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ABSTRACT

This interview centers in an architectural design program titled “"Home
Above Market,” which is one of the special programs of the College of
Architecture and Urban Planning at Tongji University for junior experimental
classes since 2012. As an innovative teaching practice that combines
multiple specialties and spans a long-time period, this program reflects and
accumulates its knowledge and experience through a documentary book
series. Wang Fangji, the interviewee, is the teaching director of the Home
Above Market program and the leading author of the book series, who

also enjoys a high reputation in China’s architectural design education. He
points out that this program aims at encouraging students to observe and
care about ordinary urban and social environment that is often neglected

in current architectural education. He further argues that problem-finding
and -addressing capability training is important to architectural students,
which would help stimulate a more vibrant exploration of China’s urban
architecture.
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1. Astudent assignment
of the 2017 Home
Above Market studio.
The architecture is
extended upwards and
downwards forming
a series of split-
floors and roofs that
vibrantly connect the
architecture with local
settings.
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2. Theround bench of the
Dashun Pavilion
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Would you please brief us on the
experimental class of the College of
Architecture and Urban Planning
(CAUP) at Tongji University?

WANG Fangji (WANG hereafter):
Well, students are encouraged to
make class applications and then get
qualification tested through interviews
by the faculty. A pilot training and
course framework is established for
this two-year practice-oriented class,
through which students are trained
across-disciplinarily, from Architecture,
Urban Planning, Landscape Architecture,
Interior Design to studies of historical
building preservation. And most
importantly, experienced architects are
invited to join in the faculty as class
mentors throughout courses. Luckily, the
invited architects all show a great interest
in teaching and guarantee available time
for the courses, acting no difference
with full-time teachers. Commendably,
some of them, like Zhuang Shen, Zhang
Bin, Shui Yanfei, Liu Kenan, and Fan
Beilei, remain true to their aspiration
on architectural study, besides keeping
practicing for years.

Generally speaking, these architects’
teaching has been well received. Students
are expected to learn interdisciplinary
knowledge and to have a more
comprehensive grasp of architectural
specialty. The experimental classes are
mentored by both full-time and part-time
teachers. Full-time faculty navigate course
frameworks while part-time mentors
offering topics and organizing themed
studios, which ensure the continuity and
coherence of the whole teaching system

even if the faculty change.

Local market is rarely studied in
China’s college design education. What
were the objectives to initiate the “Home
Above Market” program?
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WANG: The program is offered for
junior students, since the third-year is

a key bridging-period in college study
from basic architectural knowledge
learning towards design-specialty
training. Nowadays, most architectural
design training in China’s colleges mainly
focuses on formal design — I myself was
trained this way as well. Formal design
training is necessary, but it has two-fold
flaws if overemphasized in architectural
education: one is that it would not help
students deal with real architectural
cases; for the other, such shallow cueing
of formal design may mislead students
that design is solely about creating
spatial forms, or they would be trained
to develop project solutions that are
largely based on spatial or layout
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3. Astudent assignment
of the 2017 Home Above
Market studio. The
outer spatial structure
of this complex is
designed for residential
use, and the inner
common is used as a

market, forming a hub
of the community by
creating a memorial
architectural image.
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creation. Architectural design is not only
to propose ideas but also to respond to
social conditions and demands. Good
architects make their designs rooted in
reality and celebrate architectural values
in light of contemporary needs and local
qualities.

We realize that, in addition to
formal and spatial design and related
skill training, observation and study on
how architecture intervenes ordinary
living environment in cities is integral in
architectural education. Furthermore, in
future most architectural commissions
will more involve ordinary civil
buildings, instead of grandly-outlined,
form-focused memorial projects. Local
markets are commonly seen in city
neighborhoods and part of citizens’ daily

VOLUME 6 /ISSUE 5/ OCTOBER 2018
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life. It is easy for students to conduct site
investigations. Therefore, a combination
of local markets with residential
communities forms a perfect subject for
architectural design training. Students
may design the two parts separately or in
an overlapping way — in the former way
students are asked to address circulation
and volume challenges, and in the later
approach students are expected to deal
with structural issues. Both approaches
train students’ capability of problem-
finding and -addressing by examining
the relationship between building

and environment, which help develop
diversified solutions and scenarios.

The faculty share an intention that is

to encourage and stimulate students’
imagination on ordinary architecture.
This is how the program is developed.

