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Contemporary	 community	architecture	and	disaster	 resil-
ience	scholarship	have	shed	light	on	the	work	of	community	
architects,	highlighting	the	features,	merits	and	limitations	
of	 this	 practice	 in	 building	 community/disaster	 resilience	
through	participatory	design	processes.	However,	a	knowl-
edge	gap	not	yet	bridged	is	how	these	community	architects	
are	 academically	 trained	 to	 practice	 community-oriented	
work	and	how	Schools	of	Architecture	-	through	such	training	
-	catalyze	community	development	in	the	cities	in	which	they	
are	located.	In	the	current	era	of	climate	change	and	given	the	
disastrous	consequences	of	unequal	post-disaster	recovery	
and	redevelopment	processes,	it	is	critical	to	have	commu-
nity	architects	who	are	able	to	cope	with	this	new	reality.	
Therefore,	it	is	important	to	gain	knowledge	on	how	to	train	
community	architects	and	in	this	way	contribute	to	the	forma-
tion	of	the	future	generation	of	architecture	students	into	
socially	conscious	community	architects	who	promote	a	more	
socially	just	built	environment.	

The	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	outline	a	pedagogical	model	for	
educating	community	architects	based	on	an	analysis	of	a	
case	study	in	the	USA,	a	place	where	much	of	this	pedagogy	
is	being	developed,	namely	the	Small	Center.	The	Small	Center	
functions	 as	 the	 community	 design	 center	 of	 the	 Tulane	
School	of	Architecture	in	New	Orleans.	The	paper	illustrates	
and	reviews	this	pedagogical	model	through	an	analysis	of	
a	design/build	 studio	at	 the	Small	Center	 that	 took	place	
during	the	fall	semester	of	2021-2022.	In	this	14-week	studio,	
students	were	challenged	to	design	and	build	a	960	square	foot	
outdoor	teaching	kitchen	and	water	management	strategy	for	
a	local	farm	to	accommodate	expanded	educational	events	on	
site.	The	design	team	worked	with	the	staff	and	stakeholders	
of	the	partnering	farm	on	a	project	that	connects	people	of	
all	ages	to	their	food	systems	and	local	ecologies	at	multiple	
scales	within	the	completed	project.	

During	 one-month	 ethnographic	 research	with	 the	 Small	
Center,	 empirical	 data	 was	 harvested	 through	 review	 of	
project	materials,	semi-structured	interviews	with	students,	

alumni	and	teachers	and	site	visits	to	the	farm.	The	paper	
shows	how	live	community-based	project	pedagogy	helps	
students	 take	on	 some	of	 the	 various	multi-faceted	 roles	
of	 a	 community	 architect	 and	 effectively	 learn	 by	 doing.	
Students	gain	insight	into	the	impact	of	community	engage-
ment	and	the	challenges	involved,	such	as	a	limited	budget,	
communication	within	the	project	team	and	collaborating	
with	non-designers.	This	research	offers	deeper	insight	into	
the	pedagogical	approach,	teaching	methods	and	the	proj-
ects	of	community	architecture	programs	in	the	USA.	The	
paper	outlines	key	takeaways	and	critical	reflections	from	
the	ethnographic	research	and	case	study	analysis	that	are	
relevant	to	Departments/Schools	of	Architecture	across	the	
Globe	as	they	prepare	the	next	generation	of	architects.

