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ABSTRACT

This thesis introduces alternative possibilities for structuring design education to emancipate 

designers’ personal creative identities. It was motivated by personal experiences and a series 

of observations and case studies recorded and conducted at MIT’s graduate and undergraduate 

architecture and design studios. My study examines a crucial set of dialectics: subjectivity and 

objectivity, agency and structure, and political and personal narratives. 

The hypothesis is that the structures embodying students’ relationships — the self and society, the 

self and others, and the self and self — are all essential to how design identities develop, yet these 

relationships are often unintentionally unrealized due to the inherent challenge of developing personal 

design intentions. Examination of this hypothesis led me to instrumentalize students’ personal 

narratives as a design tool to emancipate their agency through worldmaking exercises, and thus 

promoting students’ agency in a process of developing a personal design language, geometries, and 

visual imagination.

The study herein offers a pedagogical framework — experimental case studies part of a larger aspired 

transformative reform — the first running in tandem with core studios, and the second a workshop 

that followed. Both case studies utilized introspective and performative design practices to help 

students harness a personal sense of narrative, methods of representation, design language and their 

embodying social and cultural identity. Through this framework, students cultivate their own personal 

“worlds,” in awareness of the embedded structures. This framework is a step towards a pedagogically 

transformative and socially solidaristic project of decolonizing personal narratives – a tale of 

designers’ voice realization.
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PROLOGUE

How is a designer’s creative identity to be developed? How can design students question 

design assumptions and experiment with a range of design practices that allow them to decide which 

intentions to amplify, discard, or replace? In this thesis, I examine the objective and subjective 

interest in finding our voices by introducing personal narratives as a design tool to emancipate design 

students’ agency through worldmaking exercises. As an architect and a designer, this work has 

emerged from my own experiences, a student aware of mediated biases; and on another, an educator 

attempting to resist and mediate her own biases in design studios, hence avoiding a loss of students’ 

agency in developing a personal design language, geometries, and visual imagination. Experimenting 

with both introspective and performative design practices, students are guided to cultivate a personal 

sense of one’s narrative, methods of representation, design language and their embodying unique 

socio-cultural, political and environmental identity. Through a series of worldmaking exercises, 

students harness narrative evidence of their own stories, their own imagination, captured through a 

reflexive and performative practice of self-discovery. In this regard, this thesis does not offer theories 

of how-to-design, or seek to constitute a curricula review. Rather, it is an alternative contribution to a 

relationship that flows through interwoven narratives and sequences of time. That is on the one side 

political and on another personalist, the latter being a theory derived from the person or personality 

as a key to an interpretation of one’s reality – a story of a long process challenging the limitations of 

colonized narratives to motivate transformation, a tale of designers’ voice realization.
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INTRODUCTION 

The means for design students to 

find their personal voices is not a self-evident 

journey. How is a designer’s creative identity 

developed? How can design students question 

design assumptions and experiment with a range 

of design practices that allow them to decide 

which intentions to amplify, discard, or replace? 

For these two main inquiries, I investigate 

alternative possibilities for structuring design 

education to emancipate designers’ personal 

creative identities, while examining a crucial 

set of dialectics: subjectivity and objectivity, 

agency and structure, and political and personal 

narratives.

As an architect and a designer, this work 

emerged from my own experiences, a student 

aware of mediated biases; and on another, an 

educator attempting to resist and mediate her 

own biases in design studios. Moreover, it is 

motivated by a series of observations that were 

recorded at MIT’s graduate and undergraduate 

architecture and design studios. Through these 

observations, I recognized that the structures 

embodying students’ relationships — the self 

and society, the self and others, and the self 

and self — are all essential to how design 

identities develop, yet these relationships are 

often unintentionally unrealized due to the 

inherent challenge of developing personal design 

intentions. Examination of this hypothesis led me 

to instrumentalize students’ personal narratives 

as a design tool to emancipate students’ 

agency through worldmaking exercises, and 

thus promoting students’ agency in a process 

of developing a personal design language, 

geometries, and visual imagination.

Chapter I offers insights about the 

relationships that we live by in our daily 

practices and thus inform our surrounding 

context, of the self and society, the self and 

other, and the self and self. In Chapter II, I 

discuss these relationships across a set of 

dialectics: subjectivity and objectivity, agency 

and structure, and political and personal 

narratives, hence arriving at how we conceive 

of all three relationships and how we position 

ourselves relative to them. Finally, in Chapter III, 

I introduce a pedagogical framework based on 

my understanding of how we identify our own 

agency through a practice of questioning all three 

relationships. Based on this hypothesis, I use 

two interconnected case studies to materialize a 

framework to help students cultivate a personal 

sense of narrative, methods of representation, 
13
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I. CONTRADICTING RELATIONSHIPS

When Malik approached me to discuss 

his future academic and career plans on the 

afternoon of Monday, November 25th, 2019, I 

responded to his inquiry as a teaching assistant, 

unprepared for its greater influence on my 

own perceptions of design education.2 This 

undergraduate studio was Malik’s first encounter 

with the design discipline. He was a dedicated 

student, always delivered more than what was 

required and was engaged in studio discussions. 

However, in this conversation in particular, I 

could sense he had a general tone of malaise. 

When he asked his first question, “what 

is the difference between art and design?” 

attempting to resist my own assumptions, I 

followed up by asking, “what makes you think 

of this?” Malik explained that he wasn’t sure 

whether he should continue to major in design. 

He was concerned about designers’ career 

opportunities, felt constrained by the “structured” 

process of designing, and found design to be 

“very subjective.” He said, “I mean feedback 

is sometimes conflicting with separate ideas; 

one instructor ((names instructor)) tells you one 

thing, another ((names second instructor)) tells 

2	  Malik is an undergraduate student at MIT 
whose name has been changed to conceal identities. 
This applies for all the following characters.

you another, and you continue to go back and 

forth, and that part confuses me.” In response 

to this, Malik said that he was learning to trust 

his own instinct and explore more all his “given 

ideas”, rather than “trying to please others.” 

(Appendix)

I left the conversation thinking I relate 

to Malik’s observations. I believe the purpose 

of design education is not just to focus on 

developing a final product but, even more so, 

the process through which we arrive at our own 

well-informed design intentions. During the rest 

of the conversation, Malik acknowledges the 

importance of the iterative process, but what he 

was questioning was what intentions to explore 

and why. This reflection is not foreign to other 

suppositions my fellow architecture peers and I 

have previously had. For instance, although my 

own story happens to be slightly more specific, 

in that after five years of studying architectural 

engineering in a heavily structured program, I 

was suddenly expected to create a portfolio. Not 

only had I not heard of the term portfolio3 before, 

but it also turned out to be the universal medium 

for representing one’s creative design identity. 

Similarly, my architecture peers were affected 

3	  Pae, The Portfolio and the Diagram.

design language and their embodying socio-

cultural, political and environmental identity. 

In the end, students’ reflections about this 

process demonstrated that this framework is a 

potential alternative contribution in the service of 

architects and designers1.

1	 For a thorough and up-to-date version of this 
thesis, see raniakaadan.com

15
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by other educational structures, for instance 

one was enrolled in a year-long program based 

on a confining clustering system that prevented 

her from exploring her own research interests. 

Hence, Malik’s experience was not one of its 

kind, but what made it different this time was 

my desire of finding means of enablement. 

This reinstated many questions I’ve previously 

speculated on from my own experiences, such 

as: how to investigate further the objective and 

subjective assumptions between students’ design 

intentions and instructors’ objectives? Are these 

contradictions perennial to design education? 

And is there a certain structure that could lead us 

to an affinity between the collective interest and 

our personal interest in finding our voices?

I argue that this affinity is possible 

through repetition — examining, breaking up, 

engaging with, and trying other structures that 

inform the relationships that we live by. To 

arrive at this affinity, we can start by examining 

these relationships. In part, we want to live 

with unique, individual identities; yet we also 

want to be connected to others around us. We 

are also motivated to shape the shared identity 

that we carry as part of a society, group, or even 

a romantic relationship. Roberto Mangabeira 

the self and the self

the self and the other

the self and the society 
Diagrams: author’s own

Unger, a contemporary philosopher and a social 

and legal theorist, introduces in his book Passion: 

An Essay on Personality4, a set of relationships 

that we confront in our personal growth journey. 

These relationships form one step among many 

others in developing the idea of self-realization 

in order to ascend to a higher form of creativity. 

Each generates a particular normative force 

in shaping our contexts within frameworks of 

consensus and malleable constraints5.

A. The Self and Society

One of the relationships that Unger 

addresses is between our individual relation of 

the self and the collective context or the society 

that we are part of. He claims we can’t live as 

individuals without engaging in a collective 

social context, but neither could we be free if 

the engagement requires us to surrender to our 

context. To be free, or empowered, we have 

to be able to engage with our society without 

surrendering. Hence, to understand how the 

collective structure can be organized in such a 

way that allows the individual to engage without 

surrendering, we have to become insiders and 
4	  Unger, “Passion.”
5	  Neville, “Normative Cultures.” Robert 
Cummings Neville is a systematic philosopher and 
theologian.

outsiders of the existing framework with our 

ability to change, revise, and transform until 

we arrive at this notion of having a structure 

that opens itself to revision. In doing this, we 

relativize the distinction between the ordinary 

moves we make within a framework and the 

exceptional moves by which we change and 

challenge pieces of the framework. 

B. The Self and Others

The second relationship Unger presents is 

about the relation between the self and the others. 

To be free, or empowered, we need to connect 

with others around us in solidarity, it is internally 

related to self-construction. Yet, every connection 

to another human being threatens us with loss of 

personal distinction and subjugation. Hence, just 

like in our connection with the society, to be free 

we have to be able to connect with others without 

being subjugated. Through a form of cooperation, 

or dialogue, the organization of the others could 

inform the individual with malleable ways of 

feeling, living, and acting, instead of a rigid 

system. These forms of cooperation also have 

to be able to take alternative forms. The student 

should feel safe and secure against domination, 

as well as capable of educational and financial 
17
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not become a rigidified form of the self, a shell, 

within which we grow and begin to wither. Thus, 

to develop a free self-expression of this character, 

we have to examine it, break it up, rebel against 

it, and try other forms of experience. We live in 

search with the society organized, to create better 

chances to break out of the shell, for instance, by 

creating the practical conditions for students to 

change direction, or shift interests, in the midst of 

their experience with resources that allow space 

for such risks.

