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TOWARDS ENTREPRENEUR ACTIVIST ARCHITECTURAL PRACTICE 
 
Hermie E Delport-Voulgarelis, Senior Lecturer at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology, South Africa, 
voulgarelish@cput.ac.za 
Rudolf Perold, Senior Lecturer at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology South Africa, 
peroldr@cput.ac.za 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper explores how design education and practice can address informality and poverty. Student projects at 
the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) often engage with informality and poverty, both in the studio 
and on site as design-build projects. However, in relation to professional values there is still a gap between what 
students are exposed to during their training and the opportunities which they have to act upon these values once 
they enter the profession. 

Since the promulgation of the Architectural Profession Act in 2000, the scope of professional registration in South 
Africa has widened. Graduates from CPUT can now enter the architectural profession as independent 
practitioners. This has an important implication for architectural education: Universities of Technology (UoT’s) 
cannot focus only on providing technicians as employees in architects’ offices; rather National Diploma and 
BTech graduates must be equipped with sufficient skills to start and manage their own practices. Due to an acute 
awareness of the socio-economic disparities in South African society, as reflected in our own student demography, 
the Design-Build Research Studio (DBRS) at CPUT is developing an alternative form of work integrated learning 
(WIL) pedagogy which prepares students to enter the profession as entrepreneur-activist architectural 
practitioners.  

We will present a case study of one such project, focusing on a highly specific developmental problem: the 
upgrading of RDP housing through additions and alterations. The project explores professional engagement with 
low-cost housing on a one client, one practitioner basis. We conceive this as a hybrid practice: part entrepreneur, 
part activist. Such a hybrid practice requires a skill set much wider than what students are traditionally equipped 
with: knowing how to supplement extremely limited budgets through subsidies or sponsorships and designing to 
allow for a degree of informality while satisfying building regulations; amongst others. 

Rudolf Perold and Hermie Delport-Voulgarelis are senior lecturers in the Department of Architectural Technology 
at CPUT. They coordinate the Design-Build Research Studio (DBRS), which provides students with learning 
opportunities in the real world through the design and construction of architectural interventions. Their work at 
the DBRS informs their respective doctoral research at the Hasselt University in Belgium and CPUT. 

Keywords: education, design-build, alternative practice, entrepreneur. 
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INTRODUCTION 
“For we may soon find that we have too many architects skilled at designing museums and mansions and 
too few able to work with indigent people and communities in need of basic housing, sanitation, and 
security” (Fisher 2008).  
This research is undertaken in response to the pedagogy and curriculum of traditional architectural 
education; to the current architectural professional milieu in South Africa and to an international ground 
roots shift towards more meaningful architectural education and practice (Wu 2007). 
Architecture is traditionally taught in the design studio. In the studio, project work is focused primarily 
around the design of fictional buildings. Although the projects might imitate real-life scenarios as far as 
possible or even be set in response to actual problems or opportunities, students very seldom (if ever) get to 
see the actual final product or meet a real client. In solving the design brief, there is a focus on showcasing 
individual creativity rather than collaborating with others, and often a lack of engaging with wider 
contemporary issues. Projects are often criticized for having little relevance to reality (Buchanan 2012).  
Solutions to projects are most often communicated through graphic presentation, since it is obviously 
impractical, if not impossible, to build the actual designed buildings of a class full of students. A different 
approach to the traditional studio teaching environment, the design-build or live project, has been practiced 
increasingly during the past decade in various international and local architectural schools. Live projects are 
defined as “a type of design project that is distinct from a typical studio project in its engagement of real 
clients or users, in real-time settings. Students are taken out of the studio setting, and repositioned in the 
‘real-world’” (Sara 2006, p. 1). Design-build projects are essentially a sub-text of live projects and can be 
defined as “hands-on approaches […] in the form of full-scale construction exercises” (Erdman, Weddle, & 
Mical 2002). 
The live project and design-build teaching approach in part answers the criticism of the traditional studio 
and the search for a more meaningful curriculum in current architectural education literature.  The 
introduction of a predominantly practice based architectural curriculum with the focus on interdisciplinary 
and live projects is prevalent in current discussions around architectural education and mention is made 
that  “the live project is an excellent medium for imparting a sense of ethics and social responsibility and for 
exploring legal concerns in practical terms” (Jann 2009, p. 83). 
 
THE PRACTICE FIELD IN SOUTH AFRICA 
Since the promulgation of the Architectural Profession Act in 2000, the scope of professional registration in 
South Africa has widened. This has necessitated the rethinking of South African architectural education. 
Graduates from the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) can now enter the architectural 
profession with the option of becoming independent practitioners. This has had an important implication 
for architectural education: Universities of Technology (UoT’s) cannot focus only on providing technicians as 
employees in architects’ offices; rather students with qualifications that lead to professional registration as 
Technologists and Senior Technologists must be equipped with sufficient skills to start and manage their 
own practices. Architectural education can no longer only focus on providing technicians that will work in 
somebody’s office, but should focus on training individuals that can manage their own practice. 