INTRODUCTION

Community architecture is a movement with a fundamental 
focus on including people in the design and production of their 
own built environment. Nowadays, community architecture 
- also commonly referred to as Public Interest Design - is fre-

quently applied in post-disaster contexts and has been found to 
be effective in (re)building resilient communities. In the current 
era of climate change and given the disastrous consequences 
of conventional unequal post-disaster recovery and redevelop-

ment processes, it is critical to train community architects who 
are able to cope with this new reality. Although community 
architecture and its positive impact has been well reported in 
the literature and the demand for these community architects is 
increasing, there is a shortage of academic programs of commu-

nity architecture across the Globe. In addition, the curricula of 
most conventional architecture schools lack any formal classes 
on community architecture or disaster recovery. Architecture 
students are still mainly trained in conventional design studios 
to fit into the conventional roles of the architect as ‘genius de-

signer’ or ‘artistic hero’, encouraged to learn from celebrity 
star architects and generate top-down ideas without delving 
deeper into relevant social, economic and political aspects 
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(Ester Charlesworth 2014; Boyer and Mitgang 1996; Esther 
Charlesworth 2006; Salama 2015). In so doing, students miss 
the opportunity to understand the exact socio-spatial impact 
of their designs. This conventional approach also keeps students 
away from exploring other roles architects can take on in society, 
such as ‘social reformer’ or ‘community facilitator,’ and prevents 
them from considering a career in Public Interest Design or the 
humanitarian field (Ester Charlesworth 2014). Therefore, it is im-

portant to gain knowledge on how Schools of Architecture can 
embrace their responsibility in society by teaching community 
architecture and, in turn, contribute to a future generation of 
socially conscious architects.

COMMUNITY	ARCHITECTURE-RESILIENCE	NEXUS

Community architecture emerged in the 1960s-70s as a move-

ment with a fundamental focus on giving people a voice in the 
design of the built environment. This movement recognizes the 
unique identity of each community and its own specific needs, 
and therefore values the knowledge of the community itself 
(Andriessen et al. 2021; Salama 2015; Wates and Knevitt 1987). 
Compared to conventional architectural approaches that are au-

tocratic, centralized and primarily focused on the end product, 
community architecture pursued an open and socially engaged 
practice that emphasizes the process, as presented in Table 1 
(Salama 2015). Community architects have advocated in favor 
of working with communities, rather than for them, promoting 
interdisciplinary knowledge exchange (Andriessen et al. 2021; 
Salama 2015; Wates and Knevitt 1987; Paidakaki et al. 2021; 
Petal et al. 2008). 

Community architecture is commonly applied in post-disaster 
contexts, challenging conventional recovery strategies. The lat-
ter are typically managed top-down, involve outside experts 
and focus only on the physical and structural resilience of the 
affected area, often leading to socio-spatial inequalities, eco-

nomic and social impoverishment, affordable housing crises, 
gentrification and marginalization, and disruption of social 
networks (Andriessen et al. 2021; Boano and García 2011; 
Ester Charlesworth 2014; Luansang, Boonmahathanakorn, and 
Domingo-Price 2012; Paidakaki and Moulaert 2018). By contrast, 
a community architecture-based approach gives equal impor-
tance to the physical and social reconstruction of devastated 
communities and understands resilience as an ever-changing, 
socially transformative process with multidirectional ‘bounce 
forward’ trajectories in which the unique needs and character-
istics of different communities are recognized (Davoudi et al. 
2012; Paidakaki 2017; Paidakaki and Moulaert 2018).

The community architecture-resilience scholarship (Boano 
and García 2011; Ester Charlesworth 2014; Luansang, 
Boonmahathanakorn, and Domingo-Price 2012; Aquilino 2011; 

Boano and Talocci 2017; Esther Charlesworth 2006) has ex-

tensively documented the merits of community architecture 
in building resilience, particularly in post-disaster contexts. 
Using techniques like participatory design, community mapping 
and collective building, community architects address design 
problems together with the community and build mutual trust 
(Andriessen et al. 2021; Ester Charlesworth 2014; Luansang, 
Boonmahathanakorn, and Domingo-Price 2012; Petal et al. 
2008). Design is seen as a long-term, transdisciplinary and col-
laborative process that focuses on developing capacity in the 
communities, building on existing strengths and empowering 
people, while also addressing underlying problems such as 
poverty and social inequalities (Andriessen et al. 2021; Ester 
Charlesworth 2014; Luansang, Boonmahathanakorn, and 
Domingo-Price 2012; Petal et al. 2008).

