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THE BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES
OF COMBINING PROFESSIONAL
PRACTICE AND SESSIONAL
TEACHING

Ashley Dunn
Tutor, Architecture Program, Faculty of the Built Environment, 2001-

As a sessional teacher who combines teaching in design studio with running my own
architecture practice, I have found that the two activities develop and enrich each other —
although balancing the two effectively is often quite challenging.

I started teaching as a design tutor at UNSW at the same time that I set up my practice with
my partner, Lee Hillam, and in this time, I have been involved with teaching students in
second, third, fourth and final years. From the beginning, Lee and I have seen teaching as
part of the practice rather than supplementary to it; similarly, we bring a practice-based
approach to teaching. Thus, we approach design electives as if they were live projects,
giving students a set of criteria (site, scale, use and so on) but leaving outcomes open—as
they would be in professional practice. We do, however, set a series of very specific tasks for
the students to undertake in groups and as individuals. These tasks enable the students to
unpack and describe how they see the criteria that have been presented to them. From this
process, the students develop a brief, which is used as a performance standard against which
the success of each project can be tested. We work this way so that the students develop a set
of tools that they can take to and expand in their next projects. This enhances their capacity

for lifelong learning, which they will need as architecture practitioners.

Writing and running design electives in the Architecture program allows us to expand and
test ideas with which we are working in our practice. As a sessional teacher, I have been
given flexibility and freedom to introduce ideas emerging from my professional practice to
the academic arena and to test them out through teaching them. Indeed, the rigour of the
academic environment has developed and strengthened the ideas that define our practice.
At the same time, I bring into my classes the issues and challenges that I face in my practice,
and these enliven the teaching environment and help students to make the connections
between their studies and the professional world for which they are preparing. There are
other professional practitioners like me in the Architecture program, all of whom bring ideas
derived from their professional experience: this diversity makes for a rich mix of design

studios that can only benefit the students and inspire the tutors.
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In my experience, the challenges faced by sessional teachers are evenly split between
pragmatic and structural or cultural issues. The pragmatic issues include sessional teachers
not knowing whether they will be offered teaching contracts until the beginning of session,
and not knowing how many students they will be teaching and therefore how much
course administration will be necessary. I have also found that the allowance for course
administration in teaching contracts is hugely underestimated. The unpredictable nature
of sessional teaching can therefore make it quite difficult to juggle teaching demands with

professional commitments.

The structural or cultural challenges for sessional teachers who are also practitioners

are associated with not being part of the big-picture conversations that surround course
development, which has implications for the precision with which sessional teachers are
able to pitch their design studio activities. For example, each session, sessional teachers are
presented with new groups of students. Because they have generally not been involved with
these students before, and lack prior knowledge of their academic backgrounds, it can be
challenging to fine-tune the course effectively. This is where a strong and regular contact
with course coordinators is vital. In my experience, although they are incredibly busy, the
full-time academic teachers responsible for coordinating courses have always found time to
assist me with course content as well as with general teaching queries. Also, after five years
of teaching in the Architecture program, I feel that I am beginning to get a grip on the bigger
picture. It seems to me that sessional teachers could gain this bigger picture more quickly
and effectively —and their teaching could therefore be improved —if they were included

from time to time in discussions about the overall academic direction of the program.
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