
The Academic Environment
One of the most important aspects of imagining the future of an institution 
is to discover not only its long-standing culture, but also its potentials of 
becoming, transforming, and re-inventing itself. 

A school known for its research accomplishments, the Faculty of 
Architecture, Building and Planning at the University of Melbourne is also 
re-thinking the relationship between its productive and analytical forces, 
between the activities of studio and scholarship. It is also rethinking 
broader disciplinary boundaries, much like what is happening in other fields, 
and recognizing that while some aspects of knowledge are advanced 
by introversion, insularity, and introspection, there is at the same time a 
great leap forward made by disciplinary cross-fertilization, the blurring 
of intellectual territories, and the encouragement of collaborative 
platforms. This, of course, is something that can happen in obvious ways 
within the school: between Architecture, Building, Urban Design and 
Landscape Architecture. But it is also a broader phenomenon that can take 
place within an expanded field, exposing possibilities in joining forces with 
engineering, business, real estate development, geography, sociology and 
among other fields for which the University of Melbourne is known.

Translating this into a formal opportunity, this can be cast into, among 
other things, two scales: the first being one of urbanism and the link that 
the building makes to the campus (or the city at large) and the second being 
the architectural, and how programs within the building can be brought 
together precisely to bring varied disciplinary communities together.

At the urban scale, a dramatic urban promenade within the interior of the 
building has been introduced to expand the audience of design, to engage 
other publics, and to create new platforms of collaboration both within 
the University and outside, within the community and beyond, to other 
global communities.

Within the building, we adopt a programmatic strategy that is implemented 
systematically throughout the project, a technique related to exposure, 
splicing, and tangency. If conventional planning efforts succeed by way of 
stratification, compartmentalization, and segregation, we instead propose 
to have each and every program linked to other in strategic ways. 
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The Design Studio has seen many transformations over the years, decades 
and centuries. Once a space of mentorship by masters, it has also become a 
platform for great debates, experiments, and challenges. the studio system 
within the academy has been greatly impacted by technologies, resources,  
equipment, and tools that have helped define new pedagogical possibilities.

If the traditional architecture school has tried to use the academy to 
prepare students for practice, The University of Melbourne has, instead, 
used its strength in research to challenge, transform, and reinvigorate 
practice from the bottom up. Within this context, the design studio plays an 
important role.

For this reason, we have designed a series of spatial and programmatic 
strategies, envisioning the design studio for some very specific uses, but even 
more importantly as a space of flexibility that has the ability to transform 
further as new curricula, new technologies and new debates impact our 
vision of future pedagogies.

Communication networking has fundamentally altered where many of the 
design studio’s activities can occur – in the corridor, on the stairwell, 
elsewhere on the campus and outdoors and in the landscape.....and yet there 
is much to be said for a studio environment that is more than a wirelessly 
connected field of discrete spaces. A grouping of studios to form a 
collective, with its hum of activity, its theatrical display of student diversity, 
and sense of place can create a strong sense of identity for the school and 
the student body. 

A design studio could be:

Dispersed – scattered locally, campus wide and globally
Centralised – a collaborative heart for the faculty
Clustered – clustered groupings with differing identities
Peripheral – on display at the edge
Flexible – easily colonised and adaptable
Catalytic – strategically located to promote collaboration
Theatrical – a grand stage of creative discourse

Our approach has been to create a radically hybridised model – both 
dispersed and clustered, centralised and peripheral, theatrical and flexible 
and above all else, catalytic. To this end, there has been a conscious effort 
to create explicit programmatic adjacencies that open up the visual, acoustic 
and experiential relationships between the Design Studio and the other key 
programmatic elements. All of these strategies are intended to expand the 
design studio into multiple worlds, all within the one building. 
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Built Pedagogy

Works of Architecture, by definition speak to ambitions beyond mere building. To 
that end, the goals of Architecture are to broaden the intellectual, cultural and 
discursive life of a given community. 

The question of ‘built pedagogy’ raises the stakes of Architecture to an even higher 
level: that built matter can have the ability, through its composition, material make-
up, geometry, experience, systems, and a range of other attributes to teach, to tell 
a story, and to ‘produce knowledge’. To this end, we would argue, a certain level of 
conceptual transparency, artifice, and discursive revelation would be necessary 
to show competing narratives that characterize architecture and its histories.

In addition, the…“effect of making the familiar strange serves a didactic function 
insofar as it teaches the viewer not to take the style and content for granted, 
since the medium itself is highly constructed and contingent upon many cultural 
and disciplinary conditions.”

...And so in our design proposal:

1.  At the level of a learning institution, the spatial layout of both the administrative 
and faculty offices, as well as the studios is interwoven, bringing the disciplines of 
architecture, urbanism, landscape architecture, buil.ding and planning into a more 
active contact, and collaborative participation with each other.

2.  If the goal of teaching is to take intellectually complex matter, and re-present 
it in ways that demystify, reveal, and open it up to debate, then the architectural 
analogue to that is to devise strategies of ‘transparency’, revelation, and exposure. 
This is a constant theme applied to the revelation of programs, infrastructure, and 
methods of construction.