In reflection on the previous stories and 

their connection with the three relationships 

of the self, for “the self and the self” it’s my 

support while their surrounding collective context 

remains open to experiment and innovate. This 

challenge between the safety and the risks of 

experimentation is part of arriving at the higher 

form of cooperation.

C. The Self and Self 

The third relationship that Unger offers 

is less directly related to the organization of 

society but related nevertheless, the relation of 

the individual agent to themselves — the self 

to the self. In order to be free we have to have a 

coherent form of acting in the world, or what we 

refer to as a character. Yet, this character should 

A representation of institutional determinism.
Collage: Pradeep Mutalik, Quanta Magazine, accessed Dec 3, 2020

relationship with my work, for “the self and the 

other” it’s the subjective feedback for Malik, and 

it’s “the self and the society” for the clustering 

system. Through these stories and many others, 

I recognized that design students’ creative 

identities are often being determined by the 

structures embedded in their relationships to 

their own work and their surrounding context, 

which I refer to as institutional determinism. But, 

since these relationships are part of life and their 

embodied structures are unavoidable, then how 

do we address this ordeal? 

I believe we can transform such ordeals 

into an instrument of our empowerment. We 

can ascend to a higher form of education but 

our ascent is not in the overcoming of these 

challenges, meaning we can have one form of 

design education to be higher than another, but 

no form will be ideal in the world of design. 

Hence, this is not a kind of fatalism, instead 

it’s the opposite. It is an attempt to motivate 

transformation. 

These three relationships between the 

self and the society, the self and the others, and 

the self and the self  have two implications or 

two relations to the bigger argument of this 

thesis. The general one is part of the conception 

of design education by the individual designer, 

and the second is in how its transformation has 

a particular significance to self-empowerment. 

Thus, in desire of achieving this empowerment, 

we can consider these three sets of relationships 

while actively seeking additional propositions 

for change. They all depend on this interplay 

between tangible alternatives and conceptions of 

who we are, and what we can become. 

19
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II. REPRESENTATION OF REALITIES 

A. Objectivity & Subjectivity

In understanding further what other 

propositions of change we can bring, we need to 

examine how we position ourselves relative to all 

three relationships of the self, while considering 

the dialectics of subjectivity and objectivity, 

agency and structure, and personal and political 

narratives. The history of philosophy has been 

in a continuous attempt to sort through these 

dialectics, yet at some moments in time the 

dialectic of subjectivity and objectivity extended 

to either sides of the relationship; misconceiving 

human’s nature as an either or. 

The historical and philosophical lens of 

philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s 

early work, The Phenomenology of Spirit6 

claims that in earlier civilizations, human beings 

were completely identified and submissive 

to the customary form of life in their society; 

subjectivity did not exist. He believes subjectivity 

only emerged as a response to the formation of 

states and cultures in historical civilizations, 

rather than as a lens we embody from the 

beginning of our lives. More specifically, Hegel 

points to three stages of our development. The 

first stage is accepting or conforming to the way 
6	  Hegel and Inwood, Hegel.

things are in life. The second stage challenges the 

way things are, claiming a different, subjective 

understanding and identifying where there’s 

conflict between these two perceptions. The third 

stage is a reconciliation between both, where 

subjectivity is no longer in conflict because we 

will now develop practices and structures that can 

fully accommodate the demands of subjectivity, 

and from which we will no longer need to be in 

conflict. 

This was the period of these 

contradictions, which Hegel describes in 

these three stages. Unger argues that Hegel 

misconceived subjectivity in all stages, and I 

agree with his argument. For the first stage, there 

is never a stage where a human being is perfectly 

identified with their culture or society with no 

possibility of rebellion or non-conformity. Unger 

says “We can’t resign ourselves to the way things 

are. No society has even been like that. There 

is always this possibility in turning against the 

ideals of the tribe no matter how isolated and 

primitive a tribe may be.”

For the second stage, the narrative of 

transformation, in that our confrontation with the 

conflict and our overcoming of it does not follow 

21
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examine its opposite the romantic belief, or the 

Sartrean7 belief, presenting structures as the death 

of spirit or agency. Jean-Paul Sartre, one of the 

key figures in the philosophy of existentialism 

and phenomenology, claims that the only time 

we are fully alive and fully human is the moment 

in which we rebel against the structures to an 

inter-loop of unstructured life. For example, in 

a plot of a romantic novel, the hero is oriented 

towards winning the hand of the beloved, yet 

the actual marriage, which is supposedly the 

goal of the whole exercise, is never represented 

in the romantic novel. It would be an enormous 

anticlimax, a falsification of the whole romantic 

thesis, making this romantic idea of love a 

form of despair. It is an escape from the daily 

structures of life, yet it despairs of the possibility 

of changing the relation between agency and 

structure. A relation where we can’t create an 

ideal structure to be the definitive home of 

humanity, but would allow us to engage without 

surrendering because it would facilitate its own 

revision through repetition. Though it usually 

awaits a crisis to make its revision possible, but 

then it would arrive at a higher form of freedom 

in structure. 

7	  Sartre and Barnes, Being and Nothingness.

a single script. Unger explains that Hegel gave a 

paradigmatic significance to his stylized version 

of the history of European culture, but that is only 

one of the many contingent forms upon which the 

confrontation with the conflict has taken. Hence, 

it has no universal significance as Hegel wrongly 

supposed it did. 

The third, which is the most significant, 

is in Hegel’s view of the final stage, that at the 

end we will finally have a form of social life from 

which we no longer need to be conflict and from 

where there will no longer be contradictions. 

Unger believes there is no reason for that to ever 

happen, given who we are. He says “we are those 

agents who are always seeking the absolute, 

the infinite and the unconditional; and all that 

we have around us is the relative, the finite and 

the conditional.” Hence, we are demanding the 

absolute from the relative, the infinite from the 

finite, and the unconditional from the conditional.

B. Decolonizing Narratives 

Since we concluded earlier that Hegel’s 

belief is not true and that there is no definitive 

form of life in which we will no longer need 

to be in conflict with subjectivity, then we can 

Repetition or routine is part of life 

as described in Repetition by Kierkegaard. 

Søren Kierkegaard, a Danish philosopher, 

theologian, poet and social critic, said that 

the war against repetition8 is the war against 

life. The Danish term for “repetition,” 

is gentagelsen (or Gjentagelsen9 ) meaning “the 

taking back.” As architects and designers, we 

are aware how innovation takes place against 

the background of “taking back” in our iterative 

practices. In fact, the practice of repeating 

in one’s own performances is an architect’s 

principle enquiry of designing “something 

excellent”10 as described by Leon Battista Alberti. 

Therefore, the intention is to seek the kind of 

repetition that makes innovation possible.

The fulfillment of design is in 

the interplay between the dissonance and 

consonance. The design process develops what 

is in one moment seen as dissonance, to the 

next moment to what is seen as consonance. 

We advance in the relation between the new 

and the repetitious or the familiar. This act 

invests design in everything we make; it is 

our internalized intentions that are eventually 
8	  Kierkegaard and Mooney, Repetition and 
Philosophical Crumbs.
9	  Melberg, “Kierkegaard’s ‘Gjentagelse.’”
10	  Alberti, “The Ten Books of Architecture.”

externalized for interpretations in everything we 

do. Encapsulated with personal intentionality, 

design becomes the theme of innovation within 

all three relationships. Hence, this thesis rejects 

both the Hegelian belief and the Sartrean belief, 

as a set of ideas or assumptions of our humanity 

and its transformation, instead it advocates 

transformation through repetition. 

In overcoming the limitations of such 

philosophical arguments, we can consider 

several initiatives, innovations, or reforms. One 

inspired from another part of my conversation 

with Malik and can be considered for 

innovative transformation, addresses graduation 

requirements embedded in an institutional scale 

structure.

Malik:  	 The HASS (Humanities, Arts, and Social 		
	 Sciences) requirements are strict
	 (1 sec pause) 
	 I need to make up my mind
	 only few subjects qualify for design
	 (0.4 sec pause)
	 I’m also interested in CS (Computer Science)
	 but I don’t want the structure in CS to 		
	 constrain my creativity
	 but it’s also somehow being constrained in 		
	 design
	 (0.2 sec. pause)
	 uhhh I really enjoy the time I spend doing 		
	 design

23
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The picture above was captured on 

March 17th 2021, at MIT Architecture’s vacant 

hallways. That was almost a year since the 

COVID-19 pandemic forced the switch to 

remote learning and the campus to be evacuated. 

Like the remains of an apocalyptic scene, this 

poster among many others was hanging strong, 

untouched, an ironic message from the past, 

calling on students who no longer occupy those 

hallways: “Be your whole self. Explore at MIT. 

Apply for a HASS minor.” The HASS Minor11 is 

only one or two extra subjects from the required 

HASS Concentration, which was addressed by 

Malik. 

As described on MIT’s registrar website, 

11	  “MIT SHASS: Undergraduate Studies - Mi-
nors.”

the HASS Concentration is part of MIT’s General 

Institute Requirements: “All undergraduates must 

complete the HASS Requirement. It consists of 

eight subjects of at least nine units each in the 

humanities, arts, and social sciences. Learning in 

the humanities, arts, and social sciences (HASS) 

is an indispensable part of your undergraduate 

education. The HASS Requirement provides you 

with opportunities to deepen your knowledge in a 

variety of cultural and disciplinary areas, practice 

critical thinking, and develop vital skills while 

trying something new.”12

From Malik’s perspective, it was a 

limiting requirement embedded in how the 

structure of minoring and majoring operates. In 

fact, it wasn’t only Malik, it was reported among 

other design students. By the end of Spring 2020, 

another design minor student, Samar, approached 

me with a similar inquiry. Hence, I asked her to 

write me an email that I can forward in search for 

an answer. Her email reads:

Subject: Hoping that there is a way to pursue Design 
while completing HASS requirements.

Hi Rania!
I really enjoy the Design Studio classes and 
was hoping that I could take them while 
completing a HASS concentration. I looked 

12	  “HASS Requirement | MIT Registrar.” ac-
cessed 30,03,2021” 

into the two offered HASS-concentrations 
related to Design & Architecture, however, 
none of them had 4.022, 4.031, and 4.032 
as classes that could be taken to fulfill the 
concentration. Currently, I am planning to 
major in Physics and Mathematics, but I also 
want to pursue Design, so I am very torn on 
how to fit all these classes while also meeting 
the graduation requirements. I absolutely 
love the hands-on experimentation learning 
process of Design Studio classes and I find 
that the creative process practiced in these 
classes really help me think differently in 
other fields. How To Design studio showed 
me how much I love designing and I really 
do not want to have to give up on this passion 
because of graduation requirements. Is there 
some way to make this possible? Thank you 
so much!

