of topics and oeuvres - is further expanded.

 – These concepts, beliefs and tenets are not presented as alternative ways of looking at reality for 
which students are asked to “critically reconsider them as contributions to contemporary critic and 
action”. 
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EX08_onto 
the agency of the site model to impact ontological constitution
At an early stage of the design process, students built a model of the site. This model is put on the cen-
tral table. The teachers now impose a so-called “loge”-exercise.2 Each group is asked to conceive five 
volumetric proposals. The groups have to focus on a specific part of the site – some on the North side, 
others on the South bank, others on the garden area, etcetera - so that the studio as a whole, provides 
solutions for the entire site - from the quay of the Redentore to the bank of the lagoon. This exercise 
has to be completed by the end of the afternoon. The teachers leave. At the end of the afternoon, the 
teachers reappear, and, by turn, each group puts their foam models in the site-model. Now the teach-
ers start to “read aloud” what they see.

They comment in terms of qualities that arise, and in terms of new opportunities, new vistas that sud-
denly emerge from the model - nót in terms of shortcomings, the review is not a matter of “correction”, 
but of “generating”. The atmosphere is friendly, optimist and constructive. 

2  This type of exercise is a reminiscent of the Beaux-Arts pedagogies: students receive a task which 
they have to accomplish on their own, in a limited time, and in isolation, without leaving the 
room. 

Figure 5 students have generated five different volumetric proposals for different regions of the site – the upper two 
pictures show two proposals for the part besides the Redentore, the picture in the middle show alternative proposals 
for the garden, and the pictures below show proposals for the South bank.
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Figure 6 collectively watching the model: in this case the skyline of the minaret-like towers of the back of the Reden-
tore are multiplied by a new constellation of four slender towers that visually connect the South and the North bank 
of Giudecca, and get into relation with the Redentore skyline. A new vision towards the use and adaptability of the 
notion “skyline” has come into (the ontological constitution of) the studio.

Figure 7 teachers start “reading aloud” what they see in the newly generated spatial constellation
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EX09_onto 
the impact of exposure in the studio to develop commonality
At a certain moment in the studio, one of the groups presented a beautiful rendering, witnessing of 
highly developed atmospheric sensitivity. The photoshop-ed sky was borrowed from a painting by 
Canaletto. This was not only enhancing the atmospheric quality of the drawing, it was also inscribing 
the particular project in the cultural legacy of “painted” Venice. The impact was strong; the fact of 
being shown and seen by the others was irreversible. Canaletto’s sky and atmosphere had entered the 
studio. Attention of the whole studio was expanded to quality of light, shading and texture in represen-
tation of architecture. The enhanced sensitivity, as well as cultural-historic framing through drawing, 
became the new standard.

 

Figure 8 atmospheric discernment, enhanced by renderings of the students. The image above shows a rendering 
of a student project with a generic background of greyish cloudy sky, available in the standard databank of the 
CAD-programme. The images below show renderings of a student who decided to paste the sky of a Canaletto 
painting.
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EX11_onto 
methodologies for activating the sharing 
of individual ontological frameworks
After the implementation of the concepts thickness, substance, darkness and depth, the students are 
asked to “unfold a personally coloured and underpinned documentation landscape”.3 Students show 
the results to each other, structure them by means of a matrix-methodology.4

3 “ontvouwen van een persoonlijk gekleurd en onderbouwd documentatie landschap” – translation 
from the brief by the author.

4  Thierry Lagrange, PhD “Look Here Now. Mapping Design Trajectories, 2013

EX10_onto 
the mutual impact of contingency and ontological framing
A remarkable example of how ontological constitution of studio work can be impacted by contingency, 
and how vice versa the ontological framing of the studio can impact a student’s way of thinking and 
looking, is the following:

One of the students has a strong technical profile and interest, resulting from his previous training 
as an engineer. This might be a bit strange in this studio with its strong emphasis on history, culture 
and architectural theory. Nevertheless, resulting from his gaze, interest and competencies, the student 
concludes to design a sewage treatment plant instead of a building. This responds to Venice’s shortage 
of potable water. Out of environmental concerns, the purification was elaborated as a reed bed treat-
ment, and the plant was conceived as a new artificial island in the lagoon. The evaluation of the design 
proposal however, did not focus on technological aspects, nor on dimensioning or other engineering 
criteria. Instead, it was understood as a contemporary answer which was in line with the historical Ve-
netian logic of disposing “messy” urban function into the lagoon, as has been the case since medieval 
times, for instance with San Michele, the cemetery-island. 

In this example, an apparently technical project was interpreted from its reference to and inscription 
into Venetian history. Moreover, the student’s proposal re-emphasized the historical understanding 
of Venice as part of an archipelago, rather than an isolated micro-world. Inscribed in the ontological 
constitution of the studio – which not so only contains Venice’s functional programmes and typologies, 
but also its image and representations - this project was substantially contributing to the crucial con-
cern of the teachers for conceiving a new and second face of Venice, not only the one from within – the 
Canal Grande and Il Bacino – but one from the outside, the lagoon.

FIgure 9 students sharing and putting together their “personal documentation landscape” by means of a matrix – a 
methodology developed in the PhD of Thierry Lagrange, who for this occasion joined the studio.
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Illustrating the praxeological perspective 
(see 5.4.2.2.)

Figure 10 typical desk crit setting, demonstrating the principle of responsiveness: content of teaching is determined 
by what the student puts on the table (studio U2A (left), studio UA1 .

EX01_praxeo 
desk-crit as a typical interactional process between student(s)/ 
artefact(s)/ teacher(s)



458

Figure 11 artefacts as drivers of deep thinking of the teachers

EX02_praxeo 
students having teachers think, stages of the process
After a student has directed the attention of the teachers and fellow students to she wants them to see 
in the proposed intervention (photo on top), teachers and fellow students start looking and thinking 
deeply (upper middle photo). Then, they engage actively with the model and start to discuss adjust-
ments or alternatives (lower middle photo). But this is not conclusive. At this moment, design solu-
tions are tentative, and provisional - options to be explored further. So even when students have left, 
teachers continue thinking, led by the produced artefacts (drawings, collages, renderings, models) 
(photo below). 
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Figure 12 The teacher actively engages with the proposal of the student and starts drawing (studio UC2B) 

EX03_praxeo 
teachers are amongst the students, not above, and negotiating instead 
of saying what is right and wrong.
Quotes of students, from the focus groups:

S2: Een laboratorium is het beste om het [deze studio, jdw] te omschrijven. Ze [de lesgevers, 
jdw] stonden er meer tussen dan erboven.

S3: Dat is wel aangenaam.

S1: dat is inderdaad nog niet vaak gebeurt, dat begeleiders echt naast u staan en met u 
praten en overleggen over dingen in plaats van te wijzen en te zeggen wat er goed is en wat 
niet. Je voelt dat wel heel hard, het verschil. (excerpt focus group studio U1A)

EX04_praxeo 
the teacher actively engaging with the student’s drawing
The pictures below capture the moment where the teacher himself start interacting with the drawing 
of the student, by commenting the drawing by means of his own drawing, rather than by verbal com-
ments; 
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Figure 13 teacher and student both involved in “close reading” of a model. (studio KS_BA)

Figure 14 teacher actively engaging with the model of a student. (Studio KS_BA)

EX05_praxeo 
the teacher actively engaging with the student’s model
The pictures below shows how a teacher and a student get involved in a “close reading” of a model, 
and how the teacher starts responding to a student’s model by modifying it, through his own model 
making.
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EX06_praxeo 
the agency of the central site model
A particular case of agency is entailed by the typical central site model that appears in most studios 
(not in all): a carefully placed group model, representing the project site. The emphatic presence of the 
huge model dominates the studio space, and acts as a constant reminder to the topic - in Heideggerian 
terms, the “piece of the world under investigation”, the Bezirk (cf previous point). It is with this piece 
of the world that a Bindung is established. It is also this site model that acts as a test area for the stu-
dents’ work in progress. Continuously, students place provisional models of their design proposal in 
this site model, to study the interaction between their proposal and its environment – agency amongst 
the models.

Figure 15 the agency and uniting function of the common site model.
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Figure 16 interaction between the artefacts: the site model remained too abstract, and the foam volumes had to be 
refined in terms of rhythm and scale. The image at the top shows a thin slice of foam in front of the long monastery 
wing, so that the openings in the wall (windows and a gallery) are expressing the rhythm of the building; the picture 
below shows the interaction between the rhythm of a design proposal of a student, and the rhythm of the detailed 
façade.

EX07_praxeo 
the site model as a common test area
When the students have built the huge site-model, the teachers explain that this model does not serve 
for representational goals of the final product only – e.g. to present their own model at the final jury 

– but as a testing-device throughout the design process. This implies that the model has to contain 
those elements that will interact with the design proposals that are put in this site-model. If the “tests” 
to be done are all situated at the level of volumetric evaluation, the volumes of the buildings can 
remain in white foam. But, as the tests become more refined, and for instance also relate to “rhythm”, 
the volumes of the site model needs refinement too. 

Apparently, the actual state of the model did not allow for the right interaction with the design propos-
als, and the teachers now start giving comments on the site-model. In order to properly act as a testing 
device, some ameliorations have to be done, e.g. the geometrical axes of the monastery garden have 
to be more pronounced, to allow for evaluating features as scale and rhythm, and the building at the 
perimeter of the garden need more expression of scale and rhythm and well. In terms of ontological 
constitution, it means that “scale and rhythm” enter the studio as well as the mind and head of the 
student – it becomes a “feature of the Bezirk”, and student models’ respond rigourously to these fea-
tures of the things-in-themselves.
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DESIGN TEAM 9

DESIGN TEAM 7

9

5 Studio Methodology:

The entire studio process will happen in design teams of 3 people each. These teams are to be decided at the 
very beginning, and are not expected to change over the course of the semester.

in a nutshell:
In the first phase (a), all teams will be equally distributed over 4 Theme Groups where the opportunities of 4 
dinstinct design positions / themes / concepts will be explored, tested and pushed to the extreme. They organise 
the amount of information allready available, interpret it, and continue the research where it is incomplete.
All teams within one group should share the workload as such that they function complementary and not compete-
ing. Towards the end of the first stage, all 4 groups will present their conclusions as a comprehensive presentation 
to the rest of the studio.
We expect these presentations might inform and possibly alter the direction of some teams. 
As we move into the second stage (b), every team has the possibility to realign its focus to one of the other 
themes, or a mix between 2 or more themes or, possibly, proceed on an entirely different track that wasn’t stated 
as one of the 4 initial themes...
By the end of the second stage, all teams are expected to pin-point their own vision for the site. 

