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Design: Ideas, Innovation & Change
The design and construction of architecture arise out of particular social, political, economic and aesthetic 
ideas, values and beliefs (culture).  Ideas about buildings and buildings themselves can change culture.
This design thesis seminar and studio’s approach is based on the belief that design is a form of persuasion 
for ideas about how the world should change for the better. A good design is a good idea for change.  It 
recognizes latent potential and makes it visible. Change may be individual or societal. 
Design is a form of innovation. Innovation is the introduction of a new idea or method of doing something 
or the application of an existing idea in a new way. Implicit in this proposition is the idea that in order to 
understand what would be a good design, we must also attempt to understand how a design could possibly 
be realized. Therefore a design thesis is also a form of strategic research that articulates and advances a 
hypothesis (a design), and philosophical position (a reason), while uncovering facts and issues related to 
the situation the design is intended to address revealing how and most importantly why it should be done. 
The Seminar and the Studio
We will formulate projects in the Fall quarter seminar to complete the design of in the three quarter thesis 
design studio. Projects are invited that attempt to respond to selected “Contemporary Issues in Design”. 
Projects of all kinds are welcome. 
Thesis projects could be “visionary” in that they propose things which could affect the evolution of culture 
and which could raise consciousness, but they could also be plausible and useful, seeking to address a 
“real” place, situation, and set of issues, which a client entity might even advocate and try to carry forward. 
I very much encourage provocative projects that can be influential and disseminated to the world outside 
of school. 
Shared readings and travel (with group participation in the selection of both) will introduce some key ideas.
Each person will then bring their own interests and ideas to the design studio. I will help you individually with 
customized readings, contacts, precedents, methods, and technique suggestions to help you shape your 
design ideas into a strong meaningful project. 
You will present your design projects to the studio, to the faculty, and to the public in at least three formal 
juried presentations and two exhibitions. At the end of each quarter I ask for an updated project “book” in 
both hard copy and digital form. This helps you to develop your project as a significant part of your design 
portfolio. 
Field Trips
For an architect, travel is always a form of research and inspiration. It is essential and transformative to 
experience other places and buildings firsthand. 
We will take three field trips during the year. Field trip destinations will be selected by studio consensus.
We will visit notable design firms, take in exhibits, explore neighborhoods, tour buildings and meet with key 
people.  In the past we have taken excellent field trips to Seattle, Los Angeles, Boston, and New York. 
Students are also encouraged to travel on their own in order to do research for their projects if necessary 
and feasible. Past students have traveled to places such as Washington DC, Copenhagen, Argentina, Chile, 
Alaska, Las Vegas, and many other cities in the west for information related to their projects.
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“The environments we have made and saved and the environments 
we are now making offer (the most) persistent evidence of what is 
important to us and what we believe in. By these environmental means 
we continuously enculturate the young, orient both visitor and habitué 
in time and space, articulate attitudes, express feelings, and cue 
individual and social behavior. Our thoughts are nourished, our feelings 
conditioned, and our actions guided by our interpretations of the signals 
inherent in our surroundings. Our self-made environment is the soil 
supporting our culture and feeding its roots. In an infinite number of 
ways the built environment serves as a universal channel of social 
communication, and through its use a commonwealth of denotative, 
connotative, and prescriptive images becomes established. This is a 
prerequisite to a cooperative social life” 	 Philip Thiel
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Schedule
Fall Quarter 2007: Research & Present Topic, Issues, Precedents, Site, and Design Experiments, Constraints 
& Possibilities
For the Seminar:
Read a series of writings on contemporary issues in design and participate in discussions with the group. 
Select and research a topic of interest which will be appropriate around which to develop and complete an 
architectural design thesis project. Write a series of abstracts on the topic and then develop the thesis 
program/proposal through a series of drafts and outlines to culminate in a document setting forth the critical 
position, precedents, and program. Present the project informally for discussion by the group.
Pre-Design and Schematic Design Studio:
Begin with a short design project to investigate issues. 
Research and prepare presentation of topic, issues, and precedents.
Site documentation, analysis and modeling. Determine size and scope of project.
Experiment with schematic design to illustrate constraints and possibilities.
Present the thesis project and research in a juried review.
Prepare first edition of Design Thesis Project documentation “book.”
Winter Quarter 2008: Design and Design Development Studio	
Develop design thesis project and present it in three reviews.
Prepare second edition of thesis “book” to include design work to date.
Spring Quarter 2008: Design Development, Presentation, and Documentation Studio
Complete design thesis project and present it in two public exhibitions.
Submit final edition of thesis “portfolio” in both physical and digital form.