Like all other structures, whether on 

an institution level or a studio level — a design 

brief, list of precedents, or even feedback — 

they unintentionally place a load on students’ 

personal decisions. Therefore, understanding 

that architecture is a discipline, embedded 

within contexts of structures and practices, 

makes institutional determinism as inevitable 

and equivalent to the realities of life that are 

earlier described by Unger’s three relationships. 

It is a set of ideas or assumptions of design 

education that could help make sense of these 

arguments, along many other ways of making 

sense of them. The difference among these ways 

could potentially over time have problematic 

implications that can only be discovered little by 

little. However, it’s only through transformations 

that we gain agency and arise at a greater form of 

autonomy within systems.

C. Political & Personalist

When politics are serious, just as 

Malik’s conversation was, they are ultimately 

about who we are. Every social movement is 

the prophetic element in politics being both 

political and personal. It is about institutions, 

consciousness, who we are, and what we can 

become. Deep transformations emerge from 

this prophetic element. We have to continue to 

invent and reinvent a language and a practice in 

which to deal with it. Through such movements13, 

we have been moving closer to our desired 

transformations, but it’s also important to 

acknowledge that in some other ways they 

were contradictory and led to less freedom; 

with systems, models, and votaries of those 

movements, with agreements and disagreements 

with one another. 

We have all these schools of Architecture 

13	  “Radical Pedagogies”

MIT Architecture vacant hallways, “Be your 
whole self.” “Explore at MIT. ”
Photograph by author
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that exist around the world as examples of a 

certain project or movement, once motivated by 

the desire to empower creativity. If we look at 

two of the current major architecture schools in 

the world, MIT comes in with a central theme in 

pioneering a culture that “investigates questions 

that occupy the space between people and their 

environment”14 as it takes pride in bringing light 

to design and architecture and the rest of the 

creative discipline. Another, The Bartlett School 

of Architecture at University College London, 

prides itself for its emphasis on representation, 

but also defines its academic excellence as a 

commitment to make “a responsible impact on 

the world” through “insight and ingenuity”15. 

Most architecture schools tend to have a 

particular reputation, described as either 

cinematic, artistic, graphic, program-based, 

and so forth... Whichever architecture school 

we address, they are all seeking to empower 

creativity in their own ways, cultivating in its 

student bodies an influence of those systems, 

in both their design language and eventually 

cultural practice – including academia.

As an example of how a school’s 

cultural environment affects students’ ability to 
14	  “About | MIT Architecture.”
15	  UCL, “About Us.”

grow, architectural education has always been 

influenced by institutional kinds of legacies at a 

given moment in time. At a graduate MIT studio, 

students from this studio brought into discussion 

their experiences. The following dialogue is a 

short snippet of their conversation, the rest has 

been excluded to conceal identities.

x:	 However, like we do have agency!
	 Uhm...
	 But I think in other studios
	 That does exist
	 Similar to what you’re talking about
X’’:	 I don’t know
	 Like we have agency 

	 But we are also being indoctrinated into this 		
	 pedagogical lineage where “architect Z” 		
	 comes up over and over and over again
	 And we are eight weeks into the 			 
	 semester and I feel like…
	 I have maybe had “architect Z” projects 		
	 referenced TEN times
	 And like ZERO “architect 	Y” projects, So 		
	 “architect Z” is like a reflection…

x:	 ((interrupts)) Who is “architect Z”?
	 Who is bringing up “architect Z”?
	 Cause that hasn’t happened for me

Some of the students complained about 

being “indoctrinated into this pedagogical 

lineage where “architect Z” comes up over 

and over and over again.” However, for others, 

it was like, “who is “architect Z”? Who is 

bringing up “architect Z”?” At a first glance, this 

conversation may be confused as a subjective 

pedagogical approach biased towards specific 

architects and schools of design. However, 

spotlighting that students sharing the same 

studio, content, and structure still had different 

experiences, highlights that this model created 

various possibilities by diversifying instructors’ 

input. This was possible because students 

themselves have different academic backgrounds, 

personalities and ways of engaging with 

instructions, but most importantly it’s because 

they were not taught by the same group of 

instructors.

This approach may be one model that 

could respond to the problem of institutional 

kind of legacies – the other. The concern is 

that pedagogy is propelled and developed in a 

particular direction, in part because the academic 

system nudges an agenda, particularly within 

foundational or core studios. Academics begin 

to frame conversations, hence giving a particular 

flavor to frame their pedagogy and establishing 

one part of the structure that depicts institutional 

determinism. On another part, the academics 

themselves are part of a higher structure that 

requires them to build and shape their own 

pedagogy around a set of deliverables, such as 

books, publications, and articles, all of which 

pressure them into a particular framework 

submerged within academia. Then the agenda 

is evidenced and is propelled through different 

mediums and intensities depending on which 

phase the student is in their academic journey. 

In this understanding, I believe two activities are 

crucial to designers’ development. The first is 

participating in realizing our surrounding context, 

and the second is revising one’s assumptions 

and our agency in what and how we create. It 

is a matter of continuing to raise questions and 

preparing design students to explore and engage 

critically, while communicating their creative 

personal voice in their work, particularly their 

social and cultural self-expression in design. 

Afterall, design is motivated by the expression 

of personal intentions16. Intentions are embodied 

within the designer’s context. Hence, it is 

important to continuously question whose 

intentions are design students exploring and how 

is their context shaping these intentions.

Academic structures were organized 

on a model of hierarchy under the primacy 

of ideologies and revisions in the name of 

emancipation. As much as this structural 

thinking may be effective in more scientific 

16	  Jencks and Baird, Meaning in Architecture.
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disciplines, they can become mostly problematic 

in disciplines that pride themselves on creativity. 

They are a common project at any moment of 

architecture’s academic history with a dimension 

of less or more autonomy. They are about an 

idea, that the ordinary student is lifted up to a 

higher form of creativity, and the regimen is the 

instrument of this collective lifting up. It is a 

long running peculiar idea and it remains in its 

position of shaping the architectural discipline. 

Hence, how it shapes the agenda bears on the 

issue of creativity. The question of what could 

make someone creative has occupied some of 

history’s greatest minds, yet it only continues to 

grow in the ambiguity that surrounds it. 

There are two approaches to the concept 

of creativity. One is the early romantic idea of 

creativity, in which you have no constraints 

and it is simply a question of the free-flowing 

imagination – turning out to be false. As 

Chomsky says, “I would like to argue that 

without a system of formal constraints there 

are no creative acts.”17 Hence, real creativity 

is premised on constraints. Only when being 

placed in a multi model structure of constraints, 

17	  Chomsky and Peck, “The Chomsky Reader.” 
Chomsky is a linguist, philosopher, cognitive scientist, 
historian, social critic, and political activist. 

creativity becomes possible. There needs to 

be “intrinsic and restrictive properties”18 for 

the mind to struggle with, otherwise it is just 

an experience of anarchy of being loose. The 

restrictive properties are on one side concerned 

with the canon of knowledge that an architect 

needs to know, and on another, the context 

through which they master this canon. With a 

similar consistency with the second approach 

to creativity, if we have to follow all those 

subjective institutional demands for many years 

and wait for the spiritual core to be manifested 

in professional practice; the spiritual core may 

not emerge and may be buried in these technical 

demands and in the gap between education and 

practice. Thus, structures’ greater influence on 

design curricula have to be continuously revisited 

to avoid foreclosing transformative models for 

both students and educators.

This is another dilemma presented 

by institutional structures and one that has to 

be addressed. Having to work with all these 

constraints, there needs to be a parallel track 

in which students discuss and examine their 

personal intentions. Thus, as a basic concession, 

instead of waiting until the last phases of their 

18	  Chomsky and Peck.

education journey to develop their own personal 

argument or “thesis”, students practice both 

modes simultaneously. They begin to harness 

their personal voices and imagination while 

equipped by increasing mastery of the technical 

demands. On the one hand, they arise with 

personal ambition, aspiration, and curiosity and 

at the same time, they are able to create both 

technical and cognitive capabilities19. Both the 

collective interest and personal interest can then 

go in a double ascent, in the hopes that the two 

tracks begin to converge.

However, for this ascent to 

potentially happen, we should ask who are the 

representatives of this idea? It is everyone within 

those systems: the institutionally empowered 

decision makers, the academics, and the 

students who consume this discourse. Having 

faith in those actors, the conservatives and the 

progressives, is as essential as understanding 

where they would situate themselves with such a 

movement. 

The conservatives believe that our 

interests and ideas need to be pursued within 

the horizon of the established institutional 

19	  Alberti, “The Ten Books of Architecture.”

arrangements20. They believe we can adjust them 

at the margin but we shouldn’t imagine that we 

can change them fundamentally or radically over 

time — a result of this long historical evolution 

that has demonstrated in practice what works and 

what doesn’t work. The progressives, on the other 

hand, believe the advancement of all of our ideas 

and interests requires innovation in the structure, 

in the institutional and ideological structure21.

What always matters is the direction of 

the initial steps by which we begin to move in 

a particular direction according to a particular 

circumstance. We don’t have to await a crisis, 

such as a pandemic22, to have the motivation 

in finding alternative possibilities. One could 

have different attitudes towards this ordeal. One 

possible attitude is thorough disenchantment, 

but this is not my concern in this thesis. Rather, 

I believe in design education but I think it 

has to be continuously examined in order to 

thrive. I also don’t believe there is a simple 

way to demonstrate how to make this happen, 

particularly because the method of making this 

thrive depends on the controversial ideas of time, 

20	  Unger, The Left Alternative.
21	  Unger.

22	  “The Pandemic Has Caused an Unprecedent-
ed Reckoning with Digital Culture. Architecture May 
Never Be the Same Again (and Why That’s Okay).”
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labor, finances, the interpretation of architecture 

history and it’s philosophical assumptions and so 

forth.

Assuming that our political and 

biographical trajectories emerge from our own 

experiences, the meaning of each move is 

determined by what comes next. Every particular 

move can be an excuse to not go further or it 

can be a step to proceed with more intentional 

transformations. The current situation may 

be seen in retrospective correction, however 

the desired transformation that I aspire for is 

progressively looking into what we can create. 

It matters what position we take in order to 

penetrate a long set of forms of normalization 

and rationalization. 