Stage 1 and Stage 2 are part of the Concept process, which will be presented at the mid review. At this point, the 
major ideas for the site should be clear, and are unlikely to change in the elaboration towards the end.

The third stage (c) aims to test particular strategic projects within the site, or outside the site boundary in case 
they are key to the concept. The idea is to have more than one project per team, which allows students to tem-
porarily work on a more individual basis. It is also expected that different focusses will raise different questions, 
which might boast the discussion internally.
The fourth stage (d) is the sythesis. All design teams elaborate their concept towards a masterplan, a framework 
for growth and transformation, that takes on board any new issues that came up in the mid review and/or the 
testing of the strategic projects.

The aim is not necessarily to deliver a conventional masterplan that ticks all boxes, but to develop a provocative 
piece of design research, taking a clear position, articulating a clear concept. The aim is to design a framework 
for change with rules where we need control, and freedom where we can allow for interpretation, creativity or 
surprise. It will be impossible to cover and tackle the full complexity of the site and its future transformation, but 
let us aim to rethink the site, and reconsider the plan as tabled today, under the form of “alternatives”, perhaps 
surpising, perhaps even crazy, or maybe even more sensible than what is proposed... 
The feasibility of the plan is not only based on commercial grounds for the delivering of the project. It relies as 
much on a consistent response to the assets and constraints of the site: a concept for the site in particular.

in more detail: see following pages

Figure 17 excerpt from the studio brief “STUDIO URBAN TISSUE / URBAN DESIGN: Strategic transformation on an 
urban block”, p.8

EX08_praxeo 
strategies for knowledge sharing during the studio process
At a certain point in the studio semester, produced knowledge, experience, and design are shared, 
organized, revised, and passed on within the community of the design studio across years, across stu-
dents groups and across students. 
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EX09_praxeo 
performative practices at reviews and juries: the studio as a stage
At reviews and final jury presentations, the studio functions as a stage, and the presentation of the 
architectural design proposal becomes a case of performing culture. There is a frontstage and a back-
stage. The frontstage typically consists of a screen for projection, display surfaces for drawings and 
other graphic material, and tables for exhibiting the model, with the jury members and the fellow 
students as audience. In the backstage models are stocked prepared, students are repairing the small 
damage resulting from the transport, and rehearse their oral presentation. Students with flushed faces, 
who just returned from their jury presentation, debrief the others.

Figure 18 The studio as a stage for performance. Top left: the setting is prepared: chairs for the audience, the site 
model in front stage, exhibition space at the entrance. Top right: student rehearsing her presentation at backstage. 
Middle left: all models are collected back stage. Students are repairing, preparing, and encouraging each other. 
Middle right: backstage: transit zone, where students arrive, models and plans are unpacked. Bottom left: students 
are in full concentrating, preparing themselves for presenation. Bottom right: students performing their presenta-
tion.
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EX10_praxeo 
scenic qualities of the place, to have the insights properly shared
Exhibiting is a central technique in sharing architectural insights. Students take care of the way how 
their work is presented. Sometimes a specific location is preferred over the studio setting, to provide 
the right atmosphere. Lighting is carefully managed, and exhibition surface is thoughtfully articulated, 
even when students have to improvise how to organize the “exhibition area”....

Figure 19 The students of studio Venice decided to break out their regular atelier, to have their final jury presenta-
tion in a much more scenic environment of the former university laboratory (currently, this room is turned into the 
faculty’s library). The presentations took place in smaller office rooms, so that each project “took residence” in a 
separate and scenic room, to be reached through an enfilade of other rooms and corridors.
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Exhibition surface is thoughtfully articulated, even when students have to improvise how to construct 
display surface.

This however, is not always the case. A contrasting example is found for jury presentations that just 
exhibit their work in a normal classroom. 

These contrasting examples reflect differences in rigor and precision-regarding the moment of sharing 
insights, and the importance that students (and teachers) pay to this moment of dissemination.

Figure 21 jury presentation in an ordinary classroom. Frontstage consists of drawings stuck on the blackboard. 
Backstage is situated in the same room, just at the other side. Fellow students are not engaged in the presentation, 
but just preparing their own presentation. (studio U2B)

Figure 20 improvised, but carefully managed display surface at the final jury presentation (studio U2A)
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EX11_praxeo 
the studio as a versatile arena: from loose tables to a lecture setting
A same room of a design studio transforms from a disperse landscape of loosely sprawled tables, over 
a lecture setting, to a stage for the performance of a jury presentation. The pictures also demonstrate 
both the precision of the arrangement – for instance for a jury presentation - as well as the inventive-
ness how to reach it – for instance the display wall built up from tacked tables.

Figure 22 turnover of a studio space from a disperse landscape of loosely sprawled tables into a setting for lecturing. 
(studio U1A)
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Figure 23 students discussing among each other at a table, their common project. At that moment, this table is the 
“office” where the project is developed.(studio U1A) 

Figure 24 table configuration during desk crit 2:4. Two teachers meet a group of four students, who are jointly work-
ing on one project, and comment and discuss, together, the work that they have put on the table. The table becomes 
an anatomic teaching device: what is put on it becomes subject of dissection and scrutiny. Notice that the teachers 
are not sitting next to each other, nor in front of the students, but next to the students, and in front of each other. 
(studio U1A)

EX12_praxeo 
different functions of the tables
Tables serve as desks for individual work, collective work among students in case of groupwork, but 
also as meeting points with the teachers, where feedback takes place.
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Figure 25 the same studio space turns into a stage for final jury presentation. The upper picture shows the turnover, 
including the construction of the improvised front display, made by stacking tables upon each other. Notice the rich-
ness of the setting, comprising a projection corner with beamer (where the studio teachers have given a general intro-
duction for the external jury members), a frontal vertical plane to display the plans, a frontal table, containing the site 
model, and acting as a display for the individual models, a side table providing an overview of the different projects 
of the studio (the black panels that can be seen at the top picture). The picture below shows the performance at the 
actual presentation for the jury (front row) and the fellow students and teachers (back rows).(studio U1A)

EX13_praxeo 
the studio turned into the final jury presentation setting
The same floor that acted as a workplace, or a lecture room is prepared for jury presentations, com-
prising a stage, backstage, side stage, audience, and exhibition space. 
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Figure 26 indirect interaction: peer review through post-it comments. Students have to expose their work through 
plans and models. Without oral presentation or verbal clarifications, these plans and models have to speak for 
themselves; fellow-students are a asked to study the exhibited design proposals of the others and comment, criti-
cize, make suggestions by means of annotations on post-its.

EX14_praxeo 
tacit peer-review: the drawing speaks,  
fellow-students comment with post-its
Studio teaching does not only rely upon interpersonal spoken communication. In the architectural 
design studio, also intensive communication exist with non-human actors,5 such as drawing, models, 
posters. In a desk-crit the role of the artefact is to take part in the triadic conversation - teacher/draw-
ing/student - so genuinely described by Schön. But in contrast, in a review “on display”, there is no con-
versation. The pictures below show such a review on display. Students expose their projects through 
plans and models on tables and panels, and consequently are commenting each other’s projects by 
means of comments that are written on post-its and stuck to the plans. There is no oral explanation 
by the author, the graphic material on display, has to communicate through its own visual rhetoric. In 
such cases, it is the fellow student or the teacher who has to “read” the exposed drawings and models, 
and, relying on the visual rhetoric of the drawings, and the physical evidence of the material, make up 
his/her mind, and formulate a written critique. 

5  With the term “non-human” actors, I refer to Actor-Network Theory (ANT) jargon. An interesting 
reading of studio practices through an ANT approach can be found in Mewburn (2012).
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Figure 27 studio space is turned into exhibition area; tables are turned aside to become displays.

EX15_praxeo 
studio tables turned into panels 
to make an (improvised) exhibition area
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EX16_praxeo 
studio as a place of making
The pictures below show the room of studio Venice at a moment half way the semester and a sketch 
of the ground floor of this studio, indicating how many functions it hosts simultaneously. The central 
table with the site model is situated in the upper left corner. Foam cutters are found at the worktop 
of the window wall, and on a side table at the opposite side. Moreover, this room is a passage room: 
studios and academics from different years and studios have to cross the full length of the room, giving 
way to all kind of unplanned interactions, and unexpected reactions.

Figure 28 studio Venice: the design studio as a workplace – a space of making

Figure 29 sketch of the spatial setting of the same studio during a particular moment in studio teaching halfway the 
semester: it is a hybrid place of making, designing, showcasing, testing and discussing.
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Figure 30 students are making. Models are not representations of earlier conceived architecture. Instead, they carry 
thought of the inquisitive student, and bring thoughts into such a shape that they become “testable”. (studio UC1A) 

EX17_praxeo 
model making as a practice of testing ideas
It is a stubborn misconception that models serve for representation of a final project. In the picture be-
low, the students do not make the models as spatial representations of designs that have earlier been 
drawn on paper; in contrast, they directly design through the making of models. It is through making, 
and by getting involved in the practice of making, that new ideas come into shape, in order to be “test-
ed”. Students make models to make there provisional thoughts testable. They readjust models, based 
upon their evaluation of what they see on photos that have been taken from that model (the “test”). 
Both the thinking about the argument (about what is to be shown), as the argument and its evidence 
(does the model show what I wanted to show?) remain in the model, are embodied by the model (- in 
this studio, plans were drawn after the model was thoroughly tested, adjusted, refined, and finished).
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EX18_praxeo 
time management in the studio: a sequel of distinct but connected 
practices 
In most studios the process is predefined in terms of several stages, describing a sequel of distinct 
practices that the student will pass through. The content of each stage may largely differ, as well as the 
function that these stages have in the process of coming to know. 

