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Abstract  

Constructive alignment in project based learning provides the opportunity to ‘entrap 

students in a web of consistency’ (Biggs, 1999). While the central design of a curriculum can 

incorporate the core elements of a syllabus for successful alignment, consideration of pace 

and timing of content delivery, assessment and learning opportunities can enhance student 

engagement and satisfaction. 

 

This paper draws upon a case study of the second year architecture curriculum at 

Northumbria University. The curriculum has been designed to provide an authentic and 

engaging learning experience for the student body, incorporating peer-learning, real-world 

assignments, and group working to produce a varied portfolio of student work. Principles of 

constructive alignment are also incorporated into the curriculum design to bring relevance 

and interest to the student’s learning. Pace of delivery and differentiated learning have also 

been considered in the aim of encouraging creativity. In this respect, curriculum design 

reflects a much broader view than the transmission of a syllabus; the satisfaction and well-

being of students, as well as academics and other staff members provide key drivers in 

planning the curriculum to ensure engagement, variety and manageability, and to avoid burn-

out, clashes and withdrawal. 
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1. Introduction 

 

‘…the core elements of architecture – learning to design within constraints, collaborative 

learning, and the refining of knowledge through the reflective act of design – have relevance 

and power far beyond the training of future architects.’ (Boyer & Mitgang, p. xv) 

 

The architecture programmes at the School of the Built and Natural Environment at 

Northumbria University have achieved notable attention and plaudits in recent years. In 

particular, National Student Satisfaction scores for both the undergraduate and 

postgraduate programmes have achieved between 97% and 100% for the last three years. 

Amongst the possible reasons for this success is staff engagement with the critical evaluation 

and creative scheduling of the programmes. Staff members in the department have actively 

engaged with pedagogic research in recent years, and educational theory underpins both 

courses. This paper seeks to examine the development and delivery of a curriculum for the 

second year of the undergraduate programme, an academic year which has particular issues 

and potentials. Whilst the first year provides an introduction to the subject, and the 

third year is clearly aligned to the final award, the second year for many students lacks 

relevance and focus.    

2. Curriculum theory and Seaton Delaval 

Flexibility of the curriculum plan is bounded by the need for compliance with the learning 

criteria of the Architects Registration Board (ARB) and the Royal Institute of British 

Architects (RIBA). The joint ARB/RIBA criteria are grouped into five categories; Design; 

Cultural Context; Technologies and Environment; Practice and Management; Communications. The 

architecture programmes at Northumbria University are modularised, and the individual 

modules are aligned with, and address the joint criteria. ‘Design‟ modules – generally in the 

form of studio based projects – account for 50% of the weighting of each academic year. 

2.1 Constructive alignment: 

 

At Northumbria, design is considered to be a holistic process rather than the aggregated 

sum of its individual constituent parts. A foundation of designing architecture programmes 

at Northumbria is ‘constructive alignment’ of the modules; by focusing the content and 

assessment of the non-design modules on the central design project, students are 

‘entrapped in a web of consistency’ (Biggs, 1999). 

 

The portfolio outputs of the design modules usually comprise plans, sections, elevations, 

perspectives, models, diagrams and text.  The design proposals provide opportunities for 

the explicit integration of learning from the other four categories. For example, ideas and 

learning from Cultural Context modules can be manifested in a design which references 

historical building precedents; the syllabus of Technology and Environment may become 



 

 

 

apparent in the constructional methods employed in the Student designs; Practice and 

Management can be evidenced in the design’s compliance with building codes and other 

regulations; Finally, the curriculum of Communications  modules concerns the successful 

description of the students’ intentions by means of graphical, electronic, oral and written 

media. 

 

At Northumbria, it was felt that while the third year curriculum of the undergraduate 

course had been constructively aligned, thereby achieving excellent results, this structure 

had not yet been effectively implemented in the lower years. A restructuring of the second 

year delivery allowed the programme to be reconsidered in the light of third year best 

practice and staff members’ educational research. 