For example, MIT Architecture’s recent 

response to the pandemic brought much-needed 

change in design teaching methodologies; 

something I consider a step toward reimagining 

design education. It wasn’t a clear and 

straightforward trajectory but in recognition of 

this pandemic reality, it brought a much-needed 

refreshing movement to experiment with design 

teaching methodologies23, particularly within 

23	  “Highlights from IAP 2021 Workshops | 
MIT Architecture.”

Core studios242526. Such transformations can 

extend to ongoing questioning of teaching and 

engagement methods, feedback and critique, 

program structures of required and optional 

subjects, and program lengths and engagement 

with practice.

My own contribution to this movement 

is an experimental pedagogical intervention, one 

at a level of a SMArchS thesis, that introduces 

a set of tactical prepositions, or alternatives, in 

an attempt to dislodge biases in search of design 

methodologies that help design students harness 

their personal stories and voices in development 

of their design identities. I believe, we can begin 

by equipping design students with intellectual 

instruments such as studying the history of 

philosophy, history of design and architecture, 

and engaging in dialogue of transformative 

pedagogical alternatives that can reinvent current 

structures through content, medium and time.

We do have the means to do these 

transformations, but they require effort as they 

run in friction against the grain. This touches on 

24	  “Architecture Design Core Studio III | MIT 
Architecture.”
25	  “Architecture Design Core Studio II | MIT 
Architecture.”
26	  “Architecture Design Core Studio I | MIT 
Architecture.”

a moral conundrum in our relation to political 

activity. Political activity is not to be treated as 

a romantic adventure, in which our objective 

position is just an instrument of some discovery 

of the self. On the other hand, we should not 

treat our political activity as the reduction of 

the self and the individual to an instrument of 

some collective project of the society and the 

others. The collective project advances or fails in 

historical time and we only live-in biographical 

time. Hence, we have to believe in the actors and 

discovering the affinity between the collective 

interest and our personal interest in finding our 

voices, even more so, in not becoming passively 

submissive to our circumstance at any moment 

in history. It is precious to confront these 

predicaments.
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III. NARRATIVES & WORLDMAKING

A.	 Personal Narratives as a Pedagogical Tool

Having faith in the actors and the 

possibilities of alternatives, I developed and 

conducted two interconnected case studies 

that could be implemented during my limited 

time in the SMArchS program as part of a 

larger pedagogical framework. Offered as a 

complement to design studio curricula, the 

framework consisted of two related sets of 

delivered practice, one that is reflective and 

another performative. In this framework, the 

focus was on two activities that I consider to 

be crucial to designers’ development. The first 

is creating the means for students to participate 

in realizing their surrounding context, and the 

second is creating opportunities that allow them 

to revise their personal voice and agency in what 

and how they create. It is a matter of preparing 

design students to explore and communicate 

their creative personal intentions in their work in 

order to arrive at their own personal argument or 

“thesis” — particularly through their social and 

cultural self-expression in design.

First introduced in Fall 2020, the first 

case study was called 1 Second Everyday (1SE) 

and the second called 4.184 Architectural Design 

Workshop: The Untold Narratives. The first case 

study 1 Second Everyday (1SE) was running in 

parallel with three design studios: undergraduate 

required studio 4.021 How to Design (Almost) 

Everything, and two graduate required studios 

4.151 Architecture Design Core 1 and 4.153 

Architecture Design Core 3 — carrying with it an 

initial belief in its intuitive flow with no desire of 

statistical verification. However, acknowledging 

how this intervention situates itself within 

First Case Study: 
1 Second Everyday 
(1SE)
Diagram by author
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a SMArchS thesis, I employed a qualitative 

research method including ethnographic 

practices, such as journaling, conversational 

interviews, questionnaires, focused groups and 

participant observations. 

Both case studies instrumentalized 

students’ personal narratives27 — a medium of 

visual and written accounts — as a design tool 

to emancipate students’ agency. Narratives as 

described by Elinor Ochs are a “discourse genre, 

mode of cognition, and social activity… they 

exhibit their own internal organization.28” As 

they capture students’ diverse backgrounds and 

interests, they become a means of negotiating 

the self within all three relationships: the self, 

the others, and the society. It is a means of 

examining a long-process, to help design students 

harness greater autonomy in shaping their 

identities within a certain context.

Participating students were asked to start 

by taking a short survey to help me tailor my 

approach to each. With an opening disclosure, 

students were reminded that the questionnaire is 

not an assessment of their skills, instead, it is first 

27	  Gornick, The Situation and the Story.
28	  Ochs, “Narrative Lessons.” Elinor Ochs is a 
linguistic anthropologist and professor of anthropolo-
gy.

a method of self-reflection and second a piece 

that complements their 1SE visual and written 

narratives. As Arnheim says, “Reckless analysis 

of the self will do harm, but so will the artificial 

primitivism of the man who refuses to know 

how and why he works.29 The survey captured 

students’ academic and professional background, 

the medium they prefer communicating 

through and the digital software and fabrication 

techniques they prefer most, concluding with two 

questions that I felt would be most relevant to 

how they identify as architects and/or designers. 

Select one or more that usually guide(s) 
your design decisions the most. (Check 
all that apply.)

a.	 “Form follows function” 
Louis H. Sullivan 

b.	 “Form follows beauty” 
Oscar Niemeyer

c.	 “Genius loci - Architecture 
is in the genius of the place 
“ Anonymous

d.	 “Tools guide ideas” 
Anonymous

e.	 “Architecture is always 
political” Andrés Jaque

f.	 “There are things we live 
among ‘and to see them. Is 
to know ourselves.’ George 
Oppen

g.	 “I prefer drawing to talking. 
Drawing is faster, and leaves 

29	  Arnheim, Visual Thinking.

less room for lies.” Le 
Corbusier 

h.	 “A story must be told or 
there’ll be no story, yet it 
is the untold stories that 
are most moving.” J.R.R 
Tolkien

i.	 Other: …
Space for any other design peculiar 
thoughts you’d like to share... (Long 
answer text)

The questionnaire received 24 responses 

in total (Appendix), that is about 30% of the 

number of students from all three studios, with 

12 only eventually participating in the daily 

journaling. The 12 participating students were 

all graduate students, thereby eliminating the 

undergraduate design studio 4.021 How To 

Design from the rest of the case study. Hence, 

it’s important to clarify that the overview of 

this questionnaire and the case studies are 

representative of a very minor segment of the 

MIT Architecture student community and do not 

stand as a generalizing statistical verification.

Students participating demonstrated 

diverse academic backgrounds, coming from 

Anthropology, Architecture, International 

Relations, Fine Arts, Design, Finance, Geology, 

Liberal Arts Education, Materials and Mechanics, 

and Mechanical Engineering. Their professional 

backgrounds ranged depending whether they 

were undergraduate or graduate students, two 

of which with 4 years of work experience and 

the remaining majority between one to two 

years of work or internships in Architecture, 

Agriculture, Exhibition Design, Textile Design, 

and military service. Additionally, more than 

50% percent of the responses showed preference 

of communicating their design intentions 

through a manual medium; meaning hand 

sketching, hand making, and so forth. The second 

majority, indicated that the digital medium was 

of their preference with the rest almost equally 

splitting up between film, written and oral. A 

percentage that reflected similarly on making 

or fabrication techniques with the majority 

preference to manual architectural applications, 

then subtractive manufacturing, and coming last 

additive manufacturing. Taking into consideration 

their academic and professional backgrounds, 

soft and hard skills, and their preference to 

several mediums, informed an understanding of 

their prior knowledge in order to better recognize 

their contributions and tailor the approach for 

each, whilst also giving them a chance to reflect 

on their own unique ways of approaching each 

exploration.
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Following this questionnaire, I 

remained in touch with both Core 1 and Core 

3 participating students as they continued to 

progress in their studio work. Both studios are 

offered for the MArch core program at MIT. 

4.151 Architecture Design Core 1 is offered the 

first semester of the MArch program following 

a syllabus of a project-based learning approach. 

In Fall 2020, the central project, addressed 

by each student individually, was guided 

by a prompt to “Design a destination for a 

community to gather, to be together, once a 

year, in response to a moment” within the site 

of Boston’s Emerald Necklace. This new Fall 

2020 model of Core 1, or what was called 

CoLab (Collaborative Laboratory), brought 

together the disciplines of History Theory 

and Criticism, Building Technology, Design, 

and Computation to provide focused circuits 

for exercising and exploring the central project. 

The other studio, 4.153 Architecture 

Design Core 3, is offered in the third semester 

and concludes core studios of the MArch core 

program. It followed a syllabus that brought, 

together with the Building Technology subject, 

the chance for students to “explore and test the 

development of an architectural design proposal 

with an integrated understanding of building 

performance, design for climate change, and 

the decarbonization of constructive systems and 

materials in architecture.” This Fall 2020 model 

for Core 3 was guided by a prompt to design “a 

community owned and operated seaweed farming 

plant in Maine.”

My access to Core 3 studio was limited 

to the two final reviews and one-to-one email 

check-ins with participating students. However, 

through my teaching assistant (TA) role in 

Core 1 studio, I had the chance to perform as a 

participating observant in a sort of a postmodern 

anthropology30 of the studio — virtually 

documenting responses, intuitions and narratives. 

My position followed the project of decolonizing 

anthropology31, to decolonize students’ narratives 

as to decentralize design education in its 

historical understanding and recenter it on a 

tailored progressive practice that brings together 

the collective and individual interests — “the 

instrumentalization of liberating intellectual 

production”32. This TA position, on one side, 

allowed a better insight of both the instructors 

perspective and the students’ experiences, and on 

another, it generated some resistance given studio 

ethnography is not a common practice. Yet, as a 

graduate student myself, this helped reclaim my 

position to engage in the conversation. 
30	  Geertz, “From the Native’s Point of View.”
31	  BEJARANO et al., Decolonizing Ethnogra-
phy.ethnographers
32	  “Women Writing Culture by Ruth Behar, 
Deborah A. Gordon - Paperback - University of Cali-
fornia Press.”

i. Reflective Narratives: 1 Second Everyday (1SE)

As the first case study ran in parallel 

with the studio, an application called 1 Second 

Everyday33 was introduced for capturing a one-

second-long video with a one written caption, 

every day. Following Donald Schon’s strategy 

of reflection-on-action34, the pedagogical 

framework incorporated autoethnography, or 

self-ethnography, as a metacognitive practice, or 

awareness of one’s own thought processes, for 

the construction of design students’ identity. It is 

a means of mindful self-reflexivity to help design 

students become aware of the socio-cultural 

practices and ideologies they find themselves 

in and to simultaneously question them through 

their personal narratives. Their personal 

narratives would form a collection of life stories 

33	  “1 Second Everyday.”
34	  Schön, The Reflective Practitioner.