Studio U1A distinguishes between the following four stages + an end: 

DESIGN STAGE A: “INFORMING - EXPLORING” - 3 weeks;  
DESIGN STAGE B: “TRANSFORMING” - 3 weeks;  
DESIGN STAGE C: “TESTING” - 3 weeks;  
DESIGN STAGE D: “PERFORMING” - 4 weeks 
Final presentation 
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Figure 31 Example of time planning of studio teaching in a sophisticated chart. The horizontal axis indicates the 
length of a semester (14 weeks); the vertical axis is representing the structure of a day into 6 time slots (LT=“Lestijd”). 
The semester consists of two “phases”, each of them directed towards a certain finality, and each of them marked 
with a particular milestone – a “checkpoint” halfway, and an “exhibition” at the end. The chart also indicates some 
more crucial moments and processes, such as “kick-start”, “mass production”, “observation”, “mutation”.
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EX19_praxeo 
time management in the studio: from mass production to focused 
project
Studio UC3bA distinguishes only between two stages + and end: 

 – “explorative mass production”
 – “project” 
 – “exhibition”

The scheme that the studio teachers have developed as a guiding time frame is shown in the chart 
below.
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EX20_praxeo 
tension of complying with prescribed deliveries versus actively 
conceiving appropriate outcome to have the insights effectively shared
In studio UC3bA, from about half the semester on the students became anxious about what could be 
the final product to convince the jury, as it was left completely open by the studio teachers. As a result, 
in this studio there was a constant discussion about coherence between the nature of the insights that 
were to be shared, and the medium that was most appropriate to share them. The final jury consisted 
of a diversity of outcomes ranging from drawn plans and sections, over film to multimedia installations.

In the focus group of studio UC2B, students complained about the fact that they had to operate in an 
educational context of total care, and strictly determined outcome at each stage. They indicated that 
in this way they never had to think about methodology, since it was pre-thought for them, and that 
they never had to decide about the nature of the outcome, since also this was pre-specified for them. 
The presentations at the final jury consisted of a flawlessly coherent set of similar documents for each 
group. 
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Illustrating the epistemological perspective 
(see 5.4.2.3.)

EX01_epist 
inquiry provoked by uncertainty about which approach to adopt
A teacher explains that at master level, one intention is to always confront students with real prob-
lems, but that not all “real problems” contain the desired educational capacity that he is looking for. 
So, within the scope of “available” urban and architectural “real problems”, he looks for cases that 
provoke further inquiry (as explained in previous point) : 

De tweede intentie, het tweede aspect, het tweede niveau van deze oefening, was dat ik een 
plek wou waar studenten geconfronteerd worden met een gelaagdheid die hen verplicht om 
voorbij de generische oplossingen te moeten denken; waarbij ze zich verplicht voelen om verd-
er te gaan zoeken; waarbij ze niet de generieke schema’s kunnen inzetten. En dus ja, Venetië 
is alleen al door zijn fysieke gesteldheid, water, die ondergrond, maar ook de hele historische 
context, een stad waar je niet zomaar om het even wat als ontwerpmiddel inzet. Je moet je 
altijd op een of andere manier, verhouden, veel sterker nog dan op een andere plek, tot de 
tradities van die plek, zowel op bouwtechnisch vlak als op cultureel vlak. (U2A, T1 )
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EX02_epist 
inquiry induced by uncertainty due to otherness

Dat maakt het ook interessant, dat je niet in het Gentse zit, of niet in de Belgische context, wat 
ook maakt dat je alle formules opnieuw moet bedenken. Er is geen algoritme dat je gewoon 
toepast, en een beetje verandert. Eigenlijk moet je heel uw fundament terug herdenken. Dat 
neemt meteen ook een drempel weg, dat je ook dúrft te doen, enerzijds, en anderzijds dat je 
ook net niet durft te doen, omdat je u niet zeker voelt, hé. Dat vind ik het mooie daaraan. […] 
En dat is dus eigenlijk ook een soort evaluatiecriterium heel de tijd door. is die complexiteit 
aanwezig, is die gelaagdheid aanwezig... en kan je die bespelen. (U2A, T2)
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Figure 32 image produced by the teacher to induce the concept that a constellation of canonical building may also 
fulfill a function as (Olympic) stadium.

EX03_epist 
inquiry induced by alienating newness
excerpt from the studio brief: 

Peter Eisenman suggests to the mayor of Istanbul to built a series of stadia financed by the 
government, as they are trying to get the commission to organize the European Champion-
ship 2008 for soccer. This would be one way to get to the Arab streets. A stadium would be 
a place where these people can have an expression, can let forth their energy and anxiet-
ies. We could begin to socialize this fundamentalist fervent and compete with it... A stadium 
not so much to watch a game of soccer but a place for an acculturation of the Arab streets. 
The studio hypothesis is how universal types of building could also form or contribute to form 
Olympic facility (i.e. the stadium) and therefore exists after and in parallel to the sport venue. 
(studio UC1A)
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EX04_epist 
uncertainty as a provoking condition 
that facilitates making up your mind

Er zijn een paar studenten die daarmee ook gesukkeld hebben, hé, die eigenlijk niet meer 
WOUDEN ontwerpen, of niet meer KONDen ontwerpen, en anderen die daarin net hun kracht 
zagen om niet het soort totaalcontrole te willen zoeken, maar eigenlijk aan een aantal regis-
ters trekken. Ik denk dan aan het ontwerp van studenten L. en A. - die eigenlijk zelfs die dwin-
gende situatie als een soort opportuniteit zien, om daarin op te groeien. Dat vond ik goede 
uitkomst. Zo’n studio waar u misschien op het eerste zicht denkt, ja hoe kan ik hier eigenlijk 
moderniteit of een moderne taal vinden binnen dit soort context. Dat vond ik een goede uit-
komst, ja. (U2A, T2).
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EX05_epist 
cunning uncertainty by taming it into manageable pieces
Studio UC1A explores how universal types of building could also form or contribute to form Olympic 
facility (i.e. the stadium) and therefore exists after and in parallel to the sport venue.6 The studio starts 
by “grasping” the (architectural) world, through analysing canonical buildings. Six typologies were 
presented, and 26 reference buildings. The analysis consisted of circulation schemes, plan analysis 
diagrams, and diagrams of relative share of dedicated functional space.

The goal is to identify and understand the agency of the main elements that define a certain typolo-
gy. In this case, it is not the teacher who provides the ontological constitution, but the students. The 
students however, have to generate this material by applying a strict protocol for analysis, leading to 
diagrammatic presentation. In this approach, the “piece of the world under study” consists of shape 
and function. Architecture is a spatial articulation that is composed of a stacking of stairs, corridors, 
masses and voids.

6  Excerpt from the studio brief

Figure 33 overview of diagrammes that constitute the start of the studio “Generative Typologies”
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EX06_epist 
teachers’ awareness  
about deliberately mobilizing non-cognitive processes

 Ja, in deze opdracht was het voor ons van meet af aan duidelijk dat we niet via een cognitief 
proces tot de productie van dit werk konden komen. Dat het een zeer individueel en subjec-
tief proces is, en dat het als dusdanig geïntroduceerd wordt ook. En die twee films zijn heel 
duidelijk subjectieve camera’s , die op een totaal eigen individuele manier naar de wereld 
kijken, en daar een coherent wereldbeeld van maken, als geheel. (UC3b, T1)

EX07_epist 
difficulty of allowing creative leaps, in contrast with the ability to 
absorb and handle

Die studenten zijn wel ongelooflijke sponsen. Die kunnen ongelooflijk veel opnemen. dat 
hebben ze wel geleerd. Dat kunnen ze wel. Dat is iets dat is wel iets wat je... als je naar een 
academische achtergrond vraagt, denk ik dat eigenlijk het belangrijkste verschil nog zit - niet 
zozeer in hoe wij het aanpakken ten opzichte van iemand aan de architectuurschool buiten de 
universiteit - maar wél dat de studenten een soort van opleiding hebben waarin ze in staat zijn 
om op zéér korte tijd zéér veel gegevens te verwerken, te absorberen. Of ze daar dan in slagen 
om daar creatief... allé om dat meteen in te zetten, dat is dan nog de vraag, maar ze kunnen 
wél héél veel opnemen. (U2A,T1)

EX08_epist 
what comes first: thinking or doing?

Wat wij bijvoorbeeld in deze studio enorm hard oefenen is dat je wel argumenten moet heb-
ben voor uw dingen. Dat blijkt ook van onze studenten die op Erasmus gaan. Dan zeggen ze 
ons letterlijk dat onze studenten strategisch enorm sterk zijn. Ze weten wat ze willen en ze 
weten wat ze aan het doen zijn en waar ze naartoe willen. Maar als ze dan moeten beginnen 
ontwerpen dan blokkeren ze soms. […] Soms kan je veel beter je verstand eventjes op nul 
zetten en doen en vanuit het doen leren. Dat doen ze bij ons wat te weinig. Ik denk dat we 
dat niet zo goed aanmoedigen, ik denk dat we dat beter kunnen aanmoedigen. Ontwerpen 
is niet altijd eerst nadenken wat we gaan doen en het dan doen. Eerst doen en dan evalueren 
of bijsturen, dit komt wat weinig aan bod. Met die oefening hebben we echt geprobeerd om 
geen analyse eerst te maken, om te zeggen dat ze moesten beginnen ontwerpen. Je weet van 
niets, maar begin eraan. Zegt wat je eerste gevoel is. Je komt op de site, wat zou je willen 
doen? (U1A, T1)
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EX09_epist 
teachers conceptualize student work to secure a diversity of strong 
positions in the outcome
During the semester, as the assignment was unfolding, the teachers actively monitored the evolution 
of the process of inquiry, and vividly responded to intermediate results and tentative formulations of 
insights. The studio process was structured as a predefined sequel of four practices: 

 – A-informing-exploring; 
 – B-transforming; 
 – C-testing; 
 – D-performing. 