 

Figure 1: Seaton Delaval Hall, John Vanburgh (photo credit: authors) 

2.2 Design  

Authenticity and complexity in assignments are seen as key conditions to successful 

assessment for learning. A collaborative venture between the National Trust and 

Northumbria University provided an ideal opportunity to engage in a variety of design 

projects centred on the local grade 1 listed Seaton Delaval hall and its surrounding estate. 

The first projects, ‘Frame’ and ‘Object’, engaged the students with this context by means of 

intensive observation, research, and graphical recording; ‘Investigation’ provided a short, 

practical vehicle for group work, with students collaborating on a demountable bridge 

design to improve accessibility to the estate’s mausoleum; the remainder of the first 

semester was devoted to the individual ‘Theatre’ project, concerning the creative re-use of 

this mausoleum. Seaton Delaval Hall also formed the basis of the second semester design 

curriculum, enabling deeper student engagement with the context and its themes. The 

National Trust kindly allowed repeat visits for students to engage fully with the site. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

2.3 Cultural context 

Seaton Delaval Hall provided an exemplary case study for the second year history and 

theory module. The second year studies seek to develop a deeper understanding of, and 

engagement with the historical development of architecture. The teaching of neo-classical 

principles was given immediate relevance by the choice of Seaton Delaval insofar as the 

architect, Sir John Vanbrugh was influenced by the works of Andreas Palladio (particularly 

the Villa Foscari) in his design of the great hall.  

2.4 Technologies and environment  

A comprehensive technological and environmental module supports second year student 

learning. With respect to Seaton Delaval, specific lectures were delivered centred upon the 

re-use of existing buildings, drawing upon the practical experiences of the lecturers in 

dealing with similar buildings. Other lectures considered the sustainability aspects of dealing 

with existing structures, touching on issues such as embodied energy and temporary 

interventions. The ‘Investigation’ project (Fig. 2) provided a group work vehicle for the 

learning of structural principles, reflecting authentic collaborative practice in the profession.  

 

Figure 2: ‘Frame’ and ‘Investigation’ example projects (student credit: Joe Ecob) 

2.5 Practice law and management / communications 

Practice, Law and Management teaching is generally concentrated in the third year studies at 

Northumbria. However, the use of Seaton Delaval provided ideal opportunities, through the 

design and technologies modules, to discuss aspects of planning and listed building legislation 

with the students. Imaginative two and three dimensional communication of concepts, 

designs and proposals was encouraged via experimentation in the ‘Frame and Object’ 

assignments; engagement with a real building also provided students with first-hand 

experiential appreciations of scale, patina and materiality. 

 



 

 

 

3. Curriculum design and theories 

 

 

Figure 3: Curriculum Plan for 2nd Year Seaton Delaval Project 

3.1 Curriculum planning 

 

The second year structure adopts the strategy that; „…the curriculum is the totality of the 

experiences the pupil has as a result of the provision made.‟ (Kelly, 2009). The key aim of the 

semester curriculum plan was to align studio design, subject content, and independent 

learning in a framework which would engage students in creative learning. This was guided 

by the intention to move from the teaching of declarative knowledge (i.e. rote learning) 

towards the learning of functioning knowledge, which can be constructively applied to 

student projects. Weekly task sheets, with clearly defined outputs, directed student learning 

towards a set of achievable outcomes which formed the foundation for the following week’s 

work.  

 

At Northumbria, informal feedback is provided on a weekly basis in group and individual 

tutorials. Programmed reviews provide key targets and gateways whereby students can 

assess their progress against the programme and their peers; studio working encourages 

peer learning, review and support. This rich blend of meaning, practice, community and 

identity establishes an effective ‘community of learning’ in the architectural studio (Wenger, 

2003). Extensive formative feedback provides the information to allow students to direct 

their own learning; reviews, tutorials and studio attendance and practice allows students 

rich opportunities for peer learning and self-assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

3.2 Student well-being  

 

In recent years, staff members in the architecture programmes at Northumbria have 

considered issues of student time management in depth (Holgate & Jones, 2011). This is in 

recognition of the normative practices and workload models of architectural education 

which encourage working long, unsociable and unhealthy hours (Bachman & Bachman, 2006, 