Core 1 weekly 
schedule, bringing 
together the design 
studio, HTC seminar, 
and the BT subject
Diagram source: 
MIT Architecture 
Core 1 Syllabus
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or short episodic moments derived from their 

daily lives. Hence, giving agency to students’ 

unfiltered design intentions and advocating for 

the inclusion of their unfiltered diverse socio-

cultural, political and environmental identities. 

It is a means to have students tell a story - their 

story - through the visual material they create, 

the narrative they write, and the voice they bring 

to their work. The focus was to explore what 

the students personally thought is interesting or 

relevant about their work and life every day.

Due to the remote nature of the study, 

I was connected with the students through 

nodes of “e-field” events. Specifically, almost 

all of our interactions happened on Zoom35, 

Miro36, and Slack37. Studios relied mostly on 

those three mediums given both their audio and 

visual features to conduct virtual conversations, 

desk-crits, reviews and interviews. Miro in 

particular was favored as it became the medium 

that allowed students to look over each other’s 

shoulders, share work and keep a documented 

flow of the design process; thereby to a certain 

extent38 maintaining studio culture within a fluid 
35	  “Video Conferencing, Web Conferencing, 
Webinars, Screen Sharing.”
36	  “Miro | Free Online Collaborative White-
board Platform.”
37	  Slack, “Where Work Happens.”
38	  “The Pandemic Has Caused an Unprecedent-

ii. Performative Narratives: The Untold 

Narratives

To utilize these collected narratives in an 

intuitively reflective and performative practice, 

I introduced my second case study during MIT’s 

Independent Activities Period (IAP)39 2021 

called 4.184 Architectural Design Workshop: The 

Untold Narratives. The workshop, an intensified 

two-weeks long, offered participating students 

the space to use their previously collected 

internalized and externalized personal narratives 

as a design tool to voice their design intentions, 

whether highly pragmatic or highly speculative. 

The workshop was designed to develop students’ 

design autonomy, give agency to their unfiltered 

39	  “Highlights from IAP 2021 Workshops | 
MIT Architecture.”

design intentions, and empower their design self-

expression — to tell their “untold” narratives.

 Four students, two from core 1 and two 

from core 3, out of the twelve who participated 

in the first case study, joined the workshop. On 

the first day of the workshop, we came together 

to introduce ourselves and our motivations in 

being part of the workshop, then concluded with 

individual discussions on the students’ projects 

and their aspired trajectories. I introduced the 

syllabus and the flow in which the workshop 

will follow. It focused on two main themes, 

the content of the students’ personal narratives 

and them communicating these narratives. The 

first quarter of the workshop was dedicated to 

analyzing and reflecting on their studio project 

exchange of ideas.

The 12 participating students’ input 

varied in consistency, what they journaled 

and when they started and ended journaling. 

The narratives that were collected are of two 

types; I call them  internalized and externalized 

narratives. Internalized narratives are all the 

narratives students constructed in progress 

with their design projects and while making 

their design decisions. They consist of the daily 

documented visual and written material, in 

addition to any objects and models produced 

in progress of their design work. And since the 

design process advances between the new and the 

repetitious or the familiar everything we make 

is our internalized intentions that are eventually 

externalized for interpretations. Hence, I decided 

to also collect what I am calling the externalized 

narratives which consisted of the exchange in the 

students’ reviews and their desk crits, meaning 

any representations they used to share their ideas 

with an external audience and was then infiltrated 

by feedback. 

ed Reckoning with Digital Culture. Architecture May 
Never Be the Same Again (and Why That’s Okay).”

Second Case Study: 
The Untold Narratives Workshop
Diagram by author
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The Untold Narratives 
Workshop Poster; MIT 
Architecture, IAP 2021
Image: by author
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brief, in addition, to their own internalized and 

externalized narratives across four main central 

themes of design matters: these are context, 

method, content, and form. Context being any 

material relevant to the sociopolitical, cultural, 

environmental aspects. Method captured the 

process, whether pragmatic, speculative, tool-

led, or concept-led, and so forth. Content is the 

setting, space, time, choreography, and so forth. 

And, form means any material that has to do 

with composition, line weights, scale, massing, 

density, depth, and so forth.

In reflection on those narratives and what 

they already have from personal experiences, 

students were guided through a series of exercises 

to arrive at their retrospective narratives. They 

were then asked to extract the design matters they 

would want to remake, introduce, or discard in 

preparation for their worldmaking. To assist in 

this thinking, I introduced Nelson Goodman’s 

ways of worldmaking, as optional methods 

of remaking their projects, or their worlds, in 

addition to offering his paper Words, Works, 

Worlds40 for theoretical support. They were then 

required to write a short paragraph, no more than 

200 words, with any drawings or illustrations 

40	  Goodman, “Words, Works, Worlds.”

that could support their reflections and what they 

intend to do, and then to bring it the next day to 

share and discuss with the class. The following 

are the worldmaking methods or practices that I 

referenced from Goodman and from which they 

were asked to choose only one as a motivation of 

their own.

-	 Composition and Decomposition: taking 

apart and putting together. For instance, 

splitting their project into parts, deciding 

which is a whole and which is a part, and 

putting them in a new composition. 

-	 Weighting: deciding which design 

matters they would like to make relevant 

or irrelevant. For instance, spotlighting or 

emphasizing a particular design matter.

-	 Ordering: to shift entities or design 

matters, putting them in a new order 

or sequence. With this, they could 

manipulate the element of time 

and structure and shift around their 

narrative’s linearity and nonlinearity.

-	 Deletion and Supplementation: to either 

discard or weed-out a design matter, or 

maybe fill-in with a new one to replace 

the one removed – thereby supplying 

The Untold Narratives Workshop Schedule, MIT Architecture, IAP 2021
Diagram: by author

new material. For instance, they could 

replace their setting, taking their project 

into another site or context.

-	 Deformation: maintaining all that 

they have, but reshaping or deforming 

particular aspects through either 

“correction or distortions41” This could 

be perhaps in the language they use to 

address their project. For instance, if 

they’re addressing it in a third-person 

perspective, they may want to shift it to a 

first-person perspective and change how 

they embody the space. 

For the second day of the workshop, 

students brought their work for discussion and 

given this was our second meeting, they were 

still in the process of intuitively reflecting. The 

intention was that by the end of the second day, 

students would decide on what they’ll be doing 

for their vignettes — both the written and visual 

41	  Goodman.

deliverables. For that, we had individual one-to-

one discussions and concluded by introducing 

vignettes42 — narratives they would inhabit 

with a visual description to evoke or share a 

feeling with the reader. Vignettes are similar to 

how we design in architecture; they reveal short 

scenes within a larger story while describing a 

frozen moment in time. They were intended to 

be passively shared, meaning they ought to be 

accessible without any additional explanation. 

Hence, with this, the workshop would then 

conclude with no final review, but instead the 

work to be shared in a silent virtual or live 

exhibition. To understand vignettes better, they 

were offered references of written works: The 

Lord of the Rings43 by R. R. Tolkien and The 

Little Prince44 by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.

The intuitive reflecting exercises, 

42	  “Vignette.”
43	  “Lord of the Rings Books by J. R. R. Tolkien 
| Barnes & Noble®.”
44	  Saint-Exupéry and Howard, “The Little 
Prince.”
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The two Case Studies. 
Diagram by author
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 An example of students’ 
retrospective narratives 
Diagram: by Inge Donovan, Part 1

one and two, resulted with the retrospective 

narratives and were used as tools for the 

remaking process in the new direction students 

chose. Since the workshop was discussion-led, 

it offered an audience with a version of peer 

coaching. It proceeded through two interrelated 

prompts: individually creating and then offering 

constructive criticism and feedback. Hence, the 

remaining meetings progressed in an interplay 

of developing one’s own work and offering 

feedback to peers. Students were asked to 

upload their work on a shared online folder 

through which they would exchange their work. 

Then, they would review and workshop each 

other’s work through discussions and letters of 

constructive feedback describing what kind of 

experience they had while reviewing their peers’ 

work; what senses did they appeal to, what is 

accessible and what is not, and what perhaps 

they would like them to elaborate more on. With 

that, they would conclude remaking their design 

projects, or worlds, in a process of deconstructing 

and reconstructing their actual worlds through 

utilizing their personal narratives.

For the final deliverable, the idea 

was to create a document that expresses their 

“untold narratives”, while reflecting on both 

iterations and arriving at their own introspective 

narratives. Given students were required to 

provide a statement of interest before joining 

the workshop, each student’s flow structure was 

tailored to what they want to voice while sharing 

a common deliverable that complements their 

studio work. Students could either use what 

they have already produced in their studios, or 

remake or create new visualizations. In the end, 

the deliverable was a publishable short document 

— their introspective narratives — with an 

option to publish either identified or anonymous, 

depending on their personal preference.

In the proposed pedagogical framework 

students take their new work into another round 

of coding. The intention was to extract design 

matters and reflect on the different iterations 

through a qualitative analysis process using 

Atlas-ti and steered by questions, such as: 

How many of the codes overlap from both 

interpretations of the same project? What codes 

remain evident or occur frequently? Which 

coded narratives are descriptive, and which are 

reflective? Followed by a set of questions to help 

the educator evaluate the process, such as: Is 

there a correlation of interest between students of 

the same group? Do more senior students show 
47

Untold Narratives

46



 An example of students’ 
retrospective narratives 
Diagram: by Inge Donovan, Part 3

Written Retrospective Narratives: Inge Dononvan- Part 2

“For this workshop, I want to address the linear sequence of my project. It is clear that the episodic 
sequencing of the project is not something that can be discarded since it depends on a movement from “fast” 
to “slow,” but instead, linearity itself can be interrogated. To achieve this, I would take away the emphasis 
from the diagrammatic nature of the plan/section and workshop new sequences that do not necessarily follow a 
straight line. These could follow circular, spiral or radial paths, they could be distributed, nested or overlapping, 
resulting in a blurring, an expansion and contraction and a more nuanced spatial organization. I will begin by 
mapping out these new possible geometries, challenging the linearity of the sampling process (which may fail) 
and the binary I established. Since the project essentially functions as a cinematic device, the exercise could 
culminate in a sequence of perspective drawings that are delivered cinematically, bridging the gap between 
my animations and sections. These drawings could become a destabilizing device in their relationship to both 
internal and contextual referents.”

a more homogeneous interest? Is it evident how 

their diverse backgrounds play a role in how they 

approach design? And, so forth... However, the 

act of coding was not applied in the case studies, 

given several limitations, and was instead guided 

by raising the questions and asking students to 

intuitively reflect on both versions of their work. 