Based upon the findings of the studio that they had ran on the same urban the previous year, the 
teachers had conceptualized four themes, to be tackled through design strategies: 

 – theme 1: “no man’s land – one man’s land”; the opportunity in the ownership
 – theme 2: “intelligent ruins”; the opportunity in the existing
 – theme 3: “the wettest land, the wetland” (the opportunity in the void)
 – theme 4: “the destination” (the opportunity in the location). 

The teachers aim to have the themes explored in the course of the timespan of the semester. To have 
this done, they actively manage flows of knowledge and insights, based on a well-thought preset con-
figuration of knowledge exchange between persons in group work and between groups. This process 
was presented to the students in the scheme below (see also EX08_PRAXEO). 

As one can notice, the community structure was pre-defined (groups consisting of three students, fixed 
key-dates of formalized knowledge exchange), but prepared for evolution as well: groups can shift to 
another them, taking advantage of the common knowledge and the shared insights within the “studio 
community”; moreover, the structure provided in an expansion and refinement of the themes, as the 
insights would develop. 

Indeed, at about half of the semester, the teachers at their turn prepared a presentation to the stu-
dents (the other way round as usual), in which they were highlighting for each project, anonymously, 
and as if they were presenting design proposals to clients or local authorities, its qualities, strengths 
and conceptual headlines. Finally, being started from four themes, defined upon the results of a previ-
ous studio dedicated to this issue (the importance of an “agenda” to be able to introduce “researcher-
ly” notions) they teachers rearranged and thematized the 11 final proposals into four new thematic 
approaches: 

 – A. new housing – for whom?; 
 – B: incremental transformation – acknowledge, enhance, celebrate; 
 – C: public space as a structure – catalyst – controller; 
 – D: the valley. 

Together with this reconceptualizatioin, one of the subtitles was adapted: “the opportunity of the loca-
tion” was changed into “the opportunity of the public realm”. 

Students were amazed to notice that apparently their work was so interesting and momentuous that 
the teachers took there time to further conceptual their work.
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Figure 34 image and extract of the booklet, edited by the studio teachers, and providing a commented overview 
of the outcome of the two-year running design research, conducted for that particular urban site. The booklet is 
intended for involved actors and stakeholders in the development of that site. (studio U1A).

EX10_epist 
insights from the studio,  
shared with involved actors and stakeholders
The teachers edited the final outcomes of the studio work in a booklet, to be disseminated among 
the actors and stakeholders that are involved in the development of that particular urban site. The 
next step in disseminating the studio outcome consists of a public presentation and an exhibition (see 
EX03_teleo).
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Figure 35 A publication made by the teacher after finishing the studio assignment, containing reflections upon the 
assignment, upon the outcome, and upon how these relate to ongoing own PhD research. Eventually, the studio 
work became part of the PhD dissertation of the teacher under the title “field experiments”.

EX11_epist 
insights from the studio,  
included in PhD research of the teachers
One studio is run by a PhD candidate. He includes studio work as a particular type of experimentation, 
exploration, and evaluation of design hypothesis. Eventually in his PhD dissertation, the studio work 
is included as part of a particular chapter entitled “field experiments” – an interesting research ap-
proach, in between case study research, fieldwork and laboratory experimentation.
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Figure 36 The six projects that where the outcome of the first year of inquiry, was included in the studio brief of the 
second year. The studio inquiry is a quest that reaches beyond a particular cohort of students.

Figure 37 at the end of the second year, the teacher added eleven projects, as further elaboration of the six concepts 
of the first year’s study.
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EX12_epist 
inquiry as a sequel over several years
Some studios set out an agenda for inquiry over a few years. In the case of studio U1A, the fieldwork 
took place in the second and final year that a particular urban site was investigated. The first year 
(2010-2011) was considered as an explorative inquiry, with a focus on analyzing the site, and generat-
ing possible concepts for taking into consideration into further design research. The students of the 
second year (2011-2012) received the final outcomes of the previous group, had the task to study, un-
derstand and evaluate the results and continue the work.
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EX13_epist 
a duty as a teacher to share your own convictions

Ja, ik vind dat dat kan. Sterk over mijn eigen overtuigingen spreken. En mijn ervaring is dat, 
als ik echt héél concreet wordt, en over het werk van een bepaalde architect zwaar begin door 
te bomen, omdat iemand daar dan toevallig aanleiding toe heeft gegeven, dat juist dat de 
stilste momenten zijn in mijn colleges, en de momenten waarop dat iedereen zit te kijken, en 
te luisteren en te noteren, en waarvan ze daarna dan zeggen “dat was nu ne keer interessant”. 
Ik vind het té vrijblijvend om het niet te doen. Ik vind het misdadig, zondig, om 14 weken bes-
chikbaar te hebben voor een groep jonge mensen, en dan te zeggen “zoek het zelf maar uit”. 
Dat is geen onderwijs meer. (UC3bB, T1)

Ik ben het wel eens met de uitspraak Ik geloof wel dat je zelf een sterke visie moet hebben, 
maar ik geloof niet in otnwerponderwijs waarbij dat je uw atelier onderwerpt aan uw eigen 
visie, waarbij je de studetnen onderwerpt aan uw denkwijze. ik denk dat je voroal studenten 
moet stimuleren om hun eigen denkwijze te ontwikkelen. Maar wel een denkwijze die conse-
quent en oprecht is. Dus ik ga niet mijn studenten dwingen om op mijn manier te ontwerpen, 
en om mijn visies over te nemen. Ik ga ze wel delen met mijn studenten, en als ik iets vind ga ik 
het zeggen, maar ik ga vragen om mij te antwoorden. (U2B, T2)

EX14_epist 
development of personal epistemology  
by being confronted with strong beliefs and conviction

Het moet voor studenten duidelijk zijn waar je voor staat. Maar dat hoeft niet noodzakelijk 
een architectuurstijl, of een eigen signatuur te zijn. Maar wel een soort HOUDING waar je voor 
staat. Ik denk dat dat heel duidelijk moet zijn. Ik heb ook altijd geinsisteerd dat assistenten, 
nu heb ik er maar 1, David, waarbij ik ook altijd gepushed heb dat zij zich zouden uitspreken 
waarom zij bepaalde projecten gemaakt hebben.D at vind ik heel belangrijk dat studenten 
dat weten. Maar NIET opdat zij exact hetzelfde zouden doen. Dat heb je wel vaker in Italie. 
Die schoolvorming. Je weet wel, mensen die bij Grassi hun opleiding hebben gevolgd, en dan 
allemaal een beetje Grassianen worden. En met alle respect die ik heb voor Grassi, die ik een 
groot architectu vind, die een heel duidelijk traject gedaan heeft, enzovoort. is het niet altijd zo 
dat het het beste resultaten geeft als je dat soort slaafs, en ja het wordt een beetje esotherisch 
op den duur, zo de groep..... in die zin ben ik het er niet mee eens. Maar wel dat je duidelijk 
standpunt ten opzichte van de student moet tonen, waar je voor staat. Maar dat hoeft niet een 
formeel eigen systeem te zijn. Het kan ook zijn dat.... de dingen veel meer open zijn. Voor mij is 
dat: de complexiteit met de moderniteit. (U2A, T1)

lesgeven is een kader aanbieden. als je niet aanbiedt heb je geen onderwijs. Eigenlijk zit mijn 
visie vooral in een intentie om ‘visie” aan bod te laten komen in een ontwerpdiscussie. en 
vooral hen stimuleren om erop te reageren, als je dan uw egigen visie inbrengt. niet alleen 
maar ze ondergaan, maar erop reageren. In dialoog gaan. […] want dat is een ander me-
canisme denk ik: niet alleen aanbieden, maar in confrontatie gaan, en dialoog. Dat je op die 
manier ‘lagen’ aanreikt, door uw eigen visie, waar de studenten dan ook tpe genoodzaakt 
worden om erop te moeten reageren, maar die ze misschien zelf niet expliciet zouden over 
zijn. (U2B, T2)
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EX15_epist 
confrontation with strong convictions and beliefs,  
teachers’ perspective

In dat opzicht is het ook wel belangrijk dat studenten dan een aantal sterke visies over archi-
tectuur ontmoeten tijdens hun studies. Dat ze wel een halfjaar bij iemand les kunnen krijgen. 
Een half jaar masterclass. om dan een half jaar masterclass te kunnen krijgen bij iemand die 
misschien totaal het tegenovergestelde beweert... omdat dat voor hen de mogelijkheid in-
houdt om hun eigen positie te kunnen beginnen bepalen tegenover al die ego’s die daarrond 
staan. “en waar sta ik dan.” en waarom”. Het is weer een beetje het verhaal van de context. 