Community architecture as a practice clearly expanded the 
conventional roles of the architect, which were centered on 
design aesthetics and technical issues, as well as the conven-

tional audiences served by the profession, including high income 
groups, real estate developers and elitist governments. Recent 
literature (Andriessen et al. 2021) mapped out the different mul-
tifaceted roles community architects play in resilience-building 
processes, see Table 2. In addition to the conventional role as a 
‘genius designer’, other more socio-political roles were uncov-

ered (Andriessen et al. 2021). The extent to which architects can 
fulfill these roles depends largely on the architect’s respect and 
insight into the specific economic, cultural and political situation 
and the projects’ governance structure (e.g. top-down, bottom-
up, bottom-linked) (Andriessen et al. 2021). The main limitations 
of practicing community architecture are the greater investment 
of time and effort by all parties involved, the lack of sufficient 
funding, and the undervalued social and physical impact of 
small-scale projects (Andriessen et al. 2021; Ester Charlesworth 
2014). However, results are proven to be more successful in the 

Table 1: Comparison of the community design approach and the 
conventional design approach (Salama 2015).
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Table 2: Overview of community architects’ multifaceted roles in post-disaster resilience-building processes (Andriessen et al. 2021, 134–36) 
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Table 2 continued: Overview of community architects’ multifaceted roles in post-disaster resilience-building processes (Andriessen et al. 2021)
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long run, especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 
communities (Luansang, Boonmahathanakorn, and Domingo-
Price 2012; Petal et al. 2008).

DESIGN STUDIO PEDAGOGY

Worldwide, conventional architectural education has been pri-
marily shaped by two schools of thought: the Beaux-Arts and the 
Bauhaus (Boyer and Mitgang 1996; Salama 2015; Salazar Ferro et 
al. 2020). Founded in the early 17th century, the Ecole des Beaux 
Arts was the first academic institution to offer formal education 
in architecture. Its philosophy reached the United States in the 
mid-19th century, and soon became the dominant educational 
system there as well (Boyer and Mitgang 1996; Salama 2015). For 
more than 200 years, the Beaux-Arts model remained the only 
pedagogical approach to architectural education in Europe, until 
the beginning of the 20th century, when the Bauhaus was found-

ed by Walter Gropius in Germany. The Bauhaus only existed for 
a short time and made its way to the United States in the 1930s 
(Salama 2015). Since the École des Beaux-Arts adhered to neo-

classicism and the Bauhaus adhered to modernism, their vision 
on architecture and program content were completely differ-
ent. However, these two models showed many similarities in the 
structure of their educational program and teaching methods 
and laid the foundation for conventional architectural education 
with at its core the ‘atelier’, currently the design studio, based 
on a master-apprentice teaching model, which is still used today 
(Salama 2015). Every architecture student had to join an ‘atelier’ 
led by a teacher or ‘patron’ - typically an accomplished practicing 
architect - where the core of the training, the design exercises, 
took place (Salama 2015). 

Since the 1950s, the conventional design studio has been criti-

cized (Salama 2015). The instructor-centered teaching method 
tends towards a ‘show and tell’ interaction; the teacher telling 

the student what and how to do it, with little room for critical 
thinking (Salama 2015). In addition, it has been observed that the 
conventional design studio culture is commonly characterized by 
individualism and competition (Boyer and Mitgang 1996; Salama 
2015), which is in stark contrast to the practice of architecture 
today that involves intensive group work and collaboration with 
many different professionals (Cuff 1992; Salama 2015). Most 
importantly, the design process in the conventional studio is 
oversimplified and students design in a ‘vacuum’, i.e., without 
context. There is an ongoing growing disconnection in the design 
studio between current social, cultural, economic, and political 
issues and real human needs (Cuff 1992; Salama 2015; Boyer 
and Mitgang 1996).

