
 
Our society is facing an unprecedented series of crises - 
the largest global pandemic in a century, causing what 
might be the greatest economic crisis in 80 years, all 
while facing up to the effects of centuries of racism and 
inequality.  And even if we engage and move forward on 
these issues, the largest collective crisis humans have 
ever faced is still coming right at us, faster than we think.   
 
The scale of any one of these crises is obviously too 
large for any individual - or even any one profession - to 
solve.  What we must do is be guided by the big 
picture(s), while concentrating our professional skills and 
abilities to make significant contributions to the overall 
solutions.  For architects, the design and production of 
housing (and implicitly, neighborhoods), provides an 
important focus, as housing is uniquely positioned at the 
intersection of all of these crises.   
 
Economically and socially, our housing production 
system is intimately tied to our current patterns of segre-
gation and inequality. Richard Rothstein's The Color of 
Law has shown how this pattern was not the result of 
just informal social practices but also explicit government 
policies over the course of 100 years. And while low-
income people have always faced a severe lack of 
housing they can afford, in the years since the Great 
Recession, the "housing crisis" has spread far up into 
the middle class.  Housing is only being produced now 
for a fairly narrow band of the upper and middle classes, 
ignoring those of different needs, abilities, household 
types, life stages, classes, and economic resources.  
 
While the current housing production system has fallen 
short of meeting our present needs, it is completely 
incapable of anticipating the impending and growing 
crises of the coming era.  Climate change (with all its 
consequent natural disasters - drought, storms, 
refugees, etc.) - will fundamentally challenge our 
conceptions of what functions we need housing to fulfill.  
Housing in the 21st century will need to be less about 
marketing, and more about shelter.  If this were not 
enough, the pandemic has many questioning the future 
of cities and density altogether, as those can afford to 
might be inclined to flee to the supposed safety of lower-
density suburbs.   
 
The paradox we face is this:  how can we design and 
produce housing that will meet the needs of the future, 
while being produced under the economic, social and 
political constraints that define the present?  
 
 
 

Course content  
This course will examine both the current and future 
forces that shape our housing.  While there will be some 
history and consideration of theoretical issues, this will 
overwhelmingly be a "how" course, focussing on the 
knowledge and skills necessary to function in the system 
and effect change.  Some lectures  will focus on the 
"rules" of current housing production - real estate 
development, demographics of household types, the 
realities of construction, building codes, and zoning 
ordinances.  Other lectures will consider housing 
typology (including useful types which are no longer 
being produced), site selection and design, and future 
directions.  The intent of this course is to bring together 
in one place the basic information and principles needed 
to effect change in housing design, structured in such a 
way as to make it directly helpful as it is applied in the 
design process, always relating back to the question, 
what can architects contribute to this agenda?   
 
Course format 
Due to the continuing pandemic, this course will be 
conducted remotely, with a combination of synchronous 
and asynchronous presentations, which will allocate 
significant time for questions, discussions and feedback.  
We will meet synchronously twice a week, with 
presentations by the instructor and in-class 
presentations of projects by student teams.   
 
Course requirements 
Students will form project teams, each of which will be 
led by one of the students who will be enrolled in the 
comprehensive studio, Reframing housing.  Teams will 
complete a series of four incremental pre-design projects 
(shown in boxes in the chart), building upon the material 
presented in lecture and readings.  Taken together at the 
end of the term, these projects will form a housing 
project proposal and feasibility study, which will form the 
basis for the studio design process winter term.  
 

 
 
Texts:   
Housing Design:  a Manual.  B. Leupen & H. Mooij 
Additional readings on course Canvas site, and through 
the Facebook closed group "Housing Design" 
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