“waarom zijn dat dan mijn meesters”? omdat dat is wat terugkomt in mijn eigen werk. En als 
dat kan op het niveau van een doctoraat denk ik dat het ook op die manier moet kunnen op 
niveau van een master. (UC3bB, T1)

Een eigen visie ja… ja ik denk dat het kan bijdragen om de studenten te motiveren en te laten 
zien. Maar ik denk net zoals met Eisenman, denk dat het alleen werkt als de student voldo-
ende kan rondshoppen he. als die supermarkt alleen pindakaas verkoopt dan… (UC1B, T4)

EX16_epist 
confrontation with strong convictions and beliefs,  
students’ perspective

Het is precies of ge hebt die veelheid nodig. misschien mag een opleiding ook niet uniform 
zijn daarin. En is het net goed dat ge zo het een jaar een soort ene benadering hebt, en het 
ander jaar een andere omdat je anders... kan je niet kritisch staan ten opzichte van het soort 
kennis dat op u los gelaten wordt. Dus in zin vind ik het dan bijvorobeeld wel interessant dat 
we MIlaan ... ik zou dat geen vijf jaar lang moeten hebben. maar zo één semester waarin er 
iemand u dwingt binnen een bepaald kader te denken... en ..uiteindelijk...als ge ontwerpen 
zet ge daar toch uiteindelijk nog altijd uw eigen hadn wel in... (U2A, Student)
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Illustrating the teleological perspective 
(see 5.4.2.4.)

EX01_teleo 
the inquisitive studio 
the brief defining design as research
The brief of studio U1A explains that it is the goal of the studio 

“to develop concrete strategies and a spatial model for the transformation of a comprehensible 
piece of urban tissue”. 

This quote points to normal design practice. However, a bit further, the brief states: 

“This studio aims to research through design, using design to question, to test, and provoke. It 
is not to give solutions, but to explore possibilities”.
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EX02_teleo 
the inquisitive studio 
students gradually becoming aware of being part of a research project

S8: Het zijn niet meer echt begeleiders, maar ze sturen u echt. Ze maken echt een compositie 
van het geheel, van alle groepen.

S2: Een laboratorium is het beste om het te omschrijven. 
[…]  
S3: In het begin voelde we het alleen maar door dat pushen in een bepaalde richting. Ze heb-
ben dat ook wel eens gezegd. Ze wilden heel bewust veel diverse projecten te bekomen en in 
dat opzicht voel je ook wel een beetje dat het ging om dat proberen uit te werken. 
[…] 
S4: Wat ik ook vond, in het midden van het semester, wat ze toen vooral deden was blijven 
duidelijk formuleren wat je ideeën waren, omdat je die soms verloren was. 
S1: Ja, omdat je met alles wilde rekening houden. Je zag het heel realistisch alsof het moest 
uitgevoerd worden, terwijl dat dit totaal niet de bedoeling is. Dat hielp dan wel echt. 
[…] 
S1: En uiteindelijk was het dan één grote conclusie die we gaven met allemaal deelaspecten.
[…] Op het einde was het wel heel goed zichtbaar dat ze dat gedaan hadden. Naar het einde 
toe werd het heel duidelijk.S2: In het begin niet echt maar… 
(excerpt from the transcript of the focus group)
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EX03_teleo 
the inquisitive studio 
sharing the insights with stakeholders and policy makers
The results of the studio are shared with an audience of stakeholders and policy makers. They are in-
vited to an exhibition and discussion session (top). The studio teacher, who is a practitioner architect 
and urban designer himself, presents and comments the studio outcome to the audience (middle). 
Students explain the concepts and insights that have emerged from their design research to the audi-
ence of actors and stakeholders (bottom).

Figure 38 the studio results are shared with an audience of stakeholders and policy makers (studio U1A)
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Figure 39 suio UC1A, picture from the studio brief

 

 

Topic subject of teaching - main focus for the students: 

 

Universal types of building that make the Olympic village (stadium is excluded). 

1. Elaboration of the vocabulary about an architectural canon: forms, shapes, 
elements, materials, typologies, model... Emphasizing a critical thinking 

about the restraints of universal typologies, universal values, tradition and 

modern life. 

2. Design methods / -techniques to design a middle or large size building and its 
surroundings. The activating role or influence this kind of building has on 

the city obligates the designer to take a position on how the context should 

develop.  

3. Techniques of (re)presentation. 
 

How the work of students relate to research: 

the research relates to student work 

 as  

a theater play relates to its actors 

 or  

a masterplan relates to architects 

A defines conditions B 

A is made by or composed 

out of  

B 

A gives rules to B 

A can be refined or can  

get suggestions from 

B 

 

The hypothesis of the research is a matter for the tutors. They will do the 

design research on what this Olympic village could be. The architecture that 

composes this future Olympic village exist out of separate buildings with a very 

specific program. These buildings could be designed conform universal 

typologies. The contextual conditions will be defined by the design research of 

the tutors. The tutors won’t design the buildings nor their appearance. This is 

the work for the students. There will be a clear separation between research and 

teaching. 

EX04_teleo 
the studio as research instrument
The brief of studio UC1A makes some explicit statements about the relationship between research and 
design. They clearly distinguish between the design work of the students on the one hand, and the 
design research of the teachers. 

 the contextual conditions will be defined by the design research of the tutors. The tutors de-
sign neither the buildings nor their appearance. This is the work for the students. There will be 
clear separation between research and teaching. (UC1A, excerpt from the studio brief).

In the studio brief the teachers further specify this clear separation between research of the teaching, 
and their teaching in the studio by the following set of comparative relationships: 
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Figure 40 Gunnar Asplund, Woodland Funeral Chapter (Asplund 1917-1920): window bay near the organ corner of 
the chapel (Van den Berghe, 2012, book 4 p.11)

EX05_teleo 
students are challenged to explore their personal “mental space”.
Studio UC3bA operate under the name “Crime Scene Reconstruction”. This studio does not connect it-
self to a particular site nor functional programme. The studio is dedicated to a conceptual exploration 
(in broad and depth) of “the disciplinary field”. This exploration is done by means of design practice, 
but students have to identify and develop their own design challenge. As a first stage, the teacher asks 
them to explore their own “mental space”. The concept of “mental space” is introduced by Leon van 
Schaik (van Schaik, 2008), who at that time was PhD-supervisor of that teacher. In his own PhD the 
teacher has adopted the concept of mental space as a tool for introspection, and here, he asks the 
students to do the same. The intention is not, as in the case of UC1A, to use it in his own research (as is 
the case for studio UC1A), or to construct global conclusions or reflections about the outcomes of the 
studio as a whole, (as is the case for studio U1A), but rather to apply a technique that has been proven 
useful in research, as didactics.

The catalyst for this process of explorative introspection is the image of a window in Asplund’s wood-
land chapel, and the four concepts “darkness, depth, substance and thickness”. 

The teacher then “reads” what this (architectural) piece of the world “tells”, by pronouncing four terms. 
He says: “what you see is that architecture consists of darkness, thickness, substance and depth.” 
Consequently, the students are asked to explore how, where, when, and to which extent these four 
aspects have constituted their personal conception of architecture. This induces a process of auto-eth-
nographic introspection, a methodology that was well-known by the studio teacher, as he had been 
doing this for his own PhD research.
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summary

The research project Genus Locus Nexus is situated in the ongoing debate about the ac-
ademization of higher education in Europe, and focuses on its impact on architectural 
education. 

Academic higher education is supposed to be based upon research. In the context of 
the university, this means: scientific research. A core element of the academization 
process of higher education therefore is to develop a strong research activity. The es-
tablish of strong connections between research and teaching - conceptualized as the 
Research-Teaching Nexus (RT-nexus) – is considered as a prerequisite for academic 
higher education. Such connections between research and teaching have been. There 
is a widespread belief in the benefits of a RT-nexus, although empirical evidence is 
lacking.

For the case of architectural education such interpretation of academization is far 
from evident. It has resulted in ambiguities and confusion, tensions and conflicts, par-
ticularly due to its strong reliance upon design practice. Indeed, the design studio is 
commonly considered as the backbone of the programme. But in that design studio, 
relationships with research are scarce, contested or even rejected. If a RT-nexus is a 
prerequisite for academic education, to which extent then, does the apparently non-ac-
ademic learning environment of the architectural design studio contribute?

In this PhD, I explore the rationales behind the strong advocacy of a RT-nexus in higher 
education, and then, in a next step, I question and investigate their applicability and 
impact on the case of architectural education. I explore the nature of research (GENUS), 
in relation to the place where research is conducted and its resulting knowledge is han-
dled (LOCUS), and look for how these elements are related (NEXUS). The ultimate aim 
of the study is, based upon the particular of architectural design education, to provide 
a new, theoretically underpinned, and empirically grounded outline for reframing the de-
bate about the research-foundation of higher education. Hereby, it responds to a need for 
providing adequate theoretical ground for contemporary practice-based pedagogies in 
academic higher education, to help teachers to clearly articulate what they do and why, 
as well as to invite curriculum builders and higher education policy makes to critically 
reconsider what it is that renders higher education “academic” quality.

The research is guided by three main research questions. 

−	 What is the actual content of the RT-nexus? 
(Unraveling the complicated notion of a RT-nexus, within the broader picture in 
which it is situated)

−	 Why is research linked to teaching? 
(Where did the belief originates from? What are the expectations today? How do 
both relate to each other?)
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−	 How is research linked to teaching? 
(What are the connections with research in the actual teaching, and how do they 
induce intended learning?)

In this PhD, I bridge several disciplinary fields, as it is situated at the crossing of higher 
education policy studies, design studies, architectural design theory, educational phi-
losophy and philosophy of science. The research is conducted from a qualitative view-
point, and within an interpretative epistemology. It consists of an inductive process, 
through three research packages that find their empirical ground in respectively policy 
documents, scholarly literature, and fieldwork. Each research package addresses the 
central research question at a particular scale level, from the macro scale of European 
higher education and research policy, through the meso scale of architectural educa-
tion and research, to the micro scale of the architectural design studio. 

In the first research package, I unravel the very concept of a RT-nexus. A multi-perspec-
tive analysis looks at policy level, philosophical underpinning, and historical grounds. 

The investigation from the policy perspective leads to the conclusion that the notion 
of a RT-nexus in itself is complicated and polysemic, and that its actual content of the 
concept depends on policies and definitions. Multiple interpretations exist next to each 
other, both at national and institutional level. Moreover, the rationales behind the ad-
vocacy of a RT-nexus are divers, ambivalent, or even contradictory. 

