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Is academia in the country

failing our students, are students
becoming victims to superficial
trends sweeping the region, or
are local architectural firms simply
behind the times?

Lirida Hinddl

f inpovative idea to hon
our and encourage as-
piring drchitects was re-
alised last month through
i tnique competition i
the L-lpi["l] Howesvesr, the
ury's unexpected analy-
sis overshadowed the awards and a debate
ensued as to whether academia is failing our
students or. whether ornot Jordan's archilec-
tural firms are simply behind the Gmes.

Ihe competition, a first of its Kind in the
Kingdom, and indeed in the region as a
whitle, was designed to select the best Jor-
danian Architecture Graduation Project in
2008, und award cash prizes to the top three
Furthermore, the event was created 1o recos
fiise quality in the teaching of architecture in
Jorddan, and to encourage students in Jordan s
prehitecture sehools 1o excel in their design
performance.

The “Student Award for Excellence in Ar
chitectural Diesign™ was a joint imitiative of
Omrania & Associates (O&A), architeciure
and engineering consullants Tirm, and e
Center for the Study of the Bult Environ-
ment (CSBE). An independent jury of thee
well-known architects, two from Jordan and
one from abroad, reviewed the entries ond




lected the winners — this was completely
arute from any prading given o students
e umiversities themselves, In line with
contest regulations, the jury evaluated
submissions on their standalone merit,
iile taking into consideration the clarity of
sentation, purpose, creativity and design
nEience

s winiing projects were chosen and an

s ceremony was held gt the Jordan

vationil Gallery of Fine Arts in late August,

e and enthusiastic crowd ol students

i their professors pathered to celebmte the

s, but what they miry not have antiei-

il was being conlronted with a barrage

el comments from some of the coin-

v veiemns of architecture, These séa-

ed architects highlighted that the ovemll

wlity of the projects submitted were les
1 remarkible.

members: ngneed that on the whole
iy questions remamed unaddressed: how
¢ prijects would serve the commumity
swhether of nol they have taken into con-
iticn what community residents them-

o actunlly need. An underfining angument
ks were keen to efmphasise was the fisct
the undergrachutes lacked neither panache
hility — 1o the exten! that the students
nechves may not realise that they ure ca-

il much more,

i wwands ceremony, Dr Farouk Yagh-
r jury member and Principal, Yaghmour
utecture, begn his address expressing the
comsensus that the paticipants clearly
wed “significant ereativity”. The junos n-
e by stating *The graduation design
jecti prosented to this Award underline
iderabli wlent and ability. . . This com-

ment is closely followed by noting that cer-
tmin [eatures in the projects mised “serious
concerns regarding the general state of ar-
chitectural education s it has evolved over
the past few years™. It seems that talent and
skill could not make up for the fact that some
projects were “cluttered, lacked clanty™ and
were generally insensitive 1o social and cul-
turi] surroundings,

Sahel Hiyari, an architect and jury mem-
ber told JP that the oot of the problem is
students being “ohsessed with form™ which
restilts in the projects revolving around “the
image”, He explained that this stems froma
dependency on new computer technologies
that make things “look better than they real-
ly are”™. To this effect, many family members
and onlookers were very impressed with the
futuristic modern designs, One observer re-
peated what most in the room were thinking,
“Wow, these look amazing™, Nevertheless.
when I approached Dr Yaghmour, he ex-
plained that it was precisely the “Wow factor
that was worrisome”. “This 1s what we want
o avanidl, it is often these types of projects
thit wre not practical when studied further”
Yaghmour said.

The testimony posted on the CSBE
website clarifies this view with the fol-
lowing stalement, “"Numerous siudent
projects end up intending to impress
at first sight and provide a degree of
“shock value™ through exhibitionist
presentation techniques. These tech-
nigues often consist of collages of im-
ages' that incorporate n multi-layering
of forms, colours and lines, and that do
not adequately reflect the physicality
and materiality ol architecture”.

Attending the event was May Shaer, a con-
servation architect, responsible for interna-
tional cooperation projects with the Depart-
ment of Antiquities, According 1o her, the
projects overall were “generally good”, al-
though Shaer could wentify with the judge’s
rermarks, "It has become o phenomenon that
students stress about graphic presentation.
This is not OK when it comes ai the sacnifice
of some other very important studies that
surround a project,” Shaer said. For Shaer,
it was clear why the first prize project was
chosen, she explained that although it was
not the flashiest, undoubtedly some deep
thought was put into the design, while at
the same time toking into consideration
the surrounding area. 1 appears to be the
mosl realistic and functional,” she said