Universities of Technology, being born from the former Technikons, have a vocational practice orientated 
focus, which distinguish them from traditional Universities. The Universities of Technology to that end 
provided very specific “workplace learning” activities for students (Winberg, Engel-Hills, Garaway, & Jacobs 
2011, p. 19), which in most instances means learning through working in a commercial architectural practice 
for an architect. However, there are other forms of practice that has not been used or explored extensively, 
either pedagogically or as workplace learning opportunities.  

 
REDEFINING THE SCOPE OF PRACTICE 

Internationally and locally, disparities between the affluent and the poor have become glaring and visible 
through open, accessible media and the easy availability information. The scope of this economic and social 
disparity, coupled with ever growing environmental problems can is part attributed to “infrastructure design 
that treats poor people as less valuable than their wealthier counterparts” (Cary & Public Architecture 2010, 
p. vi). 
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Design professionals in the built environment, including architects, mostly work for a client from the more 
affluent part of society, a client that can afford to pay for professional services. “Unlike law and medicine, 
which have developed strong programs to provide access to legal representation and health care for all 
members of society, for the most part, architecture is currently structured as a fee-for-service industry” 
(Pealer 2008). 

The client sets a problem or brief, which the designer resolves and the client receives “in exchange, highly 
customized responses to their specific needs” (Fisher cited in Brigham 2009, p. 3) and the professional gets 
compensated for the service. In the milieu of clients with little money, design work becomes a luxury item, is 
therefore mostly non-existent and as a result leads to environments that simply “happen” without valuable 
professional input. The contemporary architect has very much become removed from the larger part of 
society, to such an extent that the notion of the architect as “civic champion” has been lost and replaced by 
the architect in glossy magazines featuring exclusive design work to a limited audience. (Cary & Public 
Architecture 2010, p. xv). 

“In architecture, this form of practice has led to the design and construction of many visually powerful and 
functionally successful buildings, but it also greatly limits the number and types of people served by the 
profession” (Fisher 2008). 

There are, however, architectural professionals that have re-defined the manner in which they work, and for 
whom they work, specifically addressing informality and poverty in their practice. These professionals are 
changing from being predominantly pre-determined problem solvers into a problem identifiers or project 
initiators (Cary & Public Architecture 2010, p. xii). This change in work approach asks of the architect to 
become an entrepreneur, identifying the project and problem and then finding the funding to pay for both 
the professional services and the execution of project. A place has opened, locally and internationally, for 
this new kind of professional – one that works on the ground, close to the needs of the broader community 
– and in South Africa the structure of the profession allows for Architectural Technologists and Senior 
Technologists to define themselves as such independent professionals.  

EXAMPLES OF RE-DEFINED PRACTICES 

One well known and by now rather big practice focusing on working directly with communities, is 
Architecture for Humanity. Founded by Cameron Sinclair and Kate Stohr in 1999 with two volunteers, a 
cellphone and laptop and zero beneficiaries to currently being located in over 20 countries where they are 
involved in designing, developing and managing and financing the construction of a variety of projects 
(Aaronson & Architecture for Humanity 2012).  

The firm Public Architecture, established by John Peterson in 2002 in San Francisco defines themselves as “a 
new model for architectural practice. Supported by the generosity of foundation, corporate, and individuals 
grants and donations, Public Architecture works outside the economic constraints of conventional 
architectural practice, providing a venue where architects can work for the public good.” They aim to 
identify and solve “practical problems of human interaction in the built environment and acts as a catalyst 
for public discourse through education, advocacy, and the design of public spaces and amenities” (Public 
Architecture  2014). 

In South Africa, we have the likes of Jhono Bennett and Architecture for a Change. Jhono Bennett 
experienced live and design-build project during his architectural education and has since graduation 
engaged in community practice work in a variety of different manners. He has co-founded 1:1 Agency of 
Engagement, which aims to specifically “create a platform for spatial design academics, community groups 
and professionals to critically engage with and develop socio-technical solutions and methodologies in the 
developing sector of South Africa” (1:1 Agency of Engagement 2014). His personal aim is to “develop 
additional modes of practice for myself, and other spatial designers, to effectively support South Africa's re-
development processes” (Jhono Bennett 2014). 

Architecture for a Change is as close as one can get to a hands-on design-build practice that engages in 
meaningful work. They have done interesting experimental design-build projects that address alternative 
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human settlement strategies, such as the Tower Shack that is both a residence and internet café in Tarlton 
Informal Settlement and the Mamelodi Pod, which is a transition housing unit with sustainable ideas 
incorporated such as “insulated walls, solar electricity and rain water harvesting” (Architecture for a Change 
2014). These three young architects “strive to create change through architecture. We strongly believe in our 
product and therefore developed our philosophy of MAD - manufacture, architecture and design” (ibid). 