This criticism reached a peak in the late 1960s and 1970s, in part 
due to the social revolution driven by radical youth (Colomina et 
al. 2022; Salama 2015). In architectural education, this resulted 
in the emergence of a variety of alternative approaches to the 
design studio (Colomina et al. 2022; Salama 2015). An early ex-

ample is the ‘community-based design learning’ model by Henry 
Sanoff in the late 1960 (Salama 2015). Sanoff’s model supported 
the idea central to community architecture that “the design 
experience should examine architecture through the direct in-

volvement of the client/user in design decision-making” (Salama 
2015). Students engage in a collaborative process, solving de-

sign problems using participatory methods such as simulation 
experiences/games and structured group decision-making. The 
interaction between student and client/user is understood as 
the most important factor in the process. Students also work in 
teams, which promotes a non-individualistic and non-competi-

tive sphere (Salama 2015).

Similar to the community-based design model, two other peda-

gogical models were developed: design/build and live projects 
(Salama 2015). In the literature and in the field, these three 

Table 3: Comparing the 
characteristics of the
conventional design studio 
to the community-based 
design studio, based on the 
literature. (Source: Author)
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terms are often used interchangeably. Design/build pedagogy 
especially emphasizes learning by making and involves stu-

dents in the process of designing and building a project (Salama 
2015). Students experience a project from inception to comple-

tion including budgeting, scheduling, contacting contractors 
and more, and develop construction skills (Salama 2015). Live 
project pedagogy is similarly described as “a model of design 
teaching that involves a community-situated design response to 
real-time challenges or community problems, thereby offering 
students valuable opportunities to experience key characteris-

tics of architectural practice, and thus gain more ‘practice-ready’ 
capabilities” (Harris, 2012 in Salama 2015). A few concrete 
examples are the Bridge Studio at Iowa State University by 
Nadia M. Anderson (USA), Rural Studio at Auburn University by 
Samuel Mockbee (USA), The Neighborhood Design Build Studio 
at the University of Washington by Steve Badanes (USA) and 
the Walking the Talk model based on live projects by Esther 
Charlesworth (Australia, travelling design studios) (Anderson 
2014; 2012; Esther Charlesworth 2018; Salama 2015).

Table 3 summarizes the main characteristics of the 
conventional design studio and compares it to the community-
based design studio.

TEACHING COMMUNITY ARCHITECTURE AT THE 

SMALL CENTER

The Albert and Tina Small Center for Collaborative Design , the 
Small Center for short, is the community design center of the 
Tulane University School of Architecture (TSA) in New Orleans. 
Founded in early 2005, the Small Center’s initial mission was 
to teach students through real-world applied design projects. 
After Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans in August 2005 and 
destroyed the city, this post-disaster context clarified the cen-

ter’s mission which was informed by the belief that “all residents 
should have the right to shape the city in which they live, work, 
and play”(Yoachim, Welty, and Jenisch 2020). Over the past 17 
years, the Small Center contributed significantly to the recovery 
of New Orleans with over 140 local projects (Small Center, n.d.).

Today, the Small Center is run by a team of four staff members, 
also drawing on the knowledge and skills of the Tulane School of 
Architecture faculty and students. Their pedagogical approach 
involves bringing students into live (real-world) community-
based projects and involving them in both engagement with 
project stakeholders and in designing and fabricating the final 

