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Worksheet 2: Discernment and Evaluation, part I 

This worksheet begins our study of critical assessment

Preparation: Read Steele, Ecological Architecture: A Critical History, pp. 6-14

Quiz Question:  Name the three “constant themes” of ecological architecture which Steele brings forward in his introduction.
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Concurrent reading: Steele, Ecological Architecture (as already assigned for weeks 2 and 3)

Due date: Discussion activities—Wednesday, Sept 27, 10-12; writing—Monday, Oct 16, 1 pm.

Elements of this worksheet: introductory statement / language sample to read and mark up /  whole group discussion / second excerpt to read and discuss / small group discussion / whole-group discussion / writing assignment

§ Architecture, and design more generally, has to be about good and bad—or good and not so good, if you prefer. When one proposes a design, one is saying, “This would be good to do.” That claim is an inescapable part of the work. (Imagine calling the person you are designing for, and saying, “I have a really bad design to show you.”)

§ But when you propose a design, or anyone does, I may well not know right away whether I think it is good. Your job, then, is to help me to see it your way, or at least to see it as a good design. (Sometimes you may be able to force me to let you pursue your design idea, but this is not common between designers and the people who decide on projects.)

§ You might think your enthusiasm or belief in your idea just needs to be great enough. Again, this may persuade me to let you go ahead, but that is not the same as my seeing your design as good.

§ So there need to be ways of talking about the goodness (or not) of designs.

§ Luckily, there are.

§ Unluckily, there are many—too many, and too varied for anyone to say which one is best.

§ Luckily, you don’t need The Best. You just need one which works well for you. That is, one which helps you coworkers, clients, supporters, and audience see your designs as good ones. 

§ Building up such a way of talking about your work is one of our goals for each student in this program. 

§ This worksheet examines two ways professionals already talk about designs, and art and engineering generally, to see how they do it, and begin to see what each way can and can’t communicate.

Exercise 1: Mixing description and evaluation: This excerpt comes from a profile of one of the 2006 “Top Ten” Green Projects, chosen by the American Institute of Architects (AIA) Committee on the Environment (COTE). 

Put a box around any word or phrase that directly communicates good or bad aspects of the design; put a circle around words, phrases, or sentences that seem purely descriptive. 
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	Points for discussion: Make some notes for yourself for use in whole group discussion

§ what is meant by “benchmark”? and are any benchmarks given explicitly?


	

	§ Of the descriptive statements or phrases, are there any that have an evaluative effect, i.e. they help us see what the writer finds good in the design? If so, how much of the evaluative effect comes from the words used, and how much comes from the reader?


	

	§ Does description convey things about good design that simply saying “X is good” would not?


	

	
	


Exercise 2: Unfolding an evaluative word: “sustainable”

For this program, the word “sustainable” expresses a quality we hope to find in buildings and other artifacts and practices. It certainly carries a lot of positive feeling. But how can the sustainability of a design be communicated? How can one person come to see this aspect of design as another does.? Investigate this by thinking about the passage in which James Steele lays out the eight issues he believes are involved in the word “sustainability” (pp 6-7). Specifically:

(a) working alone, consider Steele’s statements about each issue in turn, and decide whether there is an evaluative statement, explicit or implied, in what he says. 

If so, write the evaluative statement out in your own words, and give an example of a building-related material, substance, or practice which does well in that respect. (You are speaking for Steele, not yourself.)

If you find that your personal values would differ from Steele’s at some point, write an evaluative statement of your own about that point.

Are there important aspects or issues of sustainability which Steele has left out?

	issue 1) statement:

example:

issue 2)

3)

4)


	5)

6)

7)

8)




(b) When ready, bring your statements to the discussion leader, who will connect you with 2-3 other students finishing about when you do.  Talk with them about the connection between Steele’s perspective on sustainability and this program’s three watchwords (viable, ethical, beautiful). To what extent are these values reflected in the different issues Steele brings forward?

(c) Whole group discussion of (a) and (b),  

Assignment: In most writing about sustainability, ethics and beauty tend to be taken for granted or left aside, and attention centers on viability. The Houston excerpt above is a fair example of this. It is generally clear and reasonably persuasive, but focusses mainly on function, not ethics or beauty. 

Choose an architect in the Steele book whose work you feel is strongly oriented around ethics or beauty, for good or ill (you may agree or disagree with that person’s approach). Write a 300-600 word statement about that aspect of the person’s work, using the mixture of description and evaluation modeled in the Houston excerpt. 

Due Date (once again): Monday, Oct 16, 1 pm; printed version, not e-mail

description / evaluation / interpretation

“The Brundtland definition did, however, establish the essential intention of compromise.” (Steele, p.6)

B. Here is some sample text to receive the same treatment: mark it for descriptive, evaluative, and mixed language
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