Hivari expressed his regret to JP that one
of the other problems faced by unversities
is the fact that admissions arc based only
om mitrks rather than merit, without any
sort of entrance portfolio or exam. “This
5 troubling, some youth may have bril-
liant abilities with a passion for design
and n!1+.|1|1r.Llurl. but nol necessarily the
mghest average,” he said. He explained
that in a culture that obsesses with tiles,
honour students who are unable 1o land
a spot in medicine or dentistry move to
other impressive titles such as becoming
“building archilects™

Meanwhale, this issue is not hindering stu-
dents” prospects of finding jobs; on the con-
trary, there is a high demand for architeciure
graduates locally and across the region, with
the majority of students joining the work-
foree belore their graduation ceremonies.
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Hani Hussaini, partner and head of Omrania
Jordan's Architecture Department, wld JP
that although students ofien graduate before
they are ready, they are unconcemed as,
“By the time any of them receive & grndu-
ation certificate, they are already working,”™
he stid. He explained the building boom n
Jordan and across the region has made this
possible.

Husgaini sent the following statement 1o JP
on belalf of the firm:

“Jordanian Universities do have their fair
share of tlented students. We have been con-
sistent in actively seeking out, recruiting and
training outstanding. fresh pradumtes. . Ar-
chitectural education is heavily reliant on a
one o one inferaction between: stdent and
teacher. Over the last fow years, prominent
architectural schools have significantly m-
creased their intake of students, without the
halance of an adequate increase in teaching
resources. This seems to have impacted the
genernl guality of graduates — the averge
standard of graduates has dropped. Although
the standard of graphic skills is gencrally
quite high, many complete their education
lacking basic tools, Communication skills,
whether written, spoken, or drawn, have par-
ticularly suffered. The same goes for analyt-
cal and spatial visualisation skills which arc
instrumenital i the making of an architcet
There are obviously noted exceptions, but
these, unfortunately, do not make an indus:
"

Dima Abu Arida, 2nd prize winner now
working at Omrania, agreed that finding 2
job in the industry is trouble-free. “All the
graduates in my class are now working, most
of s even before we graduated,” she said
The 23-vear-old Applied Science University
sraduate told JP that all the students at the
ceremony took the comments “very posi-
tively” because learning different perspec-
tives will encournge them (o become betier
rounded architects. Abu-Anda added that
amonge the students, it is common knowledge
thial those whio are “weak™ in architecture pol
up the biggest graphic show to compensate.

From the University of Jordan, 24-year-old

Motsa Shahin was more verbose on the mat-
ter, and quickly pomted out what he saw us
the drawbacks in Jordanian universities,
“Having been part of the universily system
these past five vears, | believe that students
are hooked on creating o bold visual impact
because they are nol being creatively in-
spired by their professors. Also, most profs-
sors do not pay much atiention to the projects
we submit ai the end of year. They don't give
us ideas that fit the current murket trends be-
cause they're stuck in academia, rather than
being out in the field, When we present them
with “wow" projects, crammed with 3D m-
nges, they are awed because they themeelves
don’t know how to do this,”

Shahin, on of the |st prize winning weam,
stressed that the universities ane 10 over-
crowded for the professors to be able to give
the students the attention needed, “Classes
are way over capacity which is killing the
quality of work; and, through the Intemet,
students are tracing o subject even 1f they
dom't understand what the project is about.™
At the University of Jordan, entry for archi-
tecture his more than quadrupled in the past
five vears.

Most of all Shahin stressed that his team
wais “very lucky” to have one of the few ex-
tremely dedicaied teachers in the feld “Chur
weacher. Leen Fakhoury, spent many days
with us at her home, and extra hours al the
university, working and helping us. ..behind
every shining graduate there 15 o great s
sor,” e said,

ACADEMIC PERSPECTIVE

For oll the controversy involving Jordan’s
academia, the country's professors readily
offered their perspectives and explanations
on the issue, Al the request of the CSBE,
Natheer Abu Obeid, Dean - College of Ar-
chitecture and Design, Jordan University of
Science and Technology (JUST), prepared
a written response 1o the Jury Report. Obeid
wis also the professor of the 3rd prize win-
ners.

Oheid began his in-depth reply by statng,
“The jurors noted thnl the current work of

gradusting students portrys an unthealthy
dependence  on Computer-Aided  Design
(CAD) technologies, This statement seerms
1o comnote that such computer technologies
are merely a drawing tool. 1 believe this po-
sition is hinsed and buill on @ value sysiem
connected 1o traditional technigues ol con-
ceptual creation and desyn development.”

The letter (published below with the jury re-
port) went one step further to imply that i
is the old-school practitionsrs who need 1o
embrace new computer technologies thas
have now become mandatory for anyone
who wishes 1o compete in todays world of
design, Tt was only relatively recently thal
the compuiter was introcduced simply as 2
drafting wol,..But it eventually emerged
a6 an essential component in the culture of
architectural prictice. In fact, it is currently
not feasible, o even acceptable, to develop
certain three-dimensional architectural com-
positions without totally involving CAD pro-
gramines in the process.” the report said.