Figure 1: Discussion with young students early in the Small Center design process about the project vision and ideas.
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project. This learning-by-doing method of teaching architecture 
requires students to contend with a budget, timeline, tools, 
and each other as they collaborate on designing and realizing 
a project in 15 weeks. The center offers pro bono design ser-
vices to local organizations and nonprofits, situating their work 
at the intersection of design, social equity, and civic engage-

ment (Small Center RFP 2022). Projects are primarily selected 
through an annual ‘Request for Proposals’ process where po-

tential beneficiaries are invited to submit their project ideas, are 
small-scale and can vary widely (from pavilions and skateparks 
to playgrounds). In this way, the Small Center ensures their work 
responds to real needs identified by communities themselves, 
rather than imposing their ideas or giving unwanted advice E. 
Taylor Welty, personal communication, February 2, 2022, Welty 
et al., 2016, A. Morris, personal communication, May 5, 2022). 
The project scale is usually small, targeting a specific goal and 
strongly influencing the lives of the stakeholders involved. One 
type of service offered is design/build, which concerns small/
medium-scale projects that can be designed and built within 
an academic semester (Small Center RFP 2022). Calling it ‘radi-
cal incrementalism’, the Small Center also believes in the power 
of these small projects and their cumulative impact on the city 
(Etheridge and Taylor 2013).

The Small Center works through collaborative design processes 
with strong community engagement, aiming to include as many 
voices as possible to produce thoughtful outcomes that are well-
integrated into the context (Etheridge and Taylor 2013; Welty 
2018). An essential step is the preparatory work by the staff 
with the community partner, before the academic semester 
starts, resulting in a clear project definition and setting realistic 
expectations. The Small Center staff then develops the design 
exercise for the students and outlines the community engage-

ment process (A. Yoachim, personal communication, February 
7, 2022; E. Taylor Welty, personal communication, February 2, 
2022, Welty 2018).

When the academic semester begins, a team of 10-20 students 
takes the lead on the project, supported by staff members. 
Students are encouraged to take on the role of the involved 
facilitator - combining aspects of the attentive student and 
the building teacher - and the compassionate friend through-

out the process. 

First, the context is explored through readings and discussions, 
design exercises, and conversations with partners, creating an 
open, comfortable atmosphere at the beginning of the proj-
ect. Next, the students organize community engagement with 
stakeholders to generate initial design concepts and establish 
a two-way knowledge exchange. In the following phase, ideas 
are refined and checked with the partners to finalize the de-

sign direction. Finally, the students build the project, which is 
usually their first experience in construction (Small Center RFP 
2022). Throughout the process, students face challenges such 
as working within a limited budget and adhering to a strict 
schedule. Teamwork skills are essential, students learn how to 
work together effectively and communicate clearly with vari-
ous stakeholders who are not designers (N. Jenisch, personal 
communication, February 24, 2022; E. Taylor Welty, personal 
communication, February 2, 2022). Throughout this process, 
the staff and faculty act in the roles of interfering mediator and 
sometimes radical reformer pushing for change within typical 
project hierarchies and within their local communities. 

An example of one of the Small Center’s recent projects is the 
design/build studio (fall semester 2021-2022) in partnership 
with Sugar Roots Farm, a local farm with the mission to connect 
people to the food system. In this 14-week studio, students were 
challenged to design and build a 960 square foot outdoor teach-

ing kitchen to accommodate expanded educational events and 
develop a water management strategy. The student design team 
worked with the staff and stakeholders of the partnering farm 
on a project that connects people of all ages to their food sys-

tems and local ecologies at multiple scales within the completed 
project. Several engagement moments with the farm staff, visi-
tors, volunteers and visiting school groups were organized on 
the farm, as shown in Fig.1-2. The continuous feedback cycle 
between the design team and the farm staff shaped the final 
design, which was then built by the students, Fig.3-4.

The impact of the outdoor teaching kitchen is not yet fully known 
since only a year has passed since project completion. The short 
history includes wins in water management on site with a notice-

able difference in flooding during rain events. There has also 
been an increase in school groups, tours, and events held in the 
outdoor kitchen, see Fig.5 - however the long term impacts will 
take several years to become evident. Despite the in-process 
project specific outcomes, the Small Center team hired a third 
party consultant from the London School of Economics in 2021 
to conduct qualitative research on the body of work done by 
the community design center. This was centered on the impacts 
of live community-based projects on the community partners 