The philosophical perspective confirms polysemy about what to understand as re-
search, and confirms its dependency on definitions (mostly in policy documents), but 
it also points to complications of the RT-nexus concept due to a splintering of science 
into a fragmentation of sub-disciplines. Next to this, I point to the ascent of research 
outside what is commonly considered as scientific research, namely the ascent of prac-
tice-based and artistic research, but also to research that takes place outside university 
contexts (such as industry or professional practice). I explain how this eventually has 
led to a conceptual expansion of what to take into account as research. I conclude that 
a comprehensive understanding of the concept of a RT-nexus should acknowledge the 
wide and variegated range of knowledge production and recognize that its features 
coherently depend on the sites where it originates from. 

The study of historical grounds reveals that the historical reference of the discourse 
about the RT-nexus is oversimplified, incorrect and misleading. Rather than adher-
ing context-devoid principles of protagonists as Wilhelm von Humboldt or John Henry 
Newman, the value of historical reference is to be found in the fundamental questions 
that these protagonists are raising, and which are still at stake – questions related to 
conceptions of research and knowledge, normative thinking, conceptions about the 
student as independent learner and academic freedom of the teacher, conceptions 
about autonomy and public role of the university, conceptions about what it is that 
makes higher education academic, and about why the university would be the best 
place to provide it. 

The first research package finishes by screening the state of the art of empirical studies 
about the benefits of a RT-nexus. This reveals that after three decades, these studies 
remain largely inconclusive and difficult to transfer, nor have they provided insights in 
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the actual link between enacted teaching and intended or effective learning. I thus con-
clude that the concept of a RT-nexus has been reified without deep insight in the actual 
processes it entails. The concept is taken for granted, black-boxing the nature of the 
processes that a RT-nexus might induce, and leaving the beneficial learning processes 
that might result from it un-explicated, under-investigated, and – probably – underex-
ploited. The RT-nexus has become a panacea for a broad spectrum of arguments about 
higher education, in danger of becoming meaningless.

In a second research package, I apply the refined understanding of the RT-nexus con-
cept to the field of architecture, including architectural education and architectural 
research, and evaluate its meaning and impact for this particular field. I adopt a sim-
ilar systematic as in previous package and study the advocacy of a RT-nexus from a 
policy perspective, take a philosophical view and study historical grounds. At policy 
level, I reveal a lack of visibility of architectural research in the prevailing monitoring 
mechanisms, leading to a lack of recognition, and I discover ongoing dissent about the 
status of design research. Consequently, I focus on the nature of architectural design 
research from a philosophical point, and describe its nature by looking at affinities 
with grounded theory and artistic research. The historical analysis reveals, that, al-
though architecture can be considered as an academic, intellectual discipline at least 
from Vitruvius’ treaty on, its relationship with the university and the scientific world 
has always remained uneasy and complicated. 

The third and final research package then looks at the processes of teaching and learn-
ing as they actually take place in the natural setting of the design studio. This package 
consists of a multiple-case study of architectural design studios of the first year master 
programme in architecture schools in Flanders, and relies upon fieldwork. The field-
work included observations, teacher interviews and focus groups with students. It took 
place at the eve of the integration of the non-university programmes into the university 

– a culmination point for the academization process, and a moment were the discourse 
about what it is that makes higher education “academic” reached a climax.

The fieldwork confirms that in the architectural design studio connections with formal 
scientific research conduct are scarce or even absent. Nevertheless, the analysis of the 
processes of teaching and learning reveals that design studio teaching is inherently an 
inquisitive practice, featuring many characteristics of research conduct – albeit research 
conduct within particular paradigms. Phenomenology and pragmatism turn out to be 
helpful perspectives to grasp the practices that are induced and to understand the pro-
cesses of coming to know through design. The affinities between inquisitive design prac-
tice and features of grounded theory and artistic research that have been explained in 
the second research package are confirmed by the fieldwork. 

The analysis of teacher interviews and student focus groups reveals that the intentions 
of studio teaching, are primarily directed at personal development, rather than at pro-
fessional training, and that the adoption of design in an inquisitive way is aiming at 
the development of an academic disposition, in the student rather than pursuing goals 
of scientific merit. Moreover, in most studios the teachers address subjects of topical 
interest within the discipline or that are responding to a societal need, challenge, or 
even urge and aspire for sharing the insights, as an offer to society – either as direct 
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outcome (e.g. a booklet, exhibition or discussion sessions with stakeholders) or indi-
rect (through the minds of the students, through the engagement of involved actors and 
stakeholders, through transfer into professional practice of the teachers etcetera). In 
this regard, the intentions of the teachers transcend the level of individual edification 
of the student.

Studio teaching thus operates under a dual ambition. On the one hand it aspires for per-
sonal development of the student, consisting of an academic disposition and a habitus 
that emphasizes, next to the stipulated qualifications for higher education (the Dublin 
Descriptors) particularly the ability for making judgments, taking a stance within the 
context of a particular culture and society, and formulating (spatial) answers - the hab-
itus of an architect. On the other hand, it “uses” teaching as a way to explore topical in-
terests within the discipline and to critically investigate societal issues with the aim to 
provide new insights and viewpoints. This dual ambition aligns with the Humboldtian 
idea of Bildung, that states that individual edification eventually also leads to a better 
society. Thereby, it is remarkable that Bildung is an educational concept that focusses 
on the intensity of the process and the edifying power that emerges from the process it-
self. In this regard it fundamentally contrasts with an educational approach of teaching 
towards the demonstration of having achieved a list of pre-specified learning outcomes 
(competences), as is the case in the prevailing functionalist educational technology of 
competences and learning outcomes that resulted from the Bologna reform.

With this PhD I thus come to the conclusion that the edifying capacity of research as a 
basis of academic education, is not to be found in connections with formal scientific 
research conduct at the university, but rather in the way how design in itself is adopted 
as an inquisitive practice. 

The study suggests that inquisitive practice becomes edifying to the extent that it is nor-
matively framed. It is exactly in the act of critically pondering knowledge about what 
can be done (Verfügungswissen) with knowledge about what ought to be done (Orientierung-
swissen) (cf. Mittelstrass). Common ideas are questioned, fundamental discussions are 
raised, potential answers and alternatives are pondered, in an ongoing and commonly 
shared quest, where neither the student nor the teacher is able to provide ready-made 
answers, but who both of them aim to “come to know” - “Beide sind für die Wissenschaft 
da” (Humboldt) – and both of them are affected by the impact of the process they con-
duct. 

Design education in the architectural design studio thus reaches this edifying capacity 
to the extent that it is able to effectively induce inquisitive practice, and handle it in a 
normative way. In this regard, the design studio is academic in line with the Humbold-
tian ideation, namely that what makes the university academic, is not to be found in its 
scientific research conduct - since meanwhile there are many other places of scientific 
research conduct as well – but in its capacity to use it as a ground for providing orien-
tation for society.

This PhD focused on the teaching of the design studio, as the backbone of architectural 
education, but the findings may be transferable to other practice-based profession-ori-
ented academic programmes. But there are implications for higher education and re-
search policy as well. 
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To conclude this PhD research, I thus close the loop, and look back, from the findings 
at the micro level of the studio, to the macro level of academic higher education in 
general, and argue that , since I was able to draw the attention to a case of academic 
education in an apparent non-academic environment, where links with scientific re-
search are scarce or absent, it can no longer be said that a RT-nexus, at least when it is 
understood in terms of such connections with scientific research, is a prerequisite for 
academic education. First of all, such understanding risks to be too narrow. Moreover, 
instead of adhering a (reified) concept that intrinsically distinguishes teaching from 
research, it is more fruitful to look for processes that teaching actually induces in order 
to achieve academic education. 

With the concept of inquisitive practice, I emphasize that deep learning cannot happen 
without acts and practices. On the contrary I argue that academic higher education re-
quires act and practice, and particularly those acts and practices that provoke confron-
tation and that induce respons. The legitimation of the university to provide academic 
higher education then, is no longer situated in its scientific research conduct solely, but 
rather in its capacity to confront knowledge and insights that result from research (in 
the broadest sense) with actual societal needs and disciplinary questions. The edifying 
power of its education is situated in this active engagement, and capacity for confron-
tation and response.

But the concept of inquisitive practice also relates to the teacher. It points to active com-
mitment and dedication of the teachers, to cautiously conceive their teaching, carefully 
deliberate about what piece of the world to put on the table, coherently relate it to 
what one is aspiring for, and skilfully implement the appropriate practices to have the 
aspired insights emerge

At the level of the student, the concept of inquisitive practice directs the attention to the 
very moment of study - as personal condition. Study refers to depth and intensity, and 
is open-ended. The direction it takes depends on what it was confronted with, how it 
responded, and what whas found. It is a conception that allows and stimulates higher 
education to be innovative, and to deliver “new” citizens, capable of dealing with soci-
etal and disciplinary issues in an “other” way, and able to provide original alternatives. 
This conception sharply contrasts with the rationales of the prevailing educational 
technology of competences and learning outcomes. This is not looking for quality and 
depth of what happens during the process, neither is it stimulating paths that have not 
been included in the conceived and approved (“accredited”) trajectory. It mainly aims 
for “measuring” to which extent the student eventually meets preset minimum criteria.

The debate about academic higher education should in first instance focus on what it 
is actually able to effectively achieve, both in the student and the teacher, but also in 
the university, the disciplines it entails, and the society to which it belongs. The debate 
about academic higher education should withdraw from semantic discussions and de-
marcation whether and when its teaching relies on a nexus with scientific research, 
and instead focus on the qualities, edifying capacity and impact of its actual practices, 
discuss what they are about, how they are handled and discussed, and why they are 
staged. The concept of inquisitive practice is an attempt to do so. 
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samenvatting

Het onderzoeksproject Genus, Locus, Nexus situeert zich in het debat over de acade-
misering van hoger onderwijs in Europa, en zoomt in op de impact hiervan op archi-
tectuuronderwijs. 

