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Presentation Notes
I’m going to share a case study of an assignment developed to demonstrate the value of research as a discovery tool through the application of visual literacy techniques. Two conditions had to exist for this exercise to be successful. First it required a willing collaborator. So thanks to my coauthor professor Miti Aiello, Assistant Professor of Architectural History who spent many hours drinking espressos with me and figuring out this assignment. Unlike here in the UK, in the United States students can enter a Master of Architecture program without completing a Bachelors in Architecture. Every year we get a cohort of students in the 4+3 program coming from a variety backgrounds: psychology, industrial design, urban planning, fine art, and other such related disciplines. So the challenge is always to get them thinking similarly about and engaging with architecture.



Adapted from The Handbook of Art and Design Librarianship, 2nd ed. (2017) ed. Paul Glassman, 
Judy Dyki. Chapter 18 – T he art of evidence: a method for instructing students in art history research 
by Catherine Haas 2

On the one hand, the student should 
come to a work with a fresh eye 
(observation); on the other, the student 
must acknowledge precedent in 
secondary sources (research) … Lack of 
curiosity may be a function of 
assignment design. Any assignment that 
minimizes the discovery process yet 
demands second source treatment risks 
failure.

“
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Second condition was the 2017 publication of the 2nd edition of The Handbook of Art and Design Librarianship, which included Catherine Haras excellent chapter The art of evidence: a method for instructing students in art history research, that inspired this project.  In Catherine’s method students are provided with one art work and through a series of assignments move from observing, to negotiating, to interpreting that work. They are challenged to first utilize their own knowledge, then supplement that with information given to them, and finally to find their own information sources to build a richer picture.  Wanted to share this quote from Catherine, ‘On the one hand, the student should come to a work with a fresh eye (observation); on the other, the student must acknowledge precedent in secondary sources (research) … Lack of curiosity may be a function of assignment design. Any assignment that minimizes the discovery process yet demands second source treatment risks failure.” Stood out to me as an argument for creating opportunities for independent discovery as learning. And also developing good assignments. 



Independent 
L ibrary 

R esearch

What architectural school or 
movement is depicted? 

What was the spirit of the 
age in which it was built?

What other questions do you 
have about this building and 
time period?

SCAFFOLDED DISCOVERY

Observing 
the Work

Using 
Secondary 

Sources
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What are your 
first reactions to 
the building?

Write down your 
observations – no 
detail is too 
small
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Our goal was to utilize the same concepts of scaffolding and repetition relative to examining a single work in depth to fuel curiosity and increase perceived value of research in the discipline of architecture.  Assignment One on very first day of class in architectural history we gave each student an image of an architectural work that is well-studied but relatively anonymous outside of the discipline. They were given prompts and asked to journal their observations and responses. With no additional information we asked relatively simple questions, such as where do you think it is? What is it used for? When do you think it was built? And what questions do you have? Because representation is fundamental to architectural education, we also asked them to do quick sketches.Assignment Two completed outside the class required them to read an assigned text that provided additional information about the architect, building, and time period. Based on this new information, they considered symbols or deeper meanings, and listed questions they might now have for the architect. Assignment Three was where the library got to shine. The students had to identify keywords, search library collections and find and read two additional works that would help answer their questions arising from steps one and two. In addition to an additional analytical sketch, they were asked to reflect on the new information they found, the discovery process, and how the secondary sources changed their view of the architecture. Our hope was that this process would demonstrate the value of research as opposed to personal assumptions. By situating the library at the center of the discovery process, students would be driven to continue that important third step of independent information discovery utilizing library resources throughout their career at NewSchool. Although there’s nothing new about this process, the excerize was more about restructuring it to be more meaningful to the students. So our first cohort was 10 students. Professor Aiello and I collected their responses and sat down to take a look. As you can imagine based on their backgrounds, none got it right in assignment one but happily their understanding did improve alongside access to information. 



Boys Dormitory
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Irving Gill
1908
San Diego, California
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Wanted to share a few responsesFirst – Irving Gills Boys Dormitory. This student identified it as a private home in Mexico “definitely built in the 21st century.” Actually Gill completed the building in 1908 in San Diego, and you can guess from the name, it was in fact a dormitory not a private residence! 



5

“Now I ’ m curious to see if 
there were other architects that 
have revolutionized 
architecture the way Gill did, 
but pre-dated him … I  feel that 
there is more to this topic than 
I  know. I ’ m happy to look into 
the history of modern 
architecture and study as much 
as I  can about its foundations.”

