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Abstract 

A wide variety of approaches are found in how the 
subject of structures is taught within architecture 
programs. At one time, a great emphasis was placed 
on structures, as reflected by the fact that in 1983 
there were nine accreditation criteria for structures, 
which by 1998 was reduced to only one (which has 
remained virtually unchanged since that time). There 
appears to be no national consensus on how to teach 
the subject. With a singular criterion of such sweeping 
language, seemingly any approach and content focus 
in teaching the subject is acceptable. 

The minimum standard defined by the National 
Architectural Accrediting Board (NAAB) is stated as 
the “Ability to demonstrate the basic principles of 
structural systems and their ability to withstand 
gravitational, seismic, and lateral forces, as well as 
the selection and application of the appropriate 
structural system.”1 The lack of specificity in the 
requirement and the nebulous definition of “basic 
principles” means that how deeply technical or how 
lightly conceptual the material is taught is left to the 
discretion of individual programs, with representative 
examples ranging across this spectrum. Also, NAAB, 
in the 2014 Conditions for Accreditation, revised the 
sole structures criterion from “Understanding” to 
“Ability.” What precisely constitutes “ability” is again 
vague in the case of structures. Does it mean 
complete engineering structural calculations, or is 
proportioning members by rules of thumb an 
acceptable demonstration of ability? 

So, are there “right,” “wrong,” or “best” practices for 
teaching structures? The moderators of this 
discussion session are well aware that excellent 
models exist, but believe they have not been adopted 
as widely as possible. What then are the barriers to 
more effective structures education? Why do students 
so frequently “fear” structures as a subject area? This 

is a discussion session formatted as an open 
conversation with the audience of educators, focusing 
on structures teaching in architecture programs 
across the US. Following the concerns articulated 
above, critical discussion themes will include the 
variety of pedagogic approaches that exist, the 
balance between technical ability and conceptual 
understanding, and hands-on and alternative teaching 
approaches, and the existing wording of the 
structures criterion and whether it is considered 
adequate, or too vague to be of use. 

Foremost, the intent is to have an honest discussion 
of whether or not it is even possible that any form of 
consensus may be arrived at for what a ‘baseline’ of 
structures education should look like. The exchange 
may reveal new insights, or it may be possible that 
the current criterion in all its sweeping generalities is 
in fact what we really want. This session will seek to 
find these answers in a frank conversation between 
members of the BTES community and all conference 
participants.  The two BTES members who crafted 
this proposal will moderate the conversation that will 
be recorded and documented for dissemination by the 
BTES, and employ immediate feedback polling 
technology to support the discussion. More than ever 
the most effective teaching methods need to be 
disseminated, and an honest conversation of what we 
as the experts in the field consider most essential 
content areas needs to be held. The BTES is uniquely 
qualified as the experts in this subject matter, and our 
collective opinion should have a direct impact on the 
language of the next iteration of the NAAB Student 
Performance Criteria. The opportunity to address this 
critical subject is now. 

Notes: 

1 2014 Conditions for Accreditation. National Architectural 
Accrediting Board: Washington, DC. 2014. 