Academisch hoger onderwijs wordt verondersteld gebaseerd te zijn op onderzoek. In 
de context van de universiteit gaat het dan om wetenschapplijk onderzoek. In acade-
miseringsprocessen van hoger onderwijs staat het uitbouwen van een sterke onder-
zoeksactiviteit dan ook hoog op het agenda, en een sterke verweving van onderwijs en 
wetenschappelijk onderzoek – de zgn. nexus onderwijs-onderzoek – wordt beschouwd 
als een noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor academisch onderwijs. Het geloof in de impact 
van zulke nexus is wijd verbreid, hoewel empirisch bewijsmateriaal ervoor ontbreekt. 

Voor architectuuronderwijs is deze interpretatie van “academisering” niet evident. Ze 
heeft geleid tot ambiguïteit, verwarring, spanning en conflict, voornamelijk omdat ar-
chitectuuronderwijs zo fundamenteel gestoeld is op de praktijk van ontwerpen. De ont-
werpstudio wordt algemeen beschouwd als de ruggengraat van de opleiding, maar in 
die ontwerpstudio zijn er nauwelijks of geen connecties met wetenschappelijk onder-
zoek. Meer nog, ze worden er gecontesteerd, of zelfs resoluut verworpen. Als de nexus 
een vereiste is voor academische vorming, in welke mate kan de schijnbaar niet-acade-
mische leeromgeving van de ontwerpstudio hier dan toe bijdragen?

In dit doctoraat ga ik op zoek naar de drijfveren achter het principiële pleidooi voor 
zulke nexus. Vervolgens bestudeer ik de toepasbaarheid van dit pleidooi voor het spe-
cifieke geval van architectuuronderwijs. Ik onderzoek de aard van onderzoek (GENUS) 
in relatie tot de plaats waar het gevoerd en haar kennis verwerkt wordt (LOCUS), en 
kijk hoe deze aspecten met elkaar verbonden zijn of kunnen worden (NEXUS). Het uit-
eindelijke doel van dit doctoraat is om, gebaseerd op de specifieke casus van architec-
tuurontwerponderwijs, een nieuw, theoretisch onderbouwd en empirisch gefundeerd 
kader aan te bieden, als alternatief voor het debat over de verwevenheid van onderwijs 
en onderzoek zoals het nu gevoerd wordt. Het komt daarmee tegemoet aan de vraag 
van lesgevers in ontwerponderwijs om duidelijk te verwoorden wat ze doen en waarom, 
maar het is ook een uitnodiging voor curriculumbouwers en beleidsmakers van hoger 
onderwijs om kritisch in overweging te nemen wat het is dat hoger onderwijs acade-
misch maakt. 

Het onderzoek wordt gestuurd door drie centrale onderzoeksvragen: 

	– Wat is de feitelijk inhoud van de nexus? 
(deze vraag geeft aanleiding tot het ontrafelen van het gecompliceerde concept bin-
nen de context waarin het gehanteerd wordt)

	– Waarom wordt onderzoek gelinkt aan onderwijs? 
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(waar komt het geloof in de nexus vandaan? Welke verwachtingen worden er van-
daag aan zulke nexus gesteld? Hoe verhouden beide zich tot elkaar?)

	– Hoe wordt onderzoek verweven met onderwijs? 
(welke connecties met onderzoek worden er in het feitelijke lesgeven tot stand ge-
bracht, en op welke wijze zet dit aan tot het beoogde leren?) 

Dit doctoraat overbrugt verschillende disciplines. Het is gesitueerd op de overlap van 
hoger onderwijsstudies, pedagogie van ontwerponderwijs, architectuurtheorie, onder-
wijsfilosofie, en wetenschapsfilosofie. Het onderzoek wordt gevoerd vanuit een kwali-
tatief perspectief en volgens een interpretatieve epistemologie. Het is gestoeld op een 
inductief proces, dat haar empirische grond hoofdzakelijk vindt in beleidsdocumenten, 
wetenschappelijke literatuur, en veldwerk. Het onderzoek bestaat uit drie luiken waar-
in de centrale onderzoeksvragen telkens op een specifiek niveau behandeld worden, 
gaande van het macro-niveau van Europees hoger onderwijs beleid, over het meso-ni-
veau van een specifieke discipline - met name architectuuronderwijs en -onderzoek 

- tot het micro-niveau van de ontwerpstudio. Tenslotte worden de implicaties van de 
bevindingen van het micro-niveau teruggekoppeld aan het beleidsniveau. 

In het eerste onderzoeksluik ontrafel ik het concept van de nexus. Ook dit wordt op zijn 
beurt ontleed vanuit drie perspectieven – respectievelijk een beleidsperspectief, een 
filosofisch perspectief, en een historisch perspectief. 

De analyse vanuit beleidsperspectief wijst uit dat wat verstaan wordt onder “onder-
zoek” niet eenduidig is, maar afhangt van beleidsgebonden opvattingen en definities. 
Verschillende interpretaties bestaan naast elkaar, zowel op nationaal als institutioneel 
vlak. Daarenboven blijkt dat de drijfveren achter het pleidooi voor een nexus erg divers 
zijn, en in sommige opzichten zelfs tegenstrijdig. 

Het filosofisch perspectief bevestigt de meerduidigheid van het begrip “onderzoek” zo-
als dat wordt aangetroffen in definities (veelal van beleidsdocumenten), maar wijst ook 
op complicaties van het nexus-begrip omwille van de ongebreidelde en voortschrij-
dende versplintering van de wetenschap in sub-disciplines. Daarnaast wijs ik op de op-
komst van vormen van onderzoek in de marge, of buiten wat als gewoonlijk als weten-
schappelijk onderzoek beschouwd wordt, zoals praktijk-gebaseerd onderzoek, artistiek 
onderzoek en onderzoek dat plaatsvindt in niet-universitaire contexten. Ik geef aan 
hoe dit geleid heeft tot een conceptuele verruiming van de notie “onderzoek”. Ik con-
cludeer dat een omvattend begrip van de nexus rekenschap moet geven van de breed-
heid van de notie “onderzoek”, en erkennen dat de kenmerken ervan samenhangen 
met de context waarin het gevoerd wordt. 

Het historisch perspectief leert dat de historische verantwoording waarmee het 
nexus-concept gepromoot wordt gesimplifiëerd, foutief en misleidend is. Te vaak wor-
den ideeën van protagonisten als Wilmhelm von Humboldt en John Henry Newman uit 
hun context getrokken. De waarde van een onderzoek naar de historische grondslag 
van het nexus-concept zit hem niet zozeer in het citeren van principes uit het gedach-
tengoed van dergelijke protagonisten, maar in de fundamentele vragen die deze pro-
tagonisten naar boven brengen, en die nog steeds actueel zijn – vragen met betrekking 
tot de concepten onderzoek en kennis, normatief denken, concepten over zelfstandig-
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heid van de student en academische vrijheid van de docent, concepten over autonomie 
en de publieke functie van de universiteit en opvattingen over wat hoger onderwijs 
academisch maakt en waarom de universiteit de beste plek is om dit te verstrekken.

Ik sluit dit eerste luik af met een screening van bestaand empirisch onderzoek over 
de nexus en stel vast dat, ondanks meer dan drie decennia van onderzoek, conclusies 
uitblijven. Studies zijn bovendien moeilijk overdraagbaar en bieden geen inzicht in het 
daadwerkelijke verband tussen het feitelijke lesgeven en het gewenst of effectief leren. 
Het concept van de nexus is gereïficeerd zonder goed begrip van de werkelijke leer-
processen die het tot stand zou brengen. De nexus blijft een black box – wat er precies 
gebeurt blijft onuitgesproken, werd onvoldoende onderzocht, en is dus wellicht ook 
onderbenut. Het concept van de nexus is een wondermiddel geworden voor acade-
misch hoger onderwijs, dat weliswaar dreigt betekenisloos te worden.

In het tweede onderzoeksluik pas ik de bevindingen van het eerste luik toe op het do-
mein van architectuur, architectuuronderzoek en architectuuronderwijs, evalueer de 
toepasbaarheid van het nexus-begrip voor deze domeinen, en bestudeer er de impact 
van. Ik doe dit volgens dezelfde drievoudige systematiek van respectievelijk een be-
leidsperspectief, een wetenschapsfilosofisch perspectief en een historisch perspectief. 
Op beleidsniveau stel ik vast dat er problemen bestaan met betrekking tot zichtbaar-
heid (en bijgevolg erkenning) van architectuuronderzoek en de status van ontwerpend 
onderzoek. Vervolgens ga ik vanuit wetenschapsfilosofisch perspectief dieper in op de 
aard van dat ontwerpend onderzoek en wijs op verwantschappen met enerzijds artis-
tiek onderzoek, en anderzijds grounded theory. Het historische perspectief tenslotte 
vertelt wat over de verhouding van architectuur als discipline en de universiteit als 
wetenschappelijke omgeving, en leert dat, hoewel tenminste reeds sinds Vitruvius ar-
chitectuur als een intellectuele discipline wordt gezien, haar relatie met de universiteit 
en de wetenschappelijke wereld steeds ongemakkelijk is geweest.

In het derde en laatste onderzoeksluik bestudeer ik de onderwijs- en leerprocessen, 
zoals ze effectief plaatsgrijpen in hun natuurlijke omgeving van de ontwerpstudio. Dit 
luik bestaat uit een meervoudige gevalsstudie van ontwerpstudio’s van eerstejaars mas-
ter niveau van architectuuropleidingen in Vlaanderen. In deze studio’s heb ik veldwerk 
verricht, dat bestond uit observaties, interviews met lesgevers en focusgroepen met 
studenten. Het veldwerk vond plaats op de vooravond van de integratie van de niet-uni-
versitaire opleidingen in de universiteiten – een kantelmoment in het discours over 
academisering, en een moment waarop de discussie over wat onderwijs academisch 
maakt zijn hoogtepunt bereikte. 