More About the Subject: What are “Contemporary Issues in Design”?
By way of example, consider the following propositions:
1. Architecture is deontic and affirmative; it is an expression of values and beliefs.
2. Architecture is strategic. It is designed to help make something happen; practically and/or culturally.
3. Architecture is material.  It is designed to be buildable, and therefore relies on expertise in the full spectrum 
of technologies required for implementation: communicating and making.
4. Architecture is conceptual.  It is a system of understanding. It is an idea that exists only for those who 
understand it.
5. Architecture is rooted in consideration of the place, time, and culture of its construction. 
How do these propositions relate to the current “post-modern” condition of trying to create architecture 
in the context of the commodity driven commercial culture leftover from late 20th century capitalism?
A context in which the value placed on quality design and craft is negligible at best, 
in which technological changes have placed as much value on the vicarious and derivative 
as on the authentic and original, 
in which image is material, seeing replaces being,
in which culture is becoming both more global and homogenized,
in which the exigencies of the degradation of the natural, social and built environment 
call for an increasing understanding of wholistic complexity and sustainable design, 
but the political system is driven by over-simplification and a return to fundamentalism, 
and in which power to shape the built environment still lies for the most part outside the discipline of architecture.
These assertions certainly suggest a challenge. But to be a designer is to have an optimistic faith in the power 
of good ideas and to be concerned with what should be done as opposed simply to what is “normally” done.
This requires imagination, courage, empirical and theoretical evidence, and powers of persuasion.
To be a successful designer is to be equipped with the strategic understanding necessary to advance the 
larger purposes for which we design, to understand how to bring about change.

I began my higher education in art school in Seattle. I transferred to the University of Washington to study modern European 
history.   Because I had been putting myself through school as a designer/builder, I took on the study of architecture graduating 
with two undergraduate degrees.  I went to graduate school (M.Arch) at U.C. Berkeley where I developed a love of teaching. 
I am a registered Architect in Washington and California with numerous built projects in both states. My professional practice 
has resulted in construction of a wide range of projects including homes, theaters, award winning public school buildings, and 
other public work.  I have specialized in public service architecture including housing. My work has been disseminated in 
publications, paper presentations, design competitions, and juried exhibitions.
I began teaching at Cal Poly in January 2001.  I teach Fifth-year Architectural Design and the upper-division inter-disciplinary 
EDES 406/408 courses on Sustainable Design.  
Before coming to Cal Poly I taught at the University of Idaho (7 years) and the University of California at Berkeley (5 years). Since 
the year 2000 I have also been teaching design in Italy at a variety of schools including Pennsylvania State University’s Sede 
di Roma, the Università' di Camerino Facoltà' di Architettura in Ascoli Piceno, and the University Studies Abroad Consortium 
(USAC) at Scuola di Amministrazione Aziendale (SAA) of the University of Turin.
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2004 Brian Melton:  “Cycles”  Interpretive Intervention in Poly Canyon
A full size design/build project which was the first intervention in Poly 
Canyon the sole purpose of which is interpretation of the canyon itself.

2004: Erick Fong: “Trans Bay “Green” Transit Tower” 
Design of mixed-use high-rise building adjacent to San 
Francisco’s Trans Bay Terminal incorporating green sky 
lobbies and influenced by the work of Ken Yeang, 
Morphosis, and Charles Correa among others.

A Few Examples of Past Projects: We have had a large number & variety 
of excellent and creative projects in the past four years, many more than 
can be shown here. Some have won national design competitions. Some 
are more speculative, some are more practical. Virtually all of the projects 
in this studio have a great deal of depth and credibility. They propose new 
ways of looking at things. They challenge assumptions and provoke response. 
They are idea-rich.

2004: Anna Harris: “Affordable Multi-family Housing in L.A.”
Incorporating both a small tower and townhouses on a podium, 
this project proposes a family friendly mixed-use, mixed income 
housing project on a high profile site in downtown LA.
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