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ABSTRACT 

One of the most difficult potential misunderstandings to 

which conflicts between the real world and academe give rise, 

relates to the nature of success and failure. Arguably this is 

especially heightened in applied design disciplines such as 

architecture. 

In assuring equity in assessment, the University focuses its 

attention emphatically on the calibration of marks. This 

emphasis, so readily taken up by most students, masks the 

conundrum that the semantic opposite of failure is not a „pass‟ 

but success.  If marks were a meaningful metric, we would all 

understand that the student who obtains 50% in a course 

probably knows either half as much as they should, or worse, 

half-knows what they should.  That outcome no more 

represents successful learning in the University, than it does a 

measure of success in the real world. 

At the core of learning about architectural design are 

assumptions about the virtues of risk taking and exploration.  

Such behaviour can only be encouraged in an environment 

where the students know that they are protected from the 

consequences of failure.  Arguably, this includes the 

prerogative to reward what Glen Murcutt once called 

„magnificent failure‟; but to do so requires that the „teacher‟ is 

empowered to exercise judgment of heightened subjectivity.  

The paper expands on these issues, reporting on surveyed 

student feedback, and including an example of the author‟s 

own coursework.  In the most general sense, effective 

learning is best served by recognizing failure, and having the 

opportunity to overcome it.  To do so, we must strip the term 

„failure‟ of its acquired threatening connotations, and 

reinstate it as an expected but transitory experience within a 

sound learning theory. In effect, the paper argues for a 

different learning contract, which more appropriately 

challenges, protects and rewards students.   

INTRODUCTION 

“Failure is the rule rather than the exception, and every failure 

contains information . . . . If you keep trying without learning why 

you failed, you'll probably fail again and again. Perseverance must 

be accompanied by the embrace of failure. Failure is what moves 

you forward. Listen to failure.” 

Evan I. Schwartz What Steve Wozniak Learned From 

Failure 

To study successfully at university the student negotiates 

shifting cultures, at the very least between the real world and 

academe.  To study architecture heightens even more the 

possible misunderstandings to which conflicts between those 

cultures give rise    because in Architecture perhaps more 

than in most university based disciplines, the studio setting 

has historically championed what these days is remarked on 

as „authentic assessment‟.   

In this paper, I skirt the complexities of the discourse about 

authentic assessment, even though my „case study‟ course is 

clearly premised on principles of „backward planning‟ 

(McDonald 1992), and I only most casually unpack the 

implications of Schwartz‟s parable about inventors like 

Wosniak (Schwartz 2004) for the specific work of the 

architecture studio. 

I ground the concepts of successful learning in cognition 

theories, in particular cognitive load theory (CLT) as 

propounded by Sweller and reviewed succinctly in Paas, et al. 

(2003).  Aspects of cognition theory most pertinent to my 

arguments are the differences in effectiveness of various 

settings for novice and more advanced students, including the 

Expertise Reversal Effect, well covered in the same review 

(Paas, et al. 2003) and expanded in Kalyuga (2003).   

However, I also perceive a major difficulty of cognitive 

load theory when applied to the typical „studio dominated‟ 

architectural setting.  Simply put, CLT apparently fails to 

address the problem of automation of „incorrect‟ schema, 

notwithstanding that such an outcome is otherwise consistent 

with the functional model of schema automation propounded 

by CLT.  I observe (and student feedback confirms) that this 

phenomenon exists, that it is a major source of exaggerated 

difficulty for students and staff in the studio setting, and that a 

concept of „safe failure‟ may be particularly pertinent to its 

recognition and remediation. However, an expanded 

discussion of such theoretical reformulations is beyond the 

scope of this paper. 

Similarly, I avoid the contentious debate surrounding why 

people fail to recognize their own incompetence (Dunning et 

al.), except to imply that present grading regimes at 

universities exacerbate the problem. 

Superficially, the paper appears to address the domain of 

grading systems.  Yorke (2009) delineates the function of 

grade signals as: 

 informing students of their strengths and 

weaknesses; 
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 informing academic staff of the success or otherwise 

of their teaching; 

 providing institutions with data that can be used in 

quality assurance and enhancement: and 

 providing employers and others with information 

germane to recruitment. 

It would appear that the literature of grading systems is 

remarkable for its relative paucity, and the degree to which it 

is dominated by the latter three of Yorke‟s categories, usually 

reflecting parochial concerns.  I am conscious that in this 

paper usages relating to percentage number scales, and in 

particular the concept of the 50% Pass, are particular to 

Australia, and therefore for international readers, may not 

carry all the connotations ascribed to them. 

However, my concern is not with grading scales per se.  