Het veldwerk bevestigt dat in de ontwerpstudio connecties met formeel wetenschap-
pelijk onderzoek schaars zijn of zelfs onbestaande. Niettegenstaande deze vaststelling 
wijst de analyse van het veldwerk uit dat het onderwijs van de ontwerpstudio inherent 
gestoeld is op onderzoekende praktijk, die kenmerken vertoont van wetenschappelijk 
onderzoek, weliswaar binnen bepaalde paradigma’s. Fenomenologie en pragmatisme 
blijken geschikte benaderingen te zijn om de processen en praktijken die in de studio 
aangestuurd worden te kaderen en te begrijpen. De verwantschap tussen ontwerpend 
onderzoek, grounded theory en artistiek onderzoek, die in het tweede onderzoeksluik 
werden vastgesteld, wordt bevestigd in het veldwerk.
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De analyse van de interviews met lesgevers wijst uit dat de intenties van studio-onder-
wijs eerder gericht zijn op persoonlijke vorming dan op professionele training, en dat 
de reden waarom ontwerpen op een onderzoekende manier wordt opgevoerd eerder 
gericht is op de ontwikkeling van een academische dispositie dan op wetenschappelij-
ke verdienste. Bovendien behandelen ontwerpstudios vaak onderwerpen die actueel 
zijn binnen de discipline, maar ook maatschappelijke vraagstukken, uitdagingen of no-
den, en willen ze de verworven inzichten effectief delen als een aanbod aan de archi-
tectuurwereld, maar ook aan de maatschappij – hetzij direct (bijvoorbeeld via publica-
ties, tentoonstellingen, discussie-sessies met betrokken actoren), hetzij indirect (via de 
afgestudeerden, eens ze actief worden in die maatschappij, via actoren die betrokken 
werden bij het studiowerk, of via overdracht van de inzichten van de studio in de pro-
fessionele ontwerppraktijk van de lesgevers). In dit opzicht overstijgen de intenties van 
de studiolesgevers het niveau van individuele educatie van de student. 

Studio-onderwijs kent dus een tweevoudige ambitie. Enerzijds streeft het een persoon-
lijke ontwikkeling van de student na, met name een academische houding, en een 
habitus waarin naast de vastgestelde kwalificatiecriteria voor hoger onderwijs, voor-
namelijk oordeelsvaardigheid, het innemen van een standpunt binnen een bepaalde 
cultuur en samenleving, en het formuleren van (ruimtelijke) antwoorden, centraal 
staan – de habitus van de architect. Anderzijds “gebruikt” ze onderwijs als een middel 
om actuele onderwerpen van de discipline te exploreren of prangende maatschappe-
lijk vraagstukken kritisch te onderzoeken, met het oog op het verwerven en delen van 
nieuwe inzichten en invalshoeken. Deze tweevoudige ambitie is erg verwant aan het 
Humboldtiaanse concept Bildung dat stelt dat persoonlijke vorming uiteindelijk ook 
leidt tot een betere samenleving. Opmerkelijk daarbij is dat het begrip Bildung verwijst 
naar een benadering waarin educatie ontstaat vanuit de intensiteit van de ervaring zelf, 
vanuit de kracht van het moment in het proces. Dit staat in schril contrast met een 
onderwijskundige opvatting die gericht is op het aanleren van een vooropgestelde lijst 
leerdoelen (competenties) waarvan de student op een bepaald moment moet aantonen 
dat ze verworven zijn – de onderwijskundige technologie die het gevolg is van de Bolog-
na hervorming, en momenteel algemeen gangbaar is. 

Met dit doctoraal onderzoek kom ik tot de vaststelling dat in de ontwerpstudio de vor-
mende werking van onderzoek als basis van academisch onderwijs, niet moet gezocht 
worden in connecties met formeel wetenschappelijk onderzoek aan de universiteit, 
maar veeleer in de manier hoe ontwerpen zelf wordt aangewend als onderzoekende 
praktijk. 

Het onderzoek geeft aan dat onderzoekende praktijk vormend wordt, in de mate dat 
onderzoek normatief gekaderd wordt. Het is immers net in het kritisch overwegen van 
wat kan gedaan worden (Verfügungswissen), ten aanzien van wat zou moeten gedaan 
worden (Orientierungswissen), dat educatie ontstaat (cf. Mittelstrass): gangbare ideeën 
worden in vraag gesteld, fundamentele discussies ontstaan, mogelijke antwoorden of 
alternatieven worden geformuleerd en afgewogen. Dit is een gemeenschappelijk ge-
deelde onderneming, waarbij noch voor de student noch voor de lesgever pasklare ant-
woorden bestaan, maar die beiden wel willen “te weten komen” (“Beide sind für die Wis-
senschaft da”. Cf. Von Humboldt) en beiden de impact ondergaan van wat er plaatsvindt. 
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Het ontwerponderwijs in de architectuurstudio is dus vormend in de mate dat het in 
staat is vanuit dergelijke vraagstellingen effectief onderzoekende praktijk te genereren, 
en hier normatief mee om te gaan. Studio-onderwijs is dus academisch in de lijn van het 
Humboldtiaanse gedachtengoed, met name de stelling dat wat de universiteit acade-
misch maakt niet zozeer te vinden is in het wetenschappelijk onderzoek dat er gevoerd 
wordt op zich – er zijn immers vele andere plekken waar wetenschappelijk onderzoek 
gevoerd wordt - maar in het vermogen om op basis hiervan oriëntering te bieden aan 
de maatschappij. 

Dit doctoraat behandelde het onderwijs van de ontwerpstudio als ruggengraat van de 
architectuuropleiding, maar de inzichten die eruit voortvloeien zijn overdraagbaar 
naar andere domeinen – voornamelijk wellicht naar opleidingen met een sterke pro-
fessionele gerichtheid, en een duidelijk omschreven praktijkvorm. Het doctoraat richt 
zich echter ook tot het beleid, zowel onderzoeksbeleid, als hoger onderwijsbeleid. 

Als besluit van het onderzoek sluit ik dan ook de cirkel en koppel terug, vertrekkende 
van de bevindingen op de micro-schaal van de ontwerpstudio, naar het macro-niveau 
van beleidsvoering omtrent academisch hoger onderwijs en onderzoek. Aangezien ik 
in staat was de aandacht te richten op een geval van academisch onderwijs in een ogen-
schijnlijk niet-academische omgeving, waar connecties met wetenschappelijk onder-
zoek schaars zijn of ontbreken, kan niet langer beweerd worden dat dergelijke connec-
ties een noodzakelijke voorwaarde zijn voor academisch onderwijs. Vooreerst is een 
dergelijke interpretatie van de nexus vaak te eng, en daarenboven is het, in plaats van 
een (gereïficeerd) concept te promoten dat intrinsiek onderwijs van onderzoek scheidt, 
zinvoller de aandacht te richten op de processen die effectief vormend zijn, met name, 
de processes die effectief bijdragen tot het vormen van een academische houding, en 
de dialoog aanzwengelen over wat daaronder verstaan wordt.

Met het promoten van het begrip onderzoekende praktijk wil ik benadrukken dat diep 
leren niet los te koppelen is van actie en handeling, en integendeel aangeeft dat hoger 
onderwijs actie en handeling vergt - in het bijzonder actie en handeling die confronta-
tie en respons uitlokt. De universiteit verleent haar legitimatie om hoger onderwijs te 
verschaffen dan niet louter meer aan het wetenschappelijk onderzoek dat er gevoerd 
wordt, maar aan haar actieve betrokkenheid in maatschappelijke kwesties en discipli-
naire vragen. De vormende kracht van haar onderwijs is gesitueerd in haar missie om 
kennis en inzichten die resulteren van onderzoek (in brede zin) in te zetten ten aanzien 
van die kwesties en vragen. 

Maar onderzoekende praktijk is ook een begrip dat oproept tot betrokkenheid van de les-
gever, en toewijding voor het concipiëren van het onderwijs. Het vereist met name een 
zorgvuldig afwegen van welk stuk van de wereld op de tafel zal worden gelegd en hoe 
dit coherent verbonden is met wat er nagestreefd wordt. Het roept ook op tot kundig 
implementeren van de juiste handelingen en acties om de nagestreefde inzichten tot 
stand te laten komen. 

Op het niveau van de student richt het concept van onderzoekende praktijk de aan-
dacht op het moment van studie - als persoonlijke conditie. Studie wijst op diepgang 
en intensiteit, maar heeft ook een open einde. De richting die het uitgaat hangt af van 
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waarmee het geconfronteerd wordt en van wat gevonden wordt. Het is een opvatting 
die toelaat en stimuleert dat hoger onderwijs vernieuwend kan zijn, en “nieuwe” bur-
gers aflevert, die op een originele en alternatieve manier kan omgaan met de maat-
schappelijke en professionele uitdagingen. Dit contrasteert fel met de huidig gangbare 
onderwijstechnologie van competenties en leerdoelen, die niet ingaat op kwaliteit en 
diepgang van wat tijdens het proces gebeurt, noch stimuleert dat paden worden inge-
slagen die niet vooraf zijn uitgezet en goedgekeurd (“geaccredieerd”), maar streeft naar 

“meting” in welke mate de student uiteindelijk voldoet aan extern vastgestelde minima. 

Het debat over academisch onderwijs moet zich in eerste instantie beraden over wat 
het effectief in staat is tot stand te brengen, zowel bij de student, de docent, de universi-
teit, de disciplines die het bedient, en de maatschappij. Het debat moet zich onttrekken 
aan semantische discussies, en aan demarcatie of en wanneer onderwijs berust op een 
nexus met wetenschappelijk onderzoek. Het promoten van het begrip onderzoekende 
praktijk als alternatief voor (het gereïficeerd gebruik van) de nexus, is daar een poging 
toe. 
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