AIAS, 2002, Boyer & Mitgang, 1996).The semester one curriculum therefore avoided clashes 

of coursework submission dates where possible, and provided a variety of pace in the 

multiple studio assignments. Where students chose to work extended hours, it was 

designed to be by choice rather than necessity; “Activities we love fill us with energy even when 

we are physically exhausted. Activities we don‟t like can drain us in minutes, even if we approach 

them at our physical peak of fitness” (Robinson & Aronica, 2009) 

3.3 Creativity and the journey from teaching to learning 

 

Mastery of a discipline is commonly believed to take at least a decade to achieve (Simonton, 

2008), a fact which should be considered with a profession such as architecture which has 

its roots in a craft tradition that pre-dates the modern university (Schon, 1985) However, 

the professionalization of the discipline, coupled with a production-line approach to target 

driven higher education, means that learning by making – and in particular, learning from 

mistakes – is being squeezed out of the modular curriculum. A key challenge is therefore 

how students ‘learn how to learn’ and it could be argued that Schon’s concept of the 

reflective practitioner is contingent upon the academic space and time for reflection. The 

Northumbria curriculum therefore seeks to allow variation in pace and ‘down-time’, in 

order to avoid a tread-mill approach to learning. This is doubly beneficial when considering 

recent research regarding learning and creativity; “…intellectual understanding itself often 

benefits from this gradual, soaking-it-up-through-the-pores approach. Really „getting your brain 

round‟ a topic seems to depend at least as much on the slower processes of „mulling over‟ and 

„cogitating‟ as it does on being mentally busy” (Claxton,1998) 

3.4 Integrated curriculum programming 

 

University teaching and administrative support teams are often under extreme pressure 

with regards to the successful delivery of academic programmes. Assignment marking, 

handling, timetabling, quality assurance procedures etc. often undermine effective teaching. 

Regrettably, centralised planning of such activities often prioritises managerial systems over 

student experience and learning (timetabling being a particular issue in recent satisfaction 

surveys). An ongoing project at Northumbria is the development of an integrated 

curriculum plan which centres the student learning experience at its core, and pursues the 

holistic alignment of the curriculum with these administrative functions to allow students, 

academics and administrative staff to all perform efficiently and creatively. 



 

 

 

4.  Discussion 

 

Initial student feedback has indicated that the detailed planning of the second year 

curriculum incorporating significant learning goals (Fink, 2007) has paid dividends in student 

engagement, the development of a strong learning community, and independent learning and 

creativity. Although studio space is financially prohibitive, the lessons of retaining a cohort in 

a single space hold particular value in establishing discipline identity and a community of 

learning (particularly for part-time students). 

 

Although the body of knowledge regarding curriculum planning, particularly for primary and 

secondary education, is extensive, policies consideration of the pacing and creativity of 

curricula in higher education appears thin. With modularisation of programmes, increased 

pressure on resources in higher education, and moves towards the concept of the student 

as ‘customer’, there appears to be an uncritical move towards filling the notional hours of 

the curriculum with as much directed teaching, contact and assessment as possible (HEFCE, 

2012).  If the avowed aim is to nurture self-directed, independent learners at the point of 

graduation, students should be afforded the ‘academic space’ for self-reflection and self-

development (Bandura, 1997). Consideration should also be made of the enjoyment of 

studies, with the means to ensure that enthusiasm and creativity are developed in 

architecture and other STEM subjects, in lieu of ‘chalk and talk’ supported by repetitive 

assessment. Finally, students should be allowed the time to develop external interests and 

social skills, which are as important to the student and the wider community (not least in 

grounding learning and innovation within an authentic social context) as the singular pursuit 

of scholarship. In this respect, the staff at Northumbria endeavour to shape the curriculum 

in order to encourage student self-efficacy in the learning activities, as well as designing the 

timing and pace of the academic year to allow students to engage with their external 

pursuits and interests. 
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