A consistent teaching framework is
adopted by each studio though project
sites and scales may change — for

instance, sometimes we selected low-

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS
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rent tenements instead of residential

communities.

We learn that each Home Above
Market studio would span a longer time-
period than average. How do the faculty
project, manage, and ensure students’
learning progress in such long-driving
studios?

WANG: At present, CAUP sets up
two design studios for each semester,
taking up 17 weeks in total (8.5 weeks
for each). Each Home Above Market
studio spans a much longer time-period,
15 weeks averagely: besides one week
for holiday, early investigations often
take two or three weeks and conceptual
and detail architectural design takes 12
weeks, usually. At the end of the course,
students would spend two weeks in
generating drawings and models, as well
as making studio displays.

Authentic projects are studied on
such studios, which ask students to apply
architectural knowledge and exercise
relevant skills. Students are encouraged
to pose on-site challenges and offer
solutions. For example, how to organize
arrangements? What experience users
are expected to have inside and outside
a building? How to guarantee privacy
while ensuring adequate sunlight for
residential buildings? All these issues
are confronted in real practice cases and
need to be tackled by careful designs (Fig.
1, 3, 4). Such a design process requires
a lot of time, which, in turn, endows
the design with a “well-knit” rigorous
quality that can only be perceived
and appreciated by experienced
professionals. Sadly, the prevalent
architectural training emphasizes
visual expression of design results
over design process. In my opinion,
a good design has to, and must, be

generated upon a rigorous process.
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Is there any change of the teaching
methods, as well as your thoughts, about
the program over the past few years?

WANG: Sure, there are a lot of
changes, especially as my understanding
about teaching changes over time. I
used to stimulate students to explore
their potentials and to encourage
diversity on architectural design. When
I found students often get distracted in
this kind of “free-play,” I once tried to
lead students on their specific designs.
However, in recent years, I tend to foster
and guide students in a subtle way. The
key is to respect their personalities and
know how much of such personalities
would, and could, influence their
learning. In studios, I often first talk with
students about their understandings on
Architecture. Based on the sharing, I
decide what matters to their design and
what does not. I offer guidelines on the
former, and give them a free hand on the
latter. It makes faculty’s teaching easier

and really encourages students’ diversity.

What are the core competencies
of architects and how to acquire such
competencies?

WANG: Architects should work on
four aspects. They are first expected to
re-examine architectures’ social values
and public services. For instance, the
Dashun Pavilion sitting in the Yuanxiang
Lake Park of Jiading District, Shanghai,
built in 2011, is a government-financed
project in which architects were asked
to design a tourist-service complex (Fig.
4) with three main facilities: gift shop,
public toilet, and office area. What first
hit architects’ mind, instead of how
to build an attractive building, is how
to avoid the built-up construct being
underutilized or in poor operation, since

government-funded projects often fail



to fulfill their intended functions. Thus,
architects aimed at encouraging diverse
usage and improving public services,
especially the usage of the gift shop for
the uncertainty of its form and users.
Architects proposed to define a space not
only for gifts display and selling but also
for other purposes by creating a facade
with a round bench that is much wider
than usual ones, allowing visitors to sit
or lie on — in the proposal, the bench
area can be well used no matter how the
gift shop would be operated — Now
the site of the gift shop is occupied as

a teahouse, and the bench is popular
with visitors and park workers

without disturbing the teahouse’s
operating. Such design demonstrates an
architecture’s social values and public
services.

The second aspect is about formal
design. In most cases, architectural forms
are often defined by site conditions.
Architects should integrate a building
with its specific physical and cultural
settings.

The third is about techniques and
operation. A sound combination of
and full considerations on techniques,
spatial organization, and circulation as a
whole is the prerequisite to maximize an
architecture’s values.

The last point, architects ought
to focus more on details. Appearance
or visual experience is absolutely an
important consideration in architectural
design. However, it is disappointing that
nowadays quite a lot of architects are
going too far towards simply making
appealing details, lacking attention to

overall structural design.

How do you view the difference or
gap in design education between China
and the West? What is the most urgent
problem in China’s contemporary
education of design-related disciplines?
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WANG: Architectural design teaching
aims at training and fostering students
with the aforesaid competencies — this
is my personal opinion, of course, and
maybe different from others’. Yet, the
variety of teaching philosophies and
methods maybe results from none other
but such differences.