3.  Understanding that the built environment is the product of history and the build 
up of knowledge --a continuum of sorts—we imagine the faculty’s collection of 
architectural fragments of historic, cultural or curiosity value encompasses the 
embodied energy of the school and need to be knitted into the new fabric of the 
building. 
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The Living Building

The Living Building must respond to the human characteristics of inhabitation, 
within the framework of a sustainable approach to design, construction 
and performance. Our response has been to create a building that embeds 
sustainability systems and technology (both high and low), records and 
communicates its performance, and allows control by its inhabitants over 
their own environment wherever possible. There is pedagogical and research 
value when students have a haptic engagement with environmental control 
systems and the building itself becomes an ongoing research project. 

A broad understanding of sustainability encourages the retention and 
adaptation of existing built fabric. We have retained the historic facade 
designed by Joseph Reed and revitalised this fragment as the new face of the 
Faculty Library. 

The overall form utilizes atria to reduce the  external façade envelope, and 
consequential heat loss in winter and heat gain in summer. The atria perforate 
the podium to provide an even exposure to natural light. They are the lungs 
of the building encouraging and controlling natural ventilation.

The passively controlled perimeter programme space of studios and academic 
offices provides the environmental and acoustic buffer to the more 
acoustically critical and actively environmentally controlled Auditoria, 
Library and IT spaces. Passive control is via operable windows, winter sun 
penetration and a thermally activated building mass that provides stability of 
comfort throughout the year. 

A long-life loose-fit attitude to internal planning provides an extremely 
flexible interior that will be able to accommodate changes in teaching and 
learning pedagogies, technology and programmatic mix over time.

In principle, the construction for this building will be managed off site as 
much as practical using pre-fabrication wherever possible. Construction 
materials will be explored as areas for innovation as the design develops: 

1.  Timber is a highly sustainable building material. We aim to incorporate 
timber framing wherever structural capacity and building codes will allow, 
and to extend its use beyond the conventional.

2.  Very high volume fly-ash pre-cast concrete can be procured locally. The 
overall saving in C02 produced by such a product compared to conventional 
concrete is in the order of 80-90%.

Our design proposal includes a green roof with agricultural species planted 
for research by the Landscape Architecture department and to provide 
fruit and vegetables for the café at ground level. This green space provides 
a net-gain in green space to the University, and provides excellent thermal 
insulation levels. The Environmental Laboratory at roof level is located 
in close proximity to this roofscape allowing for the testing of different 
façade types and environmental control systems in situ. 
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Low angle winter sun 
provides passive heating.

Low angle winter 
sun directed into 
atrium

Top of atrium allowed to 
warm up to drive passive 
ventilation using stack effect

Stack effect

Demonstration integrated 
photo-voltaics

Heat-source is solar 
collectors with condensing 
boiler (five gas heat 
recovered and condensed 
to give almost 100% 
efficiency)

Cooling source is a 
low noise and high 
efficiency cooling 
tower - coupled 
to phase change) 
Thermal store in 
basement.

Green roof lab:
• Source of food for cafe
• Net gain of green-space
• Reduces “heat-island” effect
• Improved insulation levels
• Leaves shade roof
• Evaporative cooling effect

No direct sunlight hits 
glazing in summer.  
Great day lighting without 
cooling load.

Each orientation of facade 
responds to the different 
solar condition avoiding 
unnecessary solar gains 
automated ventilation 
openings with over-ride for 
passive ventilation.

Insulated glazing with very 
tightly fitting/sealing operable 
windows (automated with 
override).

All concrete pre-cast high 
volume fly ash recycled 
content - locally made and 
managed / procured.

Exposed thermal mass used 
as a moderator. Night time 
flushing of heat pre-cools for 
next day.

Active core zone 
is acoustically and 
environmentally buffered 
from external loads limited to 
people and IT.

IT loads in space minimized 
using a “Thin Client” 
approach with centralised 
servers giving IT savings 
too.

On-site electrical generation 
inappropriate in isolation 
as no use for excess heat.  
Could be integrated in a 
wider campus/precinct 
context.

In-slab piping provides a 
radiant cooling effect using 
cool water from phase 
change/thermal storage.  
Same piping in winter to 
provide radiant heating effect 
from solar collector with 
condensing boiler boost.

Great and open circulation 
reduces reliance on lifts

Black water treatment of 
waste for water reuse.  
Roof rainwater collection 
and stored in basement for 
reuse.

Phase change/thermal store 
charged at night time from roof 
mounted cooling tower heat 
rejection.

TOTALLY PASSIVE ZONE TOTALLY PASSIVE ZONEACTIVE ZONE

Totally passive 
zone provides an 
environmental buffer to 
active core zone (loads 
limited to people & IT)

“Core” programme spaces 
e.g. Auditorium, library and 
IT labs cooled using exposed 
thermal mass supplemented 
by displacement cooling at 
low level. Great indoor air 
quality. 100%  outside air 
with thermal wheel energy 
recovery.

Building used as a teaching tool - 
glimpses of “engineering” exposed 
demonstrating technologies.  
Computerised automatic controls 
and metering available to 
students, teachers and the public.  
Weatherstation on roof provides 
input to building control using a 
self-learning algorithm optimizer.
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First Floor Plan Third Floor Plan

Third Floor Mezzanine Plan
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