DIFFERENT SKILLS SETS 

When students operate in the milieu of alternative practice it is important to understand and remember that 
although the live project can instill specific values, it is still an imitation of the real world and not entirely 
equal to the real world (Brown 2013). 

The experience and development of a set of different values and skills occurring through the live project 
process can be attributed to the work of students not being judged “only according to the academic value 
systems of the university or the cultural value systems of the educators and practitioners who assess their 
work, but also by the value systems of the client and communities who receive it” (ibid.). These different 
experiences require careful integration into the curriculum and the “‘recontextualisation’ of both academic 
and professional knowledge domains” to allow for “the alignment of workplace and academic interests” 
(Winberg et al. 2011, p. 13). 

Some of the situations and experiences that students would need to develop values and skills for are 
pointed out  by Ceridwen Owen (2012) from interviews held with a number or practices working within 
alternative practice principles. Practitioners stated that there is a transformed client-architect relationship, in 
which clients are primarily driving the design development process and the process therefore becomes 
much more collaborative. The contract existing between the client and architect is very different from that 
of a standard practice relationship and in the “absence of an economic contract, parties must renegotiate 
the basis of the exchange so that it is seen to be mutually beneficial”. The extent of the services must also be 
carefully monitored and there are potential “complications in establishing boundaries around the scope of 
architectural service”. The architect often does not have a choice in the professional team, who are mostly 
made up of professionals ready to be involved in an alternative kind of practice. It is also clear that when the 
practitioner plays a pro-active role and define projects and problems, they get to choose their clients as 
much as the clients choose them.  

Callantha Brigham (2009, p. 30) highlights several practice management challenges that are present in live 
community projects which would be essential for students to understand before they get out in the practice 
world. Firstly, in order to facilitate engagement with a community, it is incredibly important that a director or 
facilitator within the community itself exists. The architect might need to assist in getting such a person 
selected. Secondly, very clear limitations about the extent of services should be in place. This can be aided 
by creating a very detailed design brief which goes beyond mere functional aspects but that includes 
operational and maintenance information. Thirdly, the challenge of maintenance gets special mention since 
in a project where “funding has to be secured in order to establish the facility in the first place, there is a 
good chance that money for ongoing maintenance will likely be an issue. An architect working on the 
project must be cognisant of this (if it is an issue) and design accordingly.” Fourthly, the challenge of 
managing risks and liabilities, including for insurance purposes, is pointed out. Fifthly, the budget and 
project must be managed more rigorously than for a normal project, since community projects can put 
financial strains on a practice.  

In the sixth place, the architect or practice engaging in community work has a great responsibility in 
ensuring that they have the necessary skills to engage in and complete the specific project, since the 
community is reliant on the practitioner in the sense that they do not appoint but rather receive the services. 
In the seventh place, these projects often are transferred from one goodwill practitioner to a next and some 
professional courtesy is important when taking and handing over the project. In the eighth place, careful 
control and protocol for payments and disbursement is needed if the practice does not want to bear 
additional costs. In the ninth place, Brigham points out that protocol around the architect’s role in 
communications and any liabilities should be clearly established and managed to avoid problems and 
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dissatisfaction on both sides. The very specific and unique challenges for educational institutions that 
engage in this work, also gets a final, special mention. 

Practices that engage in community work do so in a variety of manners. Of course the work cannot be 
exclusively pro bono, since a practice would not survive like that. These practices explore delivery methods 
and models that make business sense. 

Some practitioners “who have engaged in community service also readily admit that the combination of 
creative opportunities and goodwill engendered on pro bono projects often lead to greater recognition 
both within and outside the profession, which in turn attracts media attention and translates into more paid 
work opportunities” (Brigham 2009, p. 5). 

Other practitioners combine community work with teaching. Operationally, this could mean taking the 
project into the studio, where the educational institution would compensate the practitioner for the 
teaching value, the students do an essential part of the work and time is a bit more relaxed than in practice 
(Owen 2012). There are also practices that have established a place for project teams dedicated to 
community projects. Staff engaging in these projects feel rewarded in terms of experience, which in turn has 
positive spin offs in their other work (ibid.). 

The variety of community practice modalities reflect the “nature and current state of professional practice”, 
which is as important as the underpinning knowledge domain of the architectural discipline to include in 
the architectural curriculum, especially at a University of Technology. A responsive WIL curriculum also 
considers, amongst other aspects, “philosophies of education, theories of teaching and learning, and 
educational research findings; the role and forms of assessment and feedback; the practical, ideological and 
policy context of the academic department, institution, and higher education system; and the practical, 
ideological and policy context of the profession” (Winberg et al. 2011, p. 14). 