Irving Gill; Modern Architecture; Early 
Modernism; Proto-modernism; 
Aluminum in modern architecture
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Search string: Irving Gill; Modern Architecture; Early Modernism; Proto-modernism; Aluminum in modern architectureSketches: and comment: Now I’m curious to see if there were other architects that have revolutionized architecture the way Gill did, but pre-dated him … I feel that there is more to this topic than I know. I’m happy to look into the history of modern architecture and study as much as I can about its foundations. 



Pueblo Ribeira
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Rudolph Schindler
1925
San Diego, California

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Second – Rudolph Schindler’s Pueblo Ribeira. The student guessed it was a private residence in Florida built in the 1960s and inspired by a Japanese aesthetic. In fact Pueblo Ribeira was completed in 1925 in San Diego, and took cues from southwestern architecture. 
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“ I  really enjoy our library. I  
spend at least an hour a week 
in here looking through books 
and resources for inspiration. I  
feel so lucky that we have this 
resource. I  want to investigate 
older books to see the origins 
of the standard practices we 
use today.”

Casa Ribeira; Pueblo Ribeira; 
Rudolph Schindler; Southern 
California Modernism; San Diego 
Historical Homes; Contemporaries of 
Wright. 
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Search string: Casa Ribeira; Pueblo Ribeira; Rudolph Schindler; Southern California Modernism; San Diego Historical Homes; Contemporaries of Wright. Sketches: And comment: I really enjoy our library. I spend at least an hour a week in here looking through books and resources for inspiration. I feel so lucky that we have this resource. I want to investigate older books to see the origins of the standard practices we use today. Love this comment! But sounds like we did already have a convert on our hands. Still a win. So I think we could say we managed to peek their curiosity, but we wanted proof that their ability to observe, contextualize, and analyze had been impacted. 



ASSESSMENT
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• Impacted context most 
significantly

• Little effect on visual 
literacy analysis as 
information access 
increased

• Acknowledged value of 
the discovery process
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So we created a rubric and scored each student first on how they performed in assignment one, then again with a combination of assignments two and three. We probably should have scored them three times, but what we are busy people and were just taking a first stab at this.Happily, their abilities did improve, but only slightly. Their powers of observation were actually more acute when they didn’t have additional information, so their visual literacy skills decreased as information access increased, but they did seem to appreciate the process. Overall we felt it got students thinking about research from both visual and textual perspectives. We plan to repeat this with next year’s cohort with a few changes. We agreed the concept was good, but, going back to Catherine’s observation about the importance of good assignment design, there are definitely changes we want to make. 



Sketches
include an example of an 
annotated sketch, and assign 
reading assignment : how to 
take visual notes
Length
> Set clear expectations 

WHAT WE LEARNED
Keywords
provide additional 
background on this process, 
and perhaps a short in-class 
demonstration
Feedback
> give some!
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What we learnedCouple of things we took for grantedSketches. You can see from the sketches, these students did not understand the concept of analytical sketching or visual notes in the architecture discipline. They needed more direction. Next time we plan to include an example of an annotated sketch, and assign reading on how to take visual notes. Chicken and egg – do we teach them to sketch before we have them analyze buildings? Keyword searches. The search strings were not very sophisticated and this showed in the resources they were able to locate. We will provide additional background on this process, and perhaps even a short in-class demonstration We gave no indication of expected length of journal responses. So inevitably responses ranged from super short to much longer entries. We need to set expectations. Feedback – we didn’t grade these or provide feedback. We treated it as a learning opportunity for the students. But we underestimated the importance of this step (you may have heard this before – this generation is very grade motivated. They want rewards!) we will certainly give feedback in the future. 
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THANKS!
Questions? Find me at:

lcampbell@newschoolarch.edu

R esources in bio:

@newschoollibrary
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Hope you can think of a way to adapt this in your own practice and disciplines. Miti plans to use assignment one as a standalone exercise to gauge the abilities of students with an architectural background. We are also planning an adapted version for first time freshman undergrads and considering turning this into a field trip so students actually visit the built work. I have some handouts that summarize our work for those who are interested in paper copies. The updated assignment rubrics etc. can also be found here (provide a bitly link to these resources) Or you can email me and I’ll happily share.Thank you! 


