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In July 2017 our first cohort of architecture
students received a degree in architecture and took the
next steps towards their own architectural practice. In
today’s globally connected, peer-to-peer, de-centralised
society we have aimed to create an environment within
the degree that encourages the students to question
the changing relationship between the architect and
the ‘user’ and reconsider the practice of architecture
within our contemporary professional context.
Underlying De Carlo’s 1972 call for ‘contemporary
architects’ to make architecture that comes from the
‘user’, is a focus on the process of ‘doing’ architecture
with those who will go on to live with it and change it
over time.1
The University itself has a strong history in
arts practice and is remote from the urban centres
of traditional architectural education. We have
drawn heavily on this ‘outsider’ position – which the
location encourages – and looked to an engagement
with architectural processes that are on the edges of
established practice and education. This has led us to
focus on ‘making’ as a primary element of the course
and the introduction of a full-scale design and build
project in the first semester of the first year.
The University is also based in a region that has one
of the highest levels of economic and social deprivation
in Europe. Therefore a core teaching premise is to work
on ‘live-projects’ within the surrounding communities.
These live projects while providing the student
with valuable insight into real issues, also allows
the community to benefit from creative proposals to
complex issues. Outcomes from the projects across the
years include; full-scale built structures, design ideas
and developed proposals that can contribute to ‘what
if…’2 scenarios and engage the wider community in
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future visions for the environments in which they live,
work and play.
As part of this approach we have developed a liveproject structure that enables students to develop a
design process though which they can gain valuable
feedback from a community, while contributing to
a dialogue about the potential for their design ideas
to support the wider community’s vision for their
own neighbourhood. Included within this structure
is Connected Communities a participatory design
workshop that enables us to write project briefs in
collaboration with the students and the communities
in which we work.
Connected Communities
Connected Communities is a two-day public
workshop, which uses participatory design practices
to look at ways of connecting disparate communities
within towns, and considers possible futures for their
town centres.
For Connected Communities: Penryn, we invited
people who live and work in Penryn to talk and
work collaboratively with the first and second year
architecture students over a two-week period. As part
of the process the students engaged in drawing out –
metaphorically and literally – interventions in Penryn
that would contribute to a sustainable and vibrant
vision for the town.
Talking and Walking
With a welcome from the Mayor and a challenge to
the group to think beyond the conventional proposals,
members of the Penryn community presented their
ideas and visions for the Town. These presentations
included a summary of reports and design guides
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commissioned by official bodies, alongside ideas and
proposals from local businesses and organisations
and a series of personal views of living and working in
Penryn. Students were then invited by three Penryn
residents – local historians Chaz Wenmouth and John
Kirby and artist Simon Persighetti of Wrights and
Sites3 – to join them on a series of walks around Penryn.
Through these walks and talks the students engaged
with the locality through the embedded perspective of
the resident.4

Drawing Out5
On the second day, students and Penryn community
members worked on a ‘big map’ to identify sites that
they thought would be important to focus on (see Fig
.2). Ideas for these sites were then drawn out onto
an A1 map of the area to become the ‘brief’ for the
students to draw up in the afternoon, with the drawings
exhibited at the end of the day. 6
Some of the resulting ideas focussed on slowing
down or stopping traffic using ‘Commercial Road’ as
a route from Falmouth to Truro. One group proposed
flooding this road so that it became a canal; stopping
the traffic and bringing the waterfront into Penryn.
Another group designed a linear park and market
creating a link between an under-used car park and
the town centre. Following the workshop the Mayor
took this proposal to Cornwall Council to seek a way of
opening up the link.
Interventions
These initial ideas were used as the catalyst to
develop design proposals for a community building for
Penryn. Seven weeks later the students exhibited the
forty-one design proposals at a local community hall.
The students’ proposals addressed ways of drawing
people into the heart of Penryn and connecting the
town centre with ‘Commercial Road’. Proposals
varied in typology from swimming pools, a transport
interchange, libraries, museums and a series of event
spaces. A number of the projects looked at how the
existing Penryn community and the new student
community might integrate. Other projects looked
at access to the Penryn River frontage and all of
the proposals contributed to a vision for making a
sustainable and vibrant Penryn.
This first Connected Communities project was
run within the University town in 2015/16 and the
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design ideas are now contributing to the evidence base
for the town’s Neighbourhood Plan. 7 The student’s
work will sit alongside ideas that come from a citizen
participation project ‘Taking Control of My Town’,8 a
community animation project called ‘Re-Imagine Your
Town’9 and existing community group projects.
Using the local context as a catalyst for this liveproject work has helped our students to develop a
socially engaged design process, which we hope will
enable them to engage in ‘eclectic’10 working practices
that in time, will disrupt conventional architectural
practice.
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