Figure 2: Small Center students lead an engagement session at Sugar 
Roots Farm to discuss the final design options
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and their staffs and stakeholders and included interviews, in-
person site visits and observations across 50 past project sites 
and included input from community partners, their staff, and 
faculty involved in the project. Participation was voluntary and 
anonymous (de-identified), in addition, interviews were coded 
and themes were identified by Dr. Jeanne Firth. An important 
emerging theme was strong relationships that grew from the 
method of teaching community architects - a process that broke 
down some of the barriers that communities of color have his-

torically seen between design professionals and themselves. 
Non-profit partners also reported increased access to graphics 
and vision-based documents that helped them gain legitimacy 
and assisted in planning long term futures for their organiza-

tions. Finally, some saw the design and construction process as a 
capacity building moment for their organizations that increased 
their ability to fulfill their mission. 

For example, according to one respondent, 

“For me, design has layers. So certainly, the whole notion of 
collaborative design, I feel like it really speaks to layers…  And 
you share that with these community collaborative designers, 
with this design team. And they get it, right? They absolutely 
get it. And that articulation, that vision, was transferred and it 
manifested in the design that they came up with. So to me, those 
are those layers. So you have that vision, the expression of the 
vision, the listening — I felt like that team really listened, they 
listened to what the community members were sharing during 
that charrette and they translated it into that design. So that was 
fricking awesome to me. Cause they got it.“

Additionally, a 2019 study on learning outcomes of students in 
these studios showed that this pedagogy is a valuable way to 
teach collaboration, collaborative problem solving and offers 
transferable lessons that young designers can take with them 
into the profession (Welty, Yoachim, and Hogans 2019).

“I enjoyed getting to work directly with clients on projects that 
had very local impact. I learned the value of staying flexible and 
fluid, and that oftentimes the best ideas come from collabora-

tion and active listening.”   - alumni survey response, 2018

The successful implementation of community-based live proj-
ect pedagogy requires intensive work by designers and project 
partners, including fundraising, maintaining relationships with 
community partners and adhering to a strict academic calendar, 
which is why the Small Center has permanent staff. The center’s 
staff also have to balance a responsibility for educating students 
with a responsibility to its partner organizations, ensuring both 
parties benefit (Welty, Hansen, and Mobley 2016). Therefore, 
critical self-evaluation is key to constantly improving their 
work and pedagogy. Figure 3: Top to Bottom: Students working on the construction of the 

outdoor teaching space; Final project in use at Sugar Roots Farm; The 
final project as a functioning ecosystem and education space with 
children catching crawfish in the water retention pond.
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CONCLUSIONS

The case of the Small Center shows that educating architecture 
students in community architecture while fostering resilient 
communities is possible and effective. Using the pedagogical 
model of live community-based projects, the center is able to 
create tangible results that are meaningful to the community 
members involved and train students in the basic principles of 
community architecture. Students mainly learn to adopt and 
switch between the specific roles of the involved facilitator - 
combining aspects of the attentive student and the building 
teacher - and the compassionate friend and learn to set aside 
the role of ‘genius designer’ that they are used to by the con-

ventional design studios. Since the teacher-student hierarchy 
is also largely absent in the projects by the Small Center, the 
students are forced to get out of their comfort zone as they 
are immediately introduced to the field of public interest design 
and community engagement and learn in an experiential and 
active way. They learn by doing and immediately gain hands-on 
experience. This is viewed as a very significant and effective way 
of learning. This is in contrast to the conventional design studios, 
where projects are hypothetical ‘designs on paper’ and the social 
and other contextual aspects are mostly omitted, where stu-

dents mostly work alone and interpersonal skills are not being 
learned or taught through role-playing at best. 

Through the various local small-scale projects rooted in ideas 
by community groups themselves, the Small Center contributes 
incrementally to building a resilient city. The paper shows that 
Schools of Architecture can take up their responsibility in society 
and educate their students as community architects who pro-

mote a more socially just built environment. 
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