The students’ experiences and the work 

produced varied based on their motivations. 

In conclusion of the workshop, I share below 

students’ own brief description of their work with 

a detailed layout in the unit that follows. 

Introspective Narratives:

Inge Donovan wrote: “The work 

completed for 4.184 The Untold Narratives 

builds off my Core I project, in which I explored 

a new definition of memory and storage using the 

ice house both conceptually and morphologically. 

The limited time frame of the work (3 weeks) 

yielded a project in which straight lines were 

drawn between episodic moments, triggering 

questions about linearity. During the workshop 

I explored the idiosyncrasies of the flow of 

time through the five distinct episodes of the 

project. Using collage, I explored possibilities 

for layering, overlapping, wandering, congealing, 

and straying moments, drawing on the nonlinear 

and irrational nature of our perception. The 

introspective nature of the project also sparked 

a reflection on the relationship between myself 

and my work, leading to a blurring between 

my personal narrative and the narrative of the 

project.”

Yiqing Wang wrote: “The work 

completed for 4.184 The Untold Narratives 

builds off the Core 1 project Building Together. 

It facilitates the self-organized construction 

in order to stage a scaffolding of polyphonic 

narrations pervaded with designers’ interventions, 

assembled to empower the community to actively 

shape the city. Create a manual. Exchange 

knowledge. Mount the towers. Test the materials. 

Modify the space. The project is turning the 

Emerald Necklace Shanghai into an activated lab 

where community members are able to respond, 

learn, gather, and collaborate.”

Natalie Pearl wrote: “On the coast of 

Maine’s Mount Desert island, home of Acadia 

National park, and sacred land of the Wabanaki 

people, an architecture has been proposed that 

questions ownership and permanence through 

an architecture of stacking. The work completed 

in 4.184 Untold Narratives, builds off the Core 

3 group project The Politics of Stacking in 
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A representation of a designer’s flow in an 
interwoven sequence of personal narratives.
Diagram by author
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which we wanted to question ownership and 

existence on the island in an effort to honor 

indigenous values and practices. During the 

workshop I explored these themes of temporality 

and assembly through stacking through the 

representation of the site at different moments 

in time and phases of assembly. The goal of the 

paintings is to expand the time frame in which 

we understand and present our architecture, and 

through doing so personalize the work and allow 

the necessary time to work with the medium of 

watercolor.”

To conclude both case studies, students 

were invited to participate in an exit interview 

where they were asked to reflect on their 

experience from both an emic and etic viewpoint; 

emic from inside - the subject’s perspective; and 

etic from outside - the observer’s perspective45. 

Below are short snippets of their anonymized 

feedback:

Student (1) 46: It’s so interesting 
Rania, I have to say, I came into 
the workshop and I was like 
oh my god, this is not going 
to work for me, and it’s been 
like so interesting for me to 

45	  “Somewhere Between Here and There.”
46	  Student numbers here are not indicative of 
any order of the students participating. It is only a 
means of differentiating between different conversa-
tions.

actually reflect – I don’t reflect 
on my architecture work in this 
way – like I do – but it actually 
challenged a lot of my beliefs on 
how I work, so it’s been actually 
really good. 

Rania: 	 I am so happy to hear 
this!

Student (1): I have really enjoyed 
it. We will do a debrief tomorrow 
I guess, but mostly, I really 
enjoyed the written aspect and 
tying that to my design work 
because that’s something... like 
I came to MIT to try and create 
a bridge over those two parts 
of myself and its actually like 
happened in the workshop… so 
that’s cool. 

***

Student (1): “ uhm… so when 
I was thinking about this (the 
workshop) and my project this 
semester, 

What I… the project 
I did in the semester and the 
project I did in this workshop 
was actually really different. And 
it got lost in some steps in one 
way, but gained up in another 
way. 

So, in my semester project, I 
was trying to steer away from 
narrative, and obviously this 
workshop was very conducive 
to that, so it became… I wasn’t 
satisfied with having just the 

narrative… how it would lead 
to the space… collapse the 
narrative of me making the 
project into the narrative of the 
space which I think was fun, I 
had fun doing that.

I already mentioned this to you, 
so maybe its redundant, but it 
was very interesting for me to 
look inside myself, like probe 
how… what my relationship 
with my work is, and how I can 
challenge that and kind off heal 
that gap that I have created as a 
form of self-reservation in my 
undergrad when I didn’t want to 
feel attacked by critics, hahah so 
yes, I enjoyed that a lot.”

***

Rania:	  It’s different based on 
what student you are dealing 
with. Sometimes…

Student (1): yeah! If I hear “why 
did you do it this way?” I don’t 
like that, hahah

Rania: exactly, some students 
want that specific feedback…

Student (1): yes, yes, I prefer 
people saying I don’t like this, 
but it takes a while to get used to 
that… If you’re coming into an 
architecture… you know it could 
be quite horrible, hahah

Rania: yes, so it’s pretty much 
different, and it’s more about 
tailoring it to what one needs. 
I don’t believe there is an ideal 

method, but I guess what I am 
saying is that we’ve been doing 
the same method, years and 
years now, maybe especially 
after Covid, since we started 
experimenting, we can actually 
experiment more in the direction 
that allows…

Student: in a way like the system 
should allow the individual to 
learn in their own way. Like 
Waldorf schools47, in terms of 
the pedagogy of the whole, but 
I guess architecture is behind, 
we are all expected to stand up, 
present our drawings, and get 
roasted hahah”

***

Student (2): You know, I think 
there’s, like, an underlying kind 
of big question… like whether 
as a designer are you expressing 
yourself, or it is to design for 
some purpose.

Because, I don’t know, like... 
I feel especially like for me, 
based on my education, during 
university, my B.Arch degree, 
like I think many of my peers 
were more comfortable with 
like your (meaning instructors) 
feedback because they’re 
thinking of like you’re learning 
like how to do things right, 

47	  “Waldorf Education - Association of Waldorf 
Schools of North America.” Based on the educational 
philosophy of Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Anthro-
posophy, it is an educational philosophy that empha-
sizes the “child-centered” philosophies of the Progres-
sives.

53

Untold Narratives

52



so that they can later pursue a 
career, they can know how to do 
it right when they’re entering a 
firm or something.

Rania: 	 Yes, I think what you’re 
questioning is very important 
– whether design is a means of 
self-expression or designing for a 
purpose. I think design should be 
both.

You’re designing for a purpose 
but as you do that, your design 
decisions are to be made based 
on your own self-expression – 
it should come from you. You 
have your own life experiences, 
and others around you have 
completely different ones.

Student (2): Yeah, I really 
like enjoyed this process. It is 
refreshing because, because I 
have been learning architecture 
for like five and a half years now, 
and I want to question… uhm... 
like one…  the first one is more 
personal, like whether I’m going 
to be more of a practical (means 
practicing) architect or will I be 
staying in academia. 

Like I know you can be in 
between, be an instructor but also 
practice, but I think those are 
different trails for me personally 
and I’ve been thinking which 
way to take.

The other thing is about 
architecture itself I’ve been 
questioning whether there is like 

a standard for good design and 
how to compare it. Because I 
think if you say that this is my 
personality, then my personality 
cannot be compared with 
others… it cannot compete with 
the other. But then if you actually 
have like two iterations of your 
own, then you actually can kind 
of compare them to see which 
one is closer to you.

***

Student (2): I think the workshop 
is really helpful because… I 
think especially for me – in 
studio I’ve been accumulating 
stuff and raising questions. 
From all the externalized 
materials, I saw like guest crits 
and instructors keep asking me 
more and more questions and, in 
this workshop, I tried to answer 
several of them, which I think 
is really helpful and I think this 
is actually like a topic, I will 
probably keep looking into.

Yeah, so in the sense, I think this 
workshop is really helpful.

***

Student (3): I mean, I guess for 
a skill set I mean… I just think 
about like technical skills like 
how to use grasshopper, how do 
you make an axonometric, or 
how do you create a gradient on 
illustrator, like all those sorts of 
things are really skill sets that 
are differentiated… like… some 

people aren’t aware of those 
skills or potential… which I feel 
is inhibiting but that’s just like 
very much different than just 
not knowing how to develop 
a certain thought, although I 
suppose having the skill set 
can help you develop unique 
thoughts.

And then this workshop is 
very much just reflecting 
on and exploring what you 
didn’t necessarily have the 
time or space to in studio, it 
wasn’t like a space to sit and 
learn illustrator for a couple 
of weeks and I think that’s an 
interesting approach.

***

Student (3): I mean being 
mindful I think is probably like a 
challenge for life in general.

But I really like what you’re 
saying in terms of like having to 
defend each decision you make 
and understanding the decisions 
you’re making because I feel, 
I mean I am totally guilty of 
sometimes being like I don’t 
know why I did this and it’s not 
even because, like my Professor 
told me.

I mean making decisions that I 
made but like I didn’t necessarily 
think through why I was making 
them, which is why this is a good 
exercise as a designer.

***

Student (3): um… I think it went 
really well, I mean I like the 
short chick-ins, I almost wonder 
if there were maybe… it’s not 
like there were too many chick-
ins, but I found it interesting how 
we’ve seen each other’s work 
like every day, to the point where 
like at the end it’s not really an 
exciting reveal or anything you 
know, because you’re like this 
is what we’ve been working on 
together.

which I don’t know if that’s 
like good or bad. I mean it took 
the pressure off today, I guess. 
It’s just something… just like 
another set of sharing and getting 
feedback.

***

With the students’ reflections on all the 

self ‘s relationships to the self, the others, and 

the society; I conclude the two case studies with 

an aspiration of taking them into a pedagogical 

framework within design curricula. The next 

section is dedicated for students work, in both 

their insightful visuals and intimate writings. 

Like all other contributions to pedagogy, this 

framework has to be further practiced, scaled, 

examined and observed for progress over time. 

However, based on student’s feedback, I believe 
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offering students space to investigate alternative 

possibilities allows them to question how they 

identify with design in general and their work 

in particular, in addition to what their interests 

can become as part of a group, a studio, or an 

institution. 

This parallel track is one minor step to 

a larger aspired transformation, but for its own 

scale, I believe it would allow students to harness 

their personal voices and imagination while being 

equipped by increasing mastery of the required 

technical demands within studios. On the one 

hand, they develop in realizing a personal voice 

and, at the same time, they are able to create 

both technical and cognitive capabilities. Both 

the collective interest and personal interest can 

then grow in double ascent, in the hopes that 

the two tracks at the top begin to converge. As 

such, this framework situates itself as part of 

a longer-process, one that advances through 

reimagining alternatives in light of experience, 

observing progress, and innovating in structural 

possibilities. It is a pedagogically transformative 

and socially solidaristic project – decolonizing 

design students’ diverse narratives in order to 

realize personal design identities.