My aim is to foreground one of the most problematic of 

potential misunderstandings I refer to above  the 

foundational concepts that relate to the nature of failure and 

success.  

I. METHODOLOGY 

I support the polemic position in this paper largely from an 

‘action research’ approach, to two dominant areas of my 

teaching spanning more than 30 years.  I assume that most 

readers are familiar with the approach, which pursues action 

(or change) and research (or understanding) at the same time. 

In most of its forms it does this by 

 using a cyclic process which alternates between action 

and critical reflection, and 

 in the later cycles, continuously refining methods, data 

and interpretation in the light of the understanding 

developed in the earlier cycles. 

Addressing previous methodological concerns, validation 

of the observations was sought by way of formal surveys of 

two cohorts of students.  One survey of Year 3 undergraduate 

architecture students sought open ended comments, in 

response to a trigger text which closely approximates key 

parts of the abstract of this paper.  The other survey sought 

detailed open ended comments on several aspects of „studio 

culture‟, from students who had just completed the graduation 

project of the new UNSW professional M.Arch program. 

This latter survey also included questions, addressed to a 

matrix of issues identified by the Studio Culture Task Force 

(Kellogg 2004) in the USA, employing a five point Likert 

Scale. Detailed reporting of the responses is again beyond the 

scope of the present paper, but they can be said to have been 

an almost universal affirmation, and sometimes remarkably 

subtle and layered understandings of the educational issues 

discussed in this paper. 

II. FAULTY SIGNALS? 

The problem begins with the most common connotations of 

the word failure.  Taking for convenience the definitions 

offered by The American Heritage® Dictionary, we find: 

fail·ure n.  

 The condition or fact of not achieving the desired 

end or ends: the failure of an experiment.  

 One that fails: a failure at one's career.  

 The condition or fact of being insufficient or falling 

short: a crop failure.  

 A cessation of proper functioning or performance: a 

power failure.  

 Non-performance of what is requested or expected; 

omission: failure to report a change of address.  

 The act or fact of failing to pass a course, test, or 

assignment.  

 A decline in strength or effectiveness.  

 The act or fact of becoming bankrupt or insolvent.  

Even casual reflection confirms that in the university 

setting we too rarely give primacy to the first and most 

fundamental of those meanings, concentrating instead on the 

most banal    and carrying heavy connotations of the most 

pejorative.   

The heavy disapproval associated with the term failure is 

shared by the real world, but the very constraint of being 

involved in real world tasks refocuses most people's minds on 

success.  And success is defined in quite different terms from 

those most commonly applied in the Australian university 

context    where an almost universal metric of the 50% 

mark denotes sufficiency. 

Consider two apparently contradictory propositions.  

A. The half-light of absent knowledge 

The first proposition relates to the fact that in managing 

progression of students, the contemporary University focuses 

its attention almost exclusively on the calibration of marks, 

and emphatically sets that practice in its broader ethical 

concern with equity. This emphasis is readily taken up by 

most students.   

Let us assume that at least in so-called „core‟ courses, the 

typical professional curriculum includes little that is not 

presumed to be necessary    for either progression to higher 

levels of study within the discipline, or to define minimum 

knowledge and competencies at graduation. Of course, this is 

most readily recognised in courses where the curriculum may 

be broken down into discrete topics, to which instrumental 

techniques may be closely aligned.  It is more difficult to 

recognise the same general principle in other kinds of 

courses, most especially those where attributes such as 

„critical thinking‟ figure not only in the general aims, but also 

in the learning objectives.  Nevertheless, in other than 

elective subjects, we should be able to safely adopt the notion 

that the full scope of a course approximately coincides with a 

desired state of knowledge. 

Therefore, if marks were a meaningful metric, we would all 

understand that the student who obtains 50% as a mark in a 

course probably knows either half as much as they should, or 

worse, half-knows what they should.  That outcome doesn‟t 

represent successful learning in the university, any more than 

it represents a measure of success in the real world.  

B. Explore, but not into the unknown? 

The second proposition relates more particularly to the 

notion that at the core of learning about architectural design 
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are assumptions about the virtues of risk taking and 

exploration (UTA 2006).  These learning behaviours are 

contraindicated by „failure avoidance‟.  Conversely, one 

would argue that such behaviour will only be encouraged in 

an environment where the students know that they are 

protected from the consequences of failure, and that this 

includes the prerogative to reward what Glen Murcutt, 

Pritzker Prize winner and prolific educator, has called 

‘magnificent failure’.  But to go as far as that, requires that 

the ‘teacher’ is empowered to exercise judgment of 

heightened subjectivity.  Such subjectivity is actively 

discouraged by the increasingly consumerist paradigms of the 

contemporary western university.   

