Apprentices to their Practice: Enactments of Sessional Tutors in Architectural Design Studio Tutorials 

Introduction. Casual academics are integral to undergraduate architectural design education owing to the historical persistence of master-apprentice model. They are typically practicing architects or doctoral students who are called tutors in the design studio. Tutors are primarily hired to connect students’ academic learning with industry and professional practice and help acculturate students into the discourse, discipline and profession of architecture. Tutors have a hierarchical relationship with course coordinators and minimal influence over curricula and assessments, but their face-to-face relationship with students undeniably encourages learning and engagement. Yet their actions and practices in tutorials and professional learning remains woefully under-researched.
Aims. This paper posits that tutors behave like apprentices to develop and enhance their teaching practices. Their situated interactions with students via feedback modes such as group discussions, paired or one-on-one desk “crits” and shared artefacts such as drawings, models and verbal explanations, scrutiny of project briefs and course materials, informal discussions with colleagues and participation in associated structured activities like training, weekly meetings, team-teaching, moderation and formal training when available, along with their own socialization as students and diverse professional practice experiences provides necessary expertise to teach design.

Methods. Data on tutors’ lived experiences was gathered via semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions and observations at 4 research-intensive Australian universities where 27 tutors participated in the study.

Results. Thematic analysis of texts and studio observations suggests that tutors’ professional learning is instinctive, social and situated. Tutors learn through participation and interaction, collaborating with each other, sharing ideas, strategies, challenges, pooling resources and creatively problem-solving.
Discussion. This paper discusses how professional learning of tutors in architectural design can be considered a “spontaneous” community of practice to enable understanding of how tutors “become” university educators despite their discontinuous contractual engagements.