I accept that there are differences,
instead of gaps, in design education
between China and the West. Teaching
philosophies of different countries
and universities vary. Most Chinese
architectural colleges share similarities
in teaching methods since they are all
influenced by the pedagogical system of
the University of Pennsylvania. I do not
think there is anything wrong with this. I
am afraid that the most serious problem
in China’s architectural education is
its teaching assessment criterion. A
faculty of various specialties, including
practice-experienced teachers, would
help promote a college’s architectural
education. But at present most teachers
are employed for their academic
achievements. They will continue to be
evaluated by academic efforts, sometimes
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A student assignment
of the 2017 Home
Above Market studio.
This design adopts a
paralleling layout of
residential buildings,
which creates a

cover for the market
while integrating

the community and
the surrounding
streets with an open
architectural structure.
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by the quantity of publications only.
Teachers with theoretical and technical
backgrounds are integral to a faculty, but
it would be unconductive to the growth
of college education if none of the new
teachers have any practice experience.
Although it has boosted the development
of architectural theories and criticisms,
which is evidenced by the boom of
publications, I am still questioning the
divorce of theoretical study with design
practice. As far as T know, many foreign
colleges employ experienced architects
as part-time teachers, which might be
common in China soon later. In this
sense, young architects with rich practice
experience will be the hope of China’s
architectural education in future. Here

I do suggest fresh graduates to remain
true to design practice because they will
define the future landscape of China’s
architecture.

According to Glenn Murcutt,
answering students’ questions makes
a good architectural teacher better,
because these questions drive them to
work them out. How do you understand
the importance of students’ questions?
How do you view the differences on
architectural understandings of students,
architects, clients, and the public?

WANG: Students’ questions do spur
teachers to further comprehend the
discipline and the industry. With different
backgrounds and intentions, students,
architects, clients, and ordinary public
may ask varied questions: students ask to
learn about architectural knowledge and
skills; architects ask to explore more on
design itself; and, clients ask to express
their needs. Not all questions from
students are inspiring or helpful, but
some of them indeed intrinsically relates
to the core of the profession. Questions

from clients and general public, who

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

probably are non-professionals, often
push us to reconsider how and where
should architectural interventions get
engaged with public communities.

How can teachers help students keep
awake in today’s information-intensive
surf? What impact would such massive
information bring to architectural

education?

WANG: This is why we always
underscore the significance of site survey
and investigation in authentic cases. In
the Home Above Market program, for
example, site investigation is part and
parcel of each studio, helping students
better understand how a local market or
a community operates. In each studio,
students are asked to complete their
projects based on a main design-task
list, which can be conditionally modified
according to reality situations / limits.
For instance, students may find out
that good shells of a local market are
often rented for meat- or fish-selling or
other business that has higher profits,
in contrast to vegetable-selling business
whose profits are much smaller. Apart
from spatial considerations, students
are expected to respond to such real
social and economic conditions through
careful designs. This program encourages
students to observe how buildings
interplay with surrounding environment
in a city, and then to address complicated
problems of the sites based on their
own perceptions, understandings, and
reflections — Sometimes their opinions
might be widely divergent with what
reported by the mass media, which is
further important for students to keep
critical thinking in mind.

My generation have witnessed the
boom of media. Maybe we are able to
tell reality away from the media world,

but to the younger generations who
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grow up in an age of information, it is
not easy. They ought to recognize that
Architecture is built upon practice; it
inherently follows physical sciences (the
laws of gravity, for example) and closely
ties with, and serves, the reality world.

I hope students could comprehend and
define the essence of Architecture in their

own methods and their own words.

What is your idea about online
celebrity architects? How do media
influence the development of design-
related disciplines including Architecture,
Landscape Architecture, and Urban
Planning?

WANG: I think it is good, and I
have no cause for criticism. Some online
celebrities are theoretical architects, and
some are practitioners, their speeches
and works — as well as their personality
charms — arouse more people
paying attention to the architectural
profession, mirroring a social variety and
complexity. But, in my view, its influence
on architectural practice is little, because
many core issues and concerns of this
profession can hardly be explored on the
Internet.

For the young generations like my
students, future is hopeful with rich
possibilities. They do not necessarily
get engaged only in discourses on
architecture. Architects are expected to
do theoretical study and research; but
the society needs more architects to
respond to the demands and needs of
contemporaries. LAF