 
DESIGN BUILD RESEARCH STUDIO AT CPUT 
The Design-Build Research Studio (DBRS) at CPUT was founded by the authors in 2011. The DBRS researches 
alternative architectural education through the introduction of live and design-build projects into the 
curriculum.  “The spirit of design/build programs can be summarized as vernacular, technically sustainable, 
and community-empowered. These qualities together form the soul of a design/build program, making it a 
pioneer in sustainable discourse. Such qualities and methods of teaching should play an important role in 
the future of architectural practice and education” (Wu 2007, p.9). 
The live project also re-introduces the client to students  as a real entity, where the client is not a passive 
partner in a live project, but an active and engaged participant in the process who has a vested interest and 
expects value in the project’s outcome (Brown 2013). 
The DBRS is currently engaged in formalising a collaborative, professional projects office, which will focus on 
making the practice experience for students and clients a reality. Through introducing students to a different 
way of practicing architecture as part of their education, the DBRS hopes to influence future practitioners to 
engage in meaningful practice and a new way of generating both project work and income (Design Build 
Research Studio 2012). The live project “reintroduces to architectural education’s simulation of professional 
practice the contingency of a client” (Brown 2013) and at the DBRS the traditional definition of client is 
challenged. 
“Design-Build Studios have become an exemplary way to combine teaching, research, practice, and 
development cooperation. Although they remain a young and almost unexplored field, a strong demand is 
emerging to build up an innovative network that stimulates international and interdisciplinary knowledge-
transfer related to design-build studios, promoting research and cooperation among the participants 
involved” (Correia, Carlos, & Rocha 2013, p. 796). 
 
AN ONGOING PROJECT 
The DBRS is currently involved in a project that deals with the upgrading of an existing RDP house. This 
house is part incremental house, in the sense that it has been added to already a number of years ago. The 
client, who is also the owner and occupant of the house, has been saving some money towards the upgrade 
of the house. Since the owner could contribute financially to the project it seemed to be the perfect case 
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study for DBRS to engage with and to establish ideas around the upgrading of low cost housing and to, 
through simple and effective design interventions, set an example for the upgrading of houses in the 
immediate and broader community and investigate the manner in which a professional practice could 
engage with such a project. 
Housing subsidies in South Africa are structured in the form of a lump sum or capital subsidy, which 
is allocated to individual households. This subsidy covers the purchase of land, the cost of necessary 
planning procedures, infrastructure development as well as the house itself (Huchzermeyer 2006, p. 
35). These houses, referred to as RDP (Reconstruction and Development Programme) houses, are usually 
between 36 to 40 square meters in size on sites of 350 square meters or smaller (Campbell 2008, p. 
6). Extensions to these freestanding houses are generally in timber and recycled corrugated sheeting, 
making it clear that households received financial assistance only in accessing the completed standardised 
core dwelling unit. For extensions and improvements, households are left to their own 
devices (Huchzermeyer 2001, p. 4). 
 The Reconstruction and Development Programme was introduced in 1994 to “address the immense socio-
economic disparities brought about by the consequences of apartheid” and although the intention of the 
programme was that of reform and redress the legacy it has left in the housing provided has not been overly 
successful. The housing has been critised as being “cheap, dreary and ugly, resembling the bleak building 
programmes of the apartheid state Madiba fought his whole life to bring down” (Lokko 2008). 
The upgrading project that the DBRS is involved with initially involved only the replacing of the current 
roof. After careful consideration, simple interventions made it possible to create both a small loft space 
within the roof area and a small additional bathroom that could be rented out for extra income upon 
completion. There are many owners of RDP houses that have some finances available which can be 
used towards the upgrading their existing house. If they could utilize these funds with proper design input, 
they could benefit from a design that might serve a broader purpose than simply replacing or fixing of the 
existing structure. We believe that there exists substantial opportunities for architectural practitioners 
to become involved in this under-explored area of the housing market.  
 
CONCLUSION 
We simply cannot say it better than Thomas Fischer: “the challenge lies in creating a pipeline for our 
graduates who want to make this their career. There are still too few internship opportunities and no clear 
route for those who want to do this work for a living. I do think we can solve this problem – in part because 
the demand for this work remains enormous – but we still need to figure out the educational requirements, 
the career path, and the financial support for public interest designers. Although, as long as we stay focused 
on the work that the world needs us to do, I do believe that the rest will eventually fall into place” (Riddle 
2013).  

The opportunity exists to make a profound contribution to architectural education, practice and social 
sustainability in South Africa. By identifying and implementing projects that introduce students to a new 
and different aspect of practice, the doors are opened to wide possibilities. We need to research and practice 
alternative strategies to support and facilitate the improvement of the living environment for the non-
traditional client in South Africa by stepping out of our traditional practice modality.  
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