B. Personal Worldmaking
Student: Yiqing Wang

	    First Year Graduate Student

 	    MArch ‘24 - Core 1
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Yiqing Wang | Cast Ensemble 

The work completed for 4.184 The 

Untold Narratives workshop, builds off the Core 

1 project Building Together. It facilitates the 

self-organized construction in order to stage a 

scaffolding of polyphonic narrations pervaded 

with designers’ interventions, assembled to 

empower the community to actively shape the 

city. Create a manual. Exchange knowledge. 

Mount the towers. Test the materials. Modify 

the space. The project is turning the Emerald 

Necklace Shanghai into an activated lab where 

community members are able to respond, learn, 

gather, and collaborate

Based on Core I Central Project: 

Building Together, Individual Project: Yiqing 

Wang, Homeroom Instructor: Hans Tursack

The vignette reflects the actors’ individuality and 

perception in self-organized construction while 

hinting at an unusual collective scheme behind 

the scene. The narratives limn out the fortuitous 

encounters in an urban context, demonstrating 

a guided architectural game operated by the 

community.

***

A Propaganda “ I represent nobody, for the 

creation is presenting everybody. When I hiked, 

I was alone and accompanied. I did have a 

destination, but I got distracted, by traffic, by 

graphic, by sound, by dance, by flashes, by 

splashes, by illusion, by confusion, by strangers, 

by friends. It should NOT be only me who is 

subtly dramatizing this city. Why does it have 

to be grand? As I promised, directing the show 

was a permanent ensemble where one can act 

addicted or nonchalant, bold or seclusive. nice or 

bad.”

***

“We are the community, the dwellers in the city, 

the actors on the stage. We construct the building 

so it will present us. We hunt for the undermined, 

the suffocated, the deserted in our city. We need 

a formwork of participation, of self-expression, 

of immediacy. We follow; we operate; we create, 

oblivious to the difference in us. We build the 

community so it will represent us…”

***

“I am the designer, the housekeeper in the city, 

the coordinator behind the screen. I disassemble 

the structure so it will intimidate nobody. I trace 

the documented, the detected, the questioned in 

our city. I initiate a repository of modularity, of 

materiality, of growth. I plot; I draw; I construe, 

aware of the limitations in us. I facilitate the 

synergy so it will include everybody…”

“He opened his eyes and groped the 

spectacles, confused by the view rather than the 

sleep drunkenness. The sunlight, tickling his 
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hands clutching the blanket, permeated the forest 

of wooden beams and foam pillars fading into 

artificial speckles of warmth. The unexpected 

building seemed to be breathing: it quivers with 

a pulsing rhythm, a restrained duet – a duet, he 

thought, which he could recollect the merest 

fragment. A flimsy staircase was spiraling 

upward to where the silhouette of sky intervened 

by moving figures – one of them called out, 

“Whoever down there, please do us a favor!” 

He grabbed several modular planks, leaving 

his blanket placed upon a pile of posters on the 

ground, and circumspectly mounted the steps.”

***

They found the chunk to be strange? after 

he pulled it back to the shelter. The campfire lit 

the nook, and then, suddenly, the gang wearing 

saffron uniforms saw the traces on the surfaces, 

covered by dirt, fissures, graffiti, dark speckles, 

and colored marks. “We got a new one, the last 

missing piece. Time to pick up the threads!” she 

extolled,  “This stuff would be a perfect fit for 

the column.” Carefully scrubbing it, she saw the 

blurred text at the bottom. “F-7”, she murmured 

with a delighted smile.

***

The cranes, staring at me barbarously, 

palpitate with tumultuous motions beneath the 

silent clouds. For these cunning two-legged 

animals, building is arduous, while for me, 

leisure is a hollow pleasure. However, one day, 

these gigantic monsters vanished. My rodent 

friends sneered at me when I told them that 

humans are building by hand, moving pale white 

inedible blocks and assembling them together by 

wood joinery. I want to bite off a sophisticated 

wood component to prove it is not a sheer 

caprice, as they said.

***

“The community fell into an exhausted 

slumber, and I meander through the city. 

Sauntering along the Yangtze River, I skim 

through the to-do list on my sketchbook. 

“Replenish insufficient materials, check the 

stability of the scaffolding and plywood tools, 

recycle weathered foams, record inoperative and 

innovative structures, and provide new design 

options.” This spot, SH-X24Y14-2v, a waterfront 

plaza next to the logistics center, is growing into 

an outdoor canteen. Three months ago, another 

planner proved the request, and later, I designed 

the scaffolding for this desolate landscape. New 

vendors and food stalls are now welcomed by 

the workers. Staring at the cranes along the bay, 

I hear the squeaking creatures. “Hm…A new lot 

for storage.” I quickly scribble a note and draft a 

plan on the vellum, with a gentle glimmer from 

the lighthouse for construction.

Student: Inge Donovan

	    First Year Graduate Student

 	    MArch ‘24 - Core 1

113

Untold Narratives

112



115

Untold Narratives

114



117

Untold Narratives

116



119

Untold Narratives

118



121

Untold Narratives

120



123

Untold Narratives

122



125

Untold Narratives

124



127

Untold Narratives

126



129

Untold Narratives

128



131

Untold Narratives

130



133

Untold Narratives

132



135

Untold Narratives

134



137

Untold Narratives

136



139

Untold Narratives

138



141

Untold Narratives

140



143

Untold Narratives

142



145

Untold Narratives

144



147

Untold Narratives

146



149

Untold Narratives

148



Inge Donovan | The Geometry of Sequence:  
		  A Post-Core-I Reflection 

4.151 Core I Project Summary – The Temporal 

Operativity of the Ice House

Instructors: Jeremy Jih, Hans Tursack, Brandon 

Clifford, Rosalyne Shieh 

My Core I project is centered around an 

expanded and de-anthropomorphized definition 

of memory and storage, using the ice house as 

a conceptual and morphological starting point 

to propose an architectural sequence that serves 

as a viewing device for the different temporal 

regimes of the site. Building on Wolfgang Ernst’s 

statement that “time is only directly accessible 

to people when it circumvents or surpasses 

their sensory perception,” the project uses 

architectural intervention to cross this threshold 

and to introduce lag in the form of a linear 

sequence of channels that serve as a sensory 

deprivation device, and through intermediate 

spaces that sample the context for data and 

simulate the change over time in five different 

temporal regimes: the digital, the photochemical, 

the diurnal, the annual and the geological. 

The project offers a normally elusive spatial 

exploration of time, highlighting the urgency to 

acknowledge structural and ontological effects 

of the distinct operating times of our media on 

our culture. It is an invitation for a temporal 

resynchronization and a recalibration of the 

collective public memory.   

***

The work completed for 4.184 The 

Untold Narratives builds off my Core I project, 

in which I explored a new definition of memory 

and storage using the ice house both conceptually 

and morphologically. The limited time frame 

of the work (3 weeks) yielded a project in 

which straight lines were drawn between 

episodic moments, triggering questions about 

linearity. During the workshop I explored the 

idiosyncrasies of the flow of time through the five 

distinct episodes of the project. Using collage, I 

explored possibilities for layering, overlapping, 

wandering, congealing, and straying moments, 

drawing on the nonlinear and irrational nature 

of our perception. The introspective nature 

of the project also sparked a reflection on the 

relationship between myself and my work, 

leading to a blurring between my personal 

narrative and the narrative of the project. 

The Untold Narratives: The Geometry of 

Sequence (Reflection)

It is tempting to exploit the curves of 

time, which surface in curled-up shavings, great 

arcs, and frenetic loops. On these arcs, time 

breezes by and stews in forgotten corners, it 

inhabits the infinitesimally brief refresh rate of 

a pixel or the indentation of light on the retina, 
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it stiffens in the compressed layers of geological 

strata that are sucked into the molten core of the 

earth. These arcs reveal the manner in which any 

sequence is heterogeneous, similar to the tugging 

on Bergson’s spool: moments speed up and slow 

down as our photoreceptors are momentarily 

overwhelmed, as the walls close in on us, as the 

landscape flashes by in mechanically discretized 

slices and as cavernous spaces open up, ejecting 

us. Upon departure, the landscape twists and 

contorts, as memory duplicates and erases. 

The work is a bricolage of fleeting 

moments, of loose inspirations, of snippets of 

comments and of chance, within it simmering 

the desire for the bridging of the irreconcilable 

parallelism of memory and instance. It is cells 

that I have shed - it exists in the past and thus, 

is like the skin of an overripe fruit, which slips 

off without much effort. The work condensed 

in a bedroom that I no longer inhabit; it haunts 

shells and casings, touching the present only in 

regurgitated fragments and ghostly echoes. It is 

not within me, but a probing limb reaching out 

and sampling the world. This arm is foreign, as is 

any appendage, but its foreignness increases with 

distance until its hands are no longer mine, and it 

takes on an objecthood of its own. 

In the act of extension, the arm draws 

a line - the connective tissue, or a higher 

dimensional folding, an apotheotic smoothing. 

The architecture becomes a scaffolding for the 

roundness of moments that are strung together 

like beads, its extension through space creating 

a linearity around which time congeals in thick 

lumps. It forces an indexing of sequence, as it is 

only in stringing together that a story emerges, in 

which temporal eddies and wandering moments 

are channeled into rooms of their own and the 

beginning can possibly touch the end.

Student: Natalie Pearl

	    Second Year Graduate Student

 	    MArch ‘23 - Core 3
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Natalie Pearl |  The Politics of Stacking

This work is based off of a Core 3 Project - The 

Politics of Stacking

Group Work: Latifa Alkhayat, Tim Cousin, 

Wilson Marshall, Natalie Pearl

Teaching Team: Sheila Kennedy, Cristina 

Parreño, Rami el Samahy

On the coast of Maine’s Mount Desert 

island, home of Acadia National park, and sacred 

land of the Wabanaki people, an architecture 

has been proposed that questions ownership and 

permanence through an architecture of stacking. 

We wanted to question ownership and existence 

on the island in an effort to honor indigenous 

values and practices. This provoked the Politics 

of Stacking. Through the simplicity of stacking, 

the construction of our proposal is informal and 

adaptable. It has the potential to be built up or 

broken down over time and to migrate the coast 

as needed to adapt to climate. It is an architecture 

that will visit rather than eternally impose itself 

on the land.