This characterisation of the problem may be seen as less 

rhetorical, if considered from the perspective of 

developmental theory. Almost any model of learning which 

delineates the continuum from the development of the young 

child to the more complex learning modes of the adult (and 

even of the expert practitioner), tends to discuss the 

relationship between empirical evidence and theory formation 

in similar terms.  Specifically, it is accepted that the 

foundations of the development of knowledge lie in repeated 

experimental behaviour, in an environment of play.  For 

example, the child prepares to leap chasms not by trying to do 

so over a life threatening gorge, but by jumping into sandpits 

or similar surrogates.  Importantly, however, nor does the 

child leap once, and walk away content.  Rather, the play 

situation is set up with clear and evolving (if arbitrary) 

standards of success, which the child seeks to attain by 

repetition, and by notable variation of technique.  In this 

‘safe’ environment, each successive ‘failure’ spurs the 

appropriate and systematic experimental behaviour.  In the 

most general sense, the higher the number of failures, the 

more learning takes place. 

Contrast this with the more common experience of design 

studios in most architecture programs.  Much of the week to 

week transactions can be characterised as failure avoidance 

behaviour by the student, where to acknowledge that the 

project is currently in an unsuccessful state (and to explicate 

in detail the standards to which it is being compared) is 

almost unheard of.  It's not as if this saves most students from 

a great deal of abortive work.  To the contrary, in my 

experience  and as reported in the structured student 

feedback as part of this study  the agony of recursive work, 

without the guidelines to how the heuristic process might 

develop, is in fact much more time-consuming.  Not 

surprisingly, the learning is inefficient and often ineffective.  

Even less surprisingly, a significant majority of students 

reported markedly negative impact on their self esteem.   

Thus we return to the proposition: however contradictory it 

may seem, the ideal adult learning environment ensures two 

apparently mutually exclusive states.  The student should be 

under no illusion that the appropriate reaction to a state of not 

having succeeded is that success is both necessary, and the 

student’s responsibility to attain.  At the same time, the 

student should feel secure, protected from the threatening 

consequences of failure.   

This apparently colloquial proposition is nevertheless 

generally consistent with the construction of motivation in 

self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci 2000). Dealing with 

both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in a context 

characterised by culturally heterogeneous student cohorts 

(Ahmed & Bruinsma 2006), it seeks emphatically to avoid the 

‘amotivated’ behaviours reported by students in studios.  

III. ENCOURAGING FAILURE 

It would be irresponsible of me to rehearse these notions if 

I did not feel confident that they are relatively easily 

addressed.  I offer one example from my own teaching, my 

course in Building Services for architecture students.  

As reported in the University’s own Course and Teaching 

Evaluation & Improvement (CATEI) surveys, most 

Architecture students at UNSW appear to regard this course 

as a life event and rite of passage.  The superficial inference 

might be that this is because the course has a seven hour 

examination.  A more thoughtful interpretation might be that 

to get through the course is a meaningful attainment, whether 

or not the student had previously identified a desire or an 

affinity with the subject matter.  I posit that this is achieved 

by relatively simple tactical expedients. 

Five characteristics define the learning experience of the 

Building Services course.  Three relate to the learning 

settings: 

 The first is the relatively pragmatic narrative that locates 

the expected knowledge for the individual student in their 

prospective future professional lives.  It stresses the 

instrumental value of the knowledge, while it 

simultaneously acknowledges that a particular individual 

practitioner may need to call on it only in order to 

responsibly and authoritatively communicate with 

specialists.   

 The second is the authenticity and empiricism of the 

learning tasks.  Simply put, the assignments are all about 

observing theoretical material at work in the real world, in 

field based recording and explanatory projects.   

 Thirdly, cooperative behaviour is strongly encouraged.  

The assignments are all group work, where it is made 

clear that the discussion setting is crucial to the 

interpretation of the observed systems.  More surprising to 

the students    but aligned with their preferred mode of 

study    is that the most effective preparation for the 

most important assessment task is acknowledged 

explicitly to be not by individual work but in study 

groups.  

The most important in my mind, however, are the last two 

characteristics, implicit in the way the seven hour 

examination itself is conducted and assessed. 

 The contents of the examination are more or less known, 

and it is completely ‘open book’.  It is the time constraint 

and the setting alone that ensure enough discrimination to 

distinguish individual performance.  In fact, the course 

handout characterises the examination itself as merely a 

test of the effectiveness of the student’s own prepared 

procedural handbook and resource materials.  The criteria 

for passing the course include that the student must attain 

a pass in the exam, and for passing the exam require that 
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the candidate pass all sections of the exam.  No simple 

accumulation of marks can overcome that requirement.   