The repori makes clear thut current archi-
tectural practice has come 10 stress the use
of computers and architectural firms Jook
to employ students who excel in computer
graphics and representation. “Computer-
generated grphics are becoming powerful
marketing tools in the architectural indusiry,
and architectural graduates need (0 masler
ihe generation of such gruphics to effectively
compete in the job market™ it reads.

Dr Obeid, as well as other professors who
discussed this issue with JP, conceded that
there is & current widespread tendency
ol “overusing computer graphics™ bui i
their belief, the way forward s not u
look back into traditional ways of wor

processes but rather (o encourage newcy
computer technologies that can inearp

rate traditional design thinking. To thi
regard, the report highlights that ther

arc “miny serious current investigation:
addressing the capabilities of computin

in decision-making and intelligence withii
the context of architectural design™.




Saleern Dahabreh, on esperienced profes-
stonal and an architectire graduste from
Jordam, with master™s in Urban Design
from Belgium, master’s in environmen-
tal psychology and a PhDD in Archilectural
Morphology from Georgin institute of Tech-
nology, offered a different perspective that
supports both the jury’s reaction and the
academics, “First and foremost, the gues-
tion we need to ask is in what context and
sl of ideis was the jury members judzing
these projects, was it functional, social, or
religious? He asked. “The way in which
we view things is influenced by our expen-
ences.” Although Dahabreh did not have the
chance to view the prajects, he contends that
u jury report depends on the critena used W
judge the winpers,

“Architecture is like fashion,” he explained,
“There is the ready-lo-wear, and the haute
cortriure thie e coutare you may nid ever
wear, but which you can still appreciate be-
cause it reflects the genius of the designer,”
b said

The architeet of 14 years gave farther de-
tails noting that some architectural designs
are only viable for the drawing board but are
still important and fascinating as they show
that the architect has the capacity, magi-
natiom, creativity and theoretical mieans 16

T

produce such architecture, The other type of
design any contractor can build and is cost
efficient. “In a competition you would ex-
pect that submissions would have the best
of both sides, 1 start from something thal
can actually be built, but still reflects ex-
traordinary creativity.” Dabhabreh said.

Hi went on to siress a crucial point that
must not be overlooked: in the archijec-
ture of today, by and large, nothing is un-
realistic anymore, “If you look at Dubai
pnd some of the latest projects being
built, many of them seemed outrageous
and impossible to construct only o few
years back, and all of them began with
designer daring to dream, Some architec-
tural images may look egotistical and un-
realistic today, but fast forward five years
frovm: now and someoie will have man-
aged 1o build it It is all about illusion;
you are selling art and illusion. In our
virtual reality world you need these 3D,
futuristic designs for clients to respand,”
he added. In short, he accentunted the no-
tion that today’s regional investors wani
architects 1o dream and leave the worry of
how it can be realised 1o them. As for pre-
paring a student to work in the compet-
tive industry, Dahabreh agreed with the
seademic response that students need 1o
phandon some of the tradinonal ways ol

working and become CAD professionals
“For a large architectural firm to survive,
it must abandon theory and some of it
ideas 1o serve the chent's demands
However, he also empathised with the
underlying snalysis of the jury that evolo
tion is being masked by faturistic images
and distorted with trends that ane rarely
sengitive 1o surroundings or the “end-us
er's” needs,

5o, what is the solution? |n Dahabreh's
opinion, the industry and those mvolved
should not give too much significance 1o
the overuse of computers, or how students
are following architectural trends, but, in-
etead, on how to reformulate the currenl
way of dealing with these issues. He pro-
posed that there should be combined ef-
forts from both academia and practising
firms o develop a multidisciplinary ap-
proach thal incorporates dialogue, while
educating both investors. and clients

Regardless of the different perspectives
the true meril of this event ligs in its in
umph in imitisting 8 healthy debate be
tween a wide spectrum of key figures m
the indusiry. The ramifications of this infe
gral issue will ultimately affect our urban
reality, and the personal space in which we
all live.m




HRST PRIZE

nan Archeclogical Museum
1alaa Community Re-habilitalion Center

.onceplual scenario

Harrie: Dina Hadi, Mousa Shahin, Hozim Samawi
Lnfversity: University of Jordan
Supervisor: Arch. Leen Fakhoury

Jury conclusion:

This project expresses considerable restraint and sensitivity that
emhﬁs?i 4 degree of connectedness to its comeat. It also shows
an understanding of local preexisting vernaculur typologies. The
jury appreciates the t's clear design thinking processes as
well as outcomes, The project also effectively addresses issues
relating to conservation, materiality and function. The final result
15 one that conveys an overall sense of “silence™ and a sense of
place,



