Stacking Time - 4.184 Untold Narratives

The work completed in 4.184 Untold 

Narratives, builds off of the Core 3 group project 

The Politics of Stacking. It explores these themes 

of temporality and assembly through stacking 

through the representation of the site at different 

moments in time and phases of assembly. The 

goal of these paintings is to expand the time 

frame in which we understand and present our 

architecture, and through doing so personalize the 

work and allow the necessary time to work with 

the medium of watercolor. 
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IV. Discussion

	 A. Concluding Remarks

The means for design students to find 

their personal voices is not a self-evident journey. 

Like other movements over the history of 

architecture and design education, led by either 

individual efforts or movements of experimental 

colleges, I have investigated here alternative 

possibilities for structuring design education 

to emancipate designers’ personal creative 

identities.

The pedagogical framework I proposed 

in this thesis was tested in experimental case 

studies, part of a larger aspired transformative 

reform. It offered students space to investigate 

alternative possibilities of self-expression, hence 

allowing them to question how they identify with 

design in general and their work in particular, 

in addition to what their interests can become 

as part of a group, a studio, or an institution. 

As such, this framework situates itself as part 

of a longer-process, one that advances through 

reimagining alternatives in light of experience, 

observing progress, and innovating in structural 

possibilities. It is a pedagogically transformative 

and socially solidaristic project – decolonizing 

design students’ diverse narratives in order to 

realize personal design identities.

B. Contributions and Future Work

This study situates itself as part of 

a longer-process, one that advances through 

reimagining alternatives in light of experience, 

observing progress and innovating in structural 

possibilities, contributing  to the realization of 

self, other, and society. Coming to MIT, I was 

obsessed with understanding how a machine 

can generate design elements and how it could 

assist architects and designers in larger contexts. 

However, after two years, I realized my obsession 

was not about the machine itself but rather 

about humans, designers, and their architectural 

process. Specifically, I realized my personal 

interest is in teaching and practicing architecture 

as a discipline concerned with the development, 

structure, and functioning of human society 

– how we make our decisions, and how our 

decisions make us. 

I believe my research offers a space for 

designers to investigate alternative possibilities 

of self-expression, hence allowing them to 

question how they conceive of design in general 

and their work in particular, and what their 

interests are as part of a group, a studio, or an 
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institution. Students’ personalities and prior 

knowledge were factors in how they engaged 

in the experimental process. Graduate students 

were more motivated to participate, perhaps 

because this process offered a means of self-

expression, in preparation for their own thesis, 

in contrast to undergraduates. Both their prior 

education and professional knowledge was also a 

considerable factor — whether non-architectural 

or architectural — and made them less or more 

susceptible to influences. Some already had the 

skill set to visualize and represent their creative 

intentions, and others found it to be more 

challenging to do so.  Also, my expectation was 

that the task of journaling a one second video 

every day would not add any burden because the 

digital application offered a simple interface and 

a reminder notification. Yet, it was still difficult 

for some, suggesting that perhaps journaling 

itself needs to be brought back into design 

education. 

I acknowledge that my framework had 

limitations, in time and resources. The online 

mode of the study also made it difficult to engage 

with the students. I believe it would’ve delivered 

a completely different experience if we were 

in person in studio. Also, in the future, I will 

consider running a seminar in tandem with the 

studio, to go beyond journaling to offer both 

skills and theoretical literature on anthropology48, 

ethnography49, personal narrative, worldmaking, 

and digital visualization methods. The workshop 

can also run over a second semester, hence 

allowing more time for students to create several 

interpretations and introducing other projects50, 

and reflecting during and after the design process. 

Through this process, students would recreate 

their projects through iterative feedback-loops, 

experimenting mindfully through experiences 

gathered from previous personal experiences. 

Finally, in the future, I hope to design a digital 

interface, a hybrid of both the One Second 

Everyday application and the Atlas.ti, specifically 

customized as a knowledge database that 

harnesses design students’ personal narratives — 

a tool they can continue to use throughout their 

academic and professional lives. 

Like all other contributions to pedagogy, 

this framework has to be further practiced, 

scaled, examined and observed for progress over 

time. As a process, it not only allowed space 

for experimentation but also contributed to the 

48	  Turkle, “Evocative Objects.”
49	  Narayan, Alive in the Writing.
50	  Queneau, Exercises in Style.

dialogue on biases and subjectivity within the 

MIT Architecture department, the society – as 

one instructor put it: “now, you’re not the only 

one talking about biases and structures.” Design 

and architecture education, particularly the 

culture and structure of the design studio have 

not been transformed since the digital revolution 

of the 90s, and although this revolution brought 

advances, it also disengaged students from the 

intimacy of the studio culture, hence influencing 

all three relationships — with ourselves and 

our work, with the others around us, and with 

the society we’re part off. This thesis advocates 

rethinking how the studio culture honors all three 

relationships — the reason I believe the “Untold 

Narratives” is promising.
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 Appendix

Part 1 of Malik’s Conversation

Rania:	 What makes you think of this?  

Malik: 	 I am not sure whether I should continue to major in design or not

Rania:	 Why is that?

Malik: 	Two things I’m not sure about

(1 sec. pause)

The first is that, I’m not sure about career opportunities for designers

And second is that I don’t like how design is very subjective

Rania: 	 ((smiles)) What do you mean by subjective?

Malik: 	 I mean feedback is sometimes conflicting with separate ideas

One instructor ((names instructor)) tells you one thing

Another ((names second instructor)) tells you another

And you continue to go back and forth

And that part conFUSES me

Sooo I try to trust my own instinct

(0.5 sec. pause)

I mean, definitely, design is a people pleaser discipline

You are not expressing your own ideas

Instead, you’re trying to pLEASE others

Rania: 	 Uhm…

Malik: 	 I’m also not sure why I need to follow the instructors’ preference

I would like to explore more all my given ideas

(0.2 sec. pause)

but I kind of feel restricted because I have to repeat and iterate

And sometimes

(0.1 sec. pause)
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I would just like to explore my ideas

Part 2 of Malik’s Conversation

Malik:	 The HASS requirements are strict

(1 sec pause) 

		  I need to make up my mind

		  only few subjects qualify for design

		  (0.4 sec pause)

		  I’m also interested in CS (Computer Science)

		  but I don’t want the structure in CS to constrain my creativity

		  but it’s also somehow being constrained in design

		  (0.2 sec. pause)

		  uhhh I really enjoy the time I spend doing design

	

Samar’s Email

Subject: Hoping that there is a way to pursue Design while completing 
HASS requirements.

Hi Rania!

I really enjoy the Design Studio classes and was hoping that I could take 
them while completing a HASS concentration. I looked into the two offered 
HASS-concentrations related to Design & Architecture, however, none of 
them had 4.022, 4.031, and 4.032 as classes that could be taken to fulfill the 
concentration. Currently, I am planning to major in Physics and Mathematics, 
but I also want to pursue Design, so I am very torn on how to fit all these 
classes while also meeting the graduation requirements. I absolutely love the 
hands-on experimentation learning process of Design Studio classes and I 
find that the creative process practiced in these classes really help me think 
differently in other fields. This semester’s design studio showed me how 
much I love designing and I really do not want to have to give up on this 
passion because of graduation requirements. Is there some way to make this 
possible? Thank you so much!

Best,

1 Second Everyday Case Study Questionnaire

	 Thank you for joining! Please use this app - https://1se.co/ - to 
capture a 1-second-long video + 1 written narrative, everyday. Together, the 
visual and written material will comprise a daily journal, narrative or story 
of your personal design journey. You will basically tell a story - your story - 
through the visual material you create, the narrative you write, and the voice 
you bring to your project.

The focus here is not the application itself, but rather what you personally 
think is interesting or relevant about your work and life each day; and how 
you immerse us in your stories. While answering this survey, please keep 
in mind this is not an assessment of your skills. It is first a method of self-
reflection and second, a piece that will compliment your 1SE visual and 
written narratives. 

As Arnheim says, “Reckless analysis of the self will do harm, but so will 
the artificial primitivism of the man who refuses to know how and why he 
works.”51

Note: I will follow up with a link to a private folder in which you can upload 
your visual and written material.

1-	 Email Address:

2-	 Full Name:

3-	 Which studio are you enrolled in?

a.	 4.021 Design Studio: How to Design

b.	 4.151 Architecture Design Core Studio I

c.	 4.153 Architecture Design Core Studio III

4-	 Academic Background (Short answer text)

5-	 Professional Background (Short answer text)

6-	 What medium do you prefer communicating through?

a.	 Manual (Hand sketching, Hand making, etc.) 

b.	 Digital (Drawing, Mapping Software, etc.) 

c.	 Films (Videos, Sound recordings, etc.) 

51	  Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception.

235

Untold Narratives

234



d.	 Oral 

e.	 Written

f.	 Other: …

7-	 What digital software do you prefer most? (Check all that apply.)

a.	 Rhino

b.	 Revit

c.	 AutoCAD

d.	 V-Ray

e.	 Grasshopper

f.	 Adobe

g.	 Creative Suite

h.	 Other: …

8-	 What fabrication technique(s) do you prefer most? (Check all that apply.) 

a.	 Additive Manufacturing (3d printing, sheet lamination, etc.)

b.	 Subtractive Manufacturing (CNC milling, laser cutting, etc.)

c.	 Robotic Manipulation (additive or subtractive)

d.	 Manual Architectural Applications (assembly, casting, etc.)

e.	 Other: …

9-	 Asked to explore one material over a three months period, what would you 
choose? Any natural, artificial, organic, non-organic, etc... material you find 
inspiration in. (Long answer text)

10-	Select one or more that usually guide(s) your design decisions the most. 
(Check all that apply.)

a.	 “Form follows function” Louis H. Sullivan 

b.	 “Form follows beauty” Oscar Niemeyer

c.	 “Genius loci - Architecture is in the genius of the place “ Anonymous

d.	 “Tools guide ideas” Anonymous

e.	 “Architecture is always political” Andrés Jaque

f.	 “There are things we live among ‘and to see them. Is to know ourselves.’ 
George Oppen

g.	 “I prefer drawing to talking. Drawing is faster, and leaves less room for 
lies.” Le Corbusier 

h.	 “A story must be told or there’ll be no story, yet it is the untold stories 
that are most moving.” J.R.R Tolkien

i.	 Other: …

11-	Space for any other design peculiar thoughts you’d like to share... (Long 
answer text)
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