 In order to avoid all possible reasons why a student may 

not cope with such absolute requirements, it is known to 

the students that supplementary assessments will be 

routinely awarded to anyone who has made a bone fide 

first attempt.  The genuine intention to elicit the best 

possible attempt by each student is further emphasized: it 

is made known that such supplementary assessment is not 

constrained to earning a nominal pass grade in the course.  

Some equity is maintained, in that the opportunity to earn 

higher grades by way of a supplementary assessment is 

more limited than by way of the first attempt.  But the 

students are well aware that, in the past, exceptional effort 

in the supplementary assessment has been rewarded by up 

to High Distinction grades.   

The long term evidence is that the students emphatically 

adopt the notion of success, and are willingly diverted from 

mark accumulation.  Perhaps the strongest indicator of that 

specific inference has been the almost complete lack of 

insistence by students (of successive cohorts), on 

transparency relating to the contribution to the overall 

assessment, of marks earned in the group projects.  The 

history of the subject also suggests that overall failure rates 

are extremely low, even while the supplementary assessments 

awarded are a much higher proportion of the class than 

‘normal’ distributions of grades would allow.  The general 

quality of the supplementary assessment projects provides 

direct evidence that the students’ commitment to the 

attainment of meaningful standards is extremely high. This 

has been in marked contrast to the pattern of supplementary 

assessment performance in other courses, and suggests that 

student learning behaviours in the Building Services course 

are more generally exhibiting the higher levels of 

‘autonomous motivation’ described in the classical literature 

of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985 in Ryan & 

Deci, 2000).  Conversely, it lends strong support to an 

inference that ‘amotivation’ is relatively rare amongst the 

students who have been afforded the ‘safe failure’ experience, 

and this is strongly supported by the student survey responses. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

I have not tried to discuss the issues comprehensively.  But 

I do argue aggressively that we must reassert a most 

fundamental principle: the semantic opposite of failure is not 

a ‘pass’ in a course, but success in an endeavour.   

In the most general sense, effective learning is best served 

by recognising failure, and having the opportunity to 

overcome it.    To do so, we must strip the term ‘failure’ of its 

acquired threatening connotations, and reinstate it as an 

expected but transitory experience within a sound learning 

theory.  This appears to be well understood by students, who 

are party to an appropriate discourse on the educational 

approach. In effect, this paper argues for a different learning 

contract, which more appropriately challenges, protects and 

rewards students. 

V. GLOSSARY 

Success n. An event that accomplishes its intended 

purpose. 

Technique n. Skilfulness in the command of fundamentals 

deriving from practice and familiarity 

Metric 2 n. A standard of measurement. 

Endeavour n. A purposeful or industrious undertaking 

(especially one that requires effort or boldness).  Earnest and 

conscientious activity intended to do or accomplish 

something. 

Heuristic n. A commonsense rule (or set of rules) intended 

to increase the probability of solving some problem. 

Formative assessment occurs when teachers feed 

information back to students in ways that enable the student 

to learn better, or when students can engage in a similar, self- 

reflective process. 

REFERENCES 

Ahmed, W. & Bruinsma, M, 2006. A Structural Model of Self-

concept, Autonomous Motivation and Academic Performance in 

Cross-cultural Perspective Electronic Journal of Research in 

Educational Psychology, No.10, Vol. 4 (3): 551-576 
Kalyuga, S., Ayres, P., Chandler, P. and Sweller, J. 2003. The 

Expertise Reversal Effect. Educational Psychologist 38 (1): 23–
31.  

Kellogg, C. 2004. Studio Culture Task Force Report. University of 
Minnesota, American Institute of Architecture Students: 1-28. 

McDonald, J. 1992. Dilemmas of Planning Backwards: Rescuing a 
Good Idea. Teachers College Record 94(1): 152-69. 

Paas, F., A. Renkl, et al. 2003. Cognitive Load Theory and 
Instructional Design: Recent Developments. Educational 
Psychologist 38(1): 1-4. 

Ryan, R. M. and Deci, E. L. 2000. Self-determination theory and the 
facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and 
well-being. American Psychologist, 55: 68-78. 

Schwartz, E. 2004. Juice: The Creative Fuel That Drives World-
Class Inventors, Harvard Business School Press. 

UTA 2006. University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture: 
studio culture http://soa.utexas.edu/architecture/culture. 

Yorke, M 2009. Faulty Signals? Inadequacies of Grading Systems 
and a Possible Response. in Joughin,G (ed.) Assessment, 
Learning and Judgment in Higher Education. Springer. 

 


