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The architect’s expertise is enhanced by many disciplines and various sorts of specialized 
knowledge, all the works executed using these other skills are evaluated by his seasoned 
judgement. The expertise is born both of practice and reasoning. Practice is the constant, 
repeated exercise of the hands by which the work is brought to completion in whatever 
medium is required for the proposed design. Reasoning, however, is what can 
demonstrate and explain the proportions of completed works skilfully and systematically - 
Thus architects who strove to obtain practical manual skills but lacked an education have 
never been able to achieve an influence equal to the quality of their exertions, on the other 
hand, those who placed their trust entirely in theory and in writings seem to have chased 
after a shadow, not something real. But those who have fully mastered both skills, armed, 
if you will, in full panoply, those architects have reached their goal more quickly and 
influentially. 

Marcus Vitruvius Pollio 
 
Is it thus possible to create a tradition that is held together by strict rules, and that is also 
successful to some extent. But is it desirable to support such a tradition to the exclusion of 
everything else? Should we transfer to it the sole rights for dealing in knowledge, so that 
any result that has been obtained by other methods is at once ruled out of court? And did 
scientists ever remain within the boundaries of the traditions they defined in this narrow 
way? These are the questions I intend to ask in the present essay. And to these questions 
my answer will be a firm and resounding NO. 

Paul Feyerabend 
 
Course Description 
 
Arch 610 aims to support graduate students in the development of a Masters thesis in Architecture. 

Throughout Arch 610, we will question what might constitute a thesis in architecture and how one 
engages in architectural research. We will cover conventions and methods of research within the discipline 
of architecture, as well as methods of research which may be generated outside the discipline, all the while 
questioning what the disciplinary boundaries might be or might mean. The consideration of precedents, case 
studies, relevant literature and other design research methods aims to assist students as they position their 
ideas within a larger conceptual discourse. Arch 610 will expose students to epistemological questions, 
research methodologies, as well as analytical and explorative strategies, so as to guide them in their 
research and design thesis 

Throughout the term, we will consider the history of the discipline, the construction of architecture 
as an object of research, the intention and foundations of such research, the notion of truth, objectivity or 



science in architectural research, as well as the shifting boundaries of architecture as a practice and 
research activity. 

Another objective of Arch 610 is to expose students to the range of disciplinary methods and 
approaches that architectural research and analysis can take. Half of the course will be dedicated to the 
exploration of a range of significant methods, for example from social sciences and humanities, geography 
and science. 

Finally, we intend in this course to deepen your research and analytical skills, from the production 
of a literature review, through case study analysis, the use of GIS, the conduct of interview or the practice of 
iterative design. 

The course is structured in four parts. The first, introductory part, seeks to initiate a frank and open 
discussion on the main deliverable in the graduate programme offered by Waterloo Architecture: the thesis. 
The second section focuses on the problem of architectural knowledge. or epistemology. In this part, 
students will consider the relationship between their chosen research topic and the discipline of architecture. 
The third section highlights methods of gathering data commonly used within the discipline of architecture 
and outside it in adjacent fields. In this part, we will reflect on the relative advantages and liabilities of 
different methods. The last section looks at ways of analyzing the data using theory and design. This final 
section will address the question how to integrate knowledge acquired in the course in a researched 
introduction to their thesis topic and a justification of their chosen approach. 

Every week, one, two or three lecturers will introduce a specific theme. Their more general 
presentations will be interspersed with some training and information sessions, namely on ethics, library 
research, GIS, and referencing. Throughout the term we might announce some preparatory readings:  we 
encourage you to read those required texts before coming to the session. 
 
Evaluation 
 
In consultation with the faculty teaching Thesis Research and Design (TRD) 1, we have decided to keep the 
deliverables for Arch 610 at a minimum.  
 The course includes 12 presentations. During the break of each presentation we ask you to draft a 
question for the presenter. This question should summarize in one or two sentences a particular point made 
by the presenter, followed by a single sentence question that addresses this point. These questions will be 
collected at the end of the break, and five or six of them will be posed to the lecturer. Each question will 
carry a minimum value of 1 point and a maximum value of 6 points. An excellent question, both in terms of 
content and articulation, will earn 6 point, a good question 5 points, a satisfactory one 4 points, a barely 
passable one 3 points, a very sloppy one 2 points, and one that at least puts a question mark on a piece of 
paper with a name on it will earn 1 point. The total amount of marks to be earned by the questions is 72. 
Showing up offers an automatic 28 points. So handing in 12 good questions should leave you with a term 
mark of 88, and handing in 12 satisfactory questions with a term mark of 76, and so on. 
 We will share your questions with the faculty member teaching your TRD 1 section.  
 
  



Schedule 
 
1.  Reflections on Thesis                                                                                                     
  
Sep 11   Thesis – Different Perspectives. 
  Andrew Levitt / Donald McKay /  Val Rynnimeri / Robert Jan van Pelt  
    
2. Architectural Epistemology                                                                                            
  
Sep 18   Questioning the Discipline – Architectural Epistemology 
 
  Philip Beesley / Anne Bordeleau  / Adrian Blackwell   
  
  1.1. What is the discipline of architecture? What lies outside it? 
  1.2. General introduction: Epistemology, Methodology, Research and Analysis 
  
  
Sep 25   Question of Discipline – Theoretical Framework 
 
  Anne Bordeleau / Effie Patelos 
  
  2.1: Surveying the field: what is a literature review? 
  2.2: Framing the question: how to do a literature review 
  
 Oct 2  Siting your Research – Researching your Site 
 
  Donald McKay / Lola Sheppard 
  
  3.1: Defining a thesis site 
  3.2. Site Documentation:  Video, photography, diagrams, measurements, 
  
3. Methodologies Within and Beyond the Discipline                                                        
 
Oct 16   Research in the Social Sciences and Humanities 
 
  Luna Khirfan / Karen Pieters 
  
  4.1: Documenting social, political and economical conditions and concerns 
  4.2: Interviews, Surveys and Ethnographies with Human Subjects  
  
Oct 23  Design Research 
 
  Lola Sheppard / John McMinn 
  
  5.1. Precedent (or Case Study) Analysis: buildings, programs, site strategies, etc. 
  5.2. Strategies for analysis, (and its instrumentalisation) 
  
Oct 30   Data Research 
  

Maya Przybylski 



  
 6.1: Visualizing Big Data: Quantitative Data, Statistics, Diagramming Data 

  
Nov 6  Geographical Research 
 

Jane Hutton / Jake Lowie / Val Rynnimeri 
 

  7.1 Questions of scale and perspective 
  7.2 GIS and other forms of mapping 
 
Nov 13   Historical Research 
 
  Robert Jan van Pelt / Effie Patelos 
  
  8.1: History within and beyond the discipline; archival research (text/drawing) 
  8.2: Evaluating your sources, annotated bibliography, resolving research difficulties 
  
Nov 20   Scientific Research 
 
  Terri Boake / Elizabeth English   
  
  9.1: Investigating materials and techniques 
  9.2. Analyzing and testing structures 
  
4. Analytical Approaches                                                                                                    
  
Nov 27   Working with Theory 
 
  Adrian Blackwell / Dereck Revington / Elizabeth English 
  
  10.1: Theoretical underpinnings in architectural research 
  10.2. Material investigations as motors of design research 
   
Dec 4  Iteration: Design as Research and Prototyping 
 
  Philip Beesley / David Correa 
  
  11.1: Defining the questions and parameters / building 1:1 with or without digital tools 
  11.2: Scales of Working, Design Methods and Priorities / Methods of questioning 
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