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ARC 596 (Special Topics Seminar): Methods of Gathering Information   
Learning about People in the Designed Environment 

 
 
Instructor:  Sue Weidemann, Ph.D., Adjunct Instructor 
Office:   14 Hayes Annex A 
Cell:   (716) 316-6377 
E-mail:   sueweide@buffalo.edu  or  sueweidemann@aol.com   
Office hours: By Appointment   
 
Meeting Time: Tuesday, 10 am – 12:40 pm 
Classroom: Hayes Annex B, Room 7 
 
Required Text:  Zeisel, John.  Inquiry by Design (2006, Rev. Ed.), W.W. Norton & Co., NY   
    
 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Creating environments which all people can experience in a positive manner is a critical component 
of design and planning.  This course will explore the methods by which we can learn about people’s 
responses to those environments.  The course falls within the Technical Methods domain of 
Inclusive Design.   
 
Information gathering methods will include both qualitative and quantitative approaches.  These 
include archival methods, observational techniques (both indirect and direct), interview and focus 
group methods, surveys, and the exploration of electronic applications as a means of information 
gathering.   
 
Throughout the course, students will be encouraged to use these methods to examine issues and 
settings of interest to them.  For example, these could be issues addressed in current (or past) 
studios or classes, or ones that might be of interest for possible thesis topics/special projects, etc.   
 
Coursework:  Assigned readings and small project assignments will be used to provide an 
introduction to these methods.  This class will be conducted primarily as a seminar, combined with 
fieldwork, and discussions.  I expect participation from everyone; we can all learn from each other.   
 
A more extensive course assignment will be an individual one, due at the end of the semester, in 
which each student will create a set of methods of gathering information about a selected issue (or 
issues) of their own choice.  (See below for greater detail.) 
 
 
Principles of Inclusive Design should be considered throughout. 
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COURSE OBJECTIVES 
 
The primary learning objectives of the course are as follows: 
 

• Understand the context of methods/tools, in the larger context of the information gathering 
process 

• Understand the strengths and weaknesses of each of the major methods of gathering 
information about people and how they respond to the designed/planned environment 

• Be able to develop procedures for the use of the different methods 
• Be able to apply different methods to questions of interest to you 

 
 
COURSE STRUCTURE 
 
The course will include the following: 
 
A. Readings 
Most classes will require that you complete and fully understand the readings related to the 
content/discussion of the day. These readings will either be readings I’ll post on UBlearns or from 
the textbook (Zeisel: Inquiry by Design) 
 
B.  Lecture/Discussions 
There will be presentations  by me or by visiting guests, but there will also be seminar presentations 
by students. These will typically take the form of presentations about progress on your major 
individual project.  I expect you to ask questions, to provide information to others.  The class period 
should be one of exploration of concepts, methods and ideas.   
 
C.  Occasional Field Trips 
There will likely be a few (as we feel useful) local field trips to explore some of the methods we will 
be studying.   
 
D.  Weekly Assignments   (Total percent of grade: 30%) 
These will be assignments intended to allow you to use the information we are covering for that 
week.  These smaller assignments will each be worth 10 points (10=A+……1=D).    
 
Also,  please email your assignments to me (I’ll get them at either sueweidemann@aol.com 
or at sueweide@buffalo.edu)  It makes it much easier for you to read my comments or questions, if I 
can make them directly on your emailed file.  (My handwriting is terrible, sorry.) 
 
E.  Class Participation  (including Student Seminar Teams) (Total percent of grade: 20%) 
Students will be expected to participate in discussions about the the class-room topic.    Additionally, 
groups of 2-4 students will be expected to lead a seminar at various times during the semester 
(topics and times to be determined).  Teams will be expected to provide additional material covering 
their topic, to me, by the Friday before their Tuesday presentation.  I will put that additional 
material up on UBLearns, for the class. 
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F.  Major Individual Project (due at end of semester) (Total percent of grade: 50%) 
This will be a project that can be started early in the semester.  Each student will develop a 
procedure for using at least 5 of the methods examined in this course.  The student will need to: 
 

• Select a topic (an issue or issues) relating to people responding to some aspect of the 
designed environment (a setting).  (For example, how might people ‘feel’ about some aspect 
of the downtown waterfront area?)  This should be something  you are interested 
in…something you want to know more about…something that would make you a better 
designer or planner, if you learned about it.  It could be related to your other course work, 
or a potential thesis/ special project topic, or just something you would like to know more 
about. 
 

• For that topic (set of issues), develop the procedures for at least five methods of gathering 
information about it. 
 

• Use those methods to gather (and examine) information from people in that setting. 
 

• Critique the selected methods in terms of their relative strengths and weaknesses. 
 

• Present your project in a presentation at the end of the semester. 
 

• Turn in a final report containing the above material. 
 
G. Final Exam 
No final exam will be given.  However, Final Presentations of your Individual Project will occur during 
Finals Week  (the week before is usually for Final Studio Reviews).   
 
 
ASSESSMENT & GRADING 
 
Your grade in this course will result from your fulfillment of the learning objectives as demonstrated 
through your course work. Below is a list of the components that will be used to assess your course 
grade: 
 
Class participation        20% 
  
Assignments (Each assignment is worth 10 points)    30% 
 
Individual Project          50% 
 
Grading Criteria  
A = Exceptional work. Meets and exceeds all criteria. Clear understanding of concepts and techniques. Exhibits 
insights indicating that the experiences from one project/exercise to the next are cumulative and transferable. 
Constructively challenges and criticizes issues brought forth during the semester. Develops capability to be 
constructively self-critical. Assumes responsibility for intellectual development of self and encourages 
intellectual development of colleagues. This grade indicates clear capability to perform well at the next level.  
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B =  Above average work. Meets all criteria. Good understanding of concepts and techniques. Reasonable 
carry-over from previous exercises. Constructively challenges issues brought forth during the semester. 
Maintains excellent attendance. This grade indicates a reasonable prediction of competent performance at 
the next level.  
 
C =  Average work. Meets minimum requirements. Indicates some difficulty in understanding concepts and 
techniques or in transferring experience from one project to the next. Exhibits need for improvement in 
critical thinking skills. Maintains good attendance. This grade indicates mediocre to poor performance at the 
next level.  
 
D =  Below average work. Does not meet minimum requirements. Indicates serious difficulties in 
understanding concepts and techniques, and/or in the transfer of information. Probable indication of poor 
attendance and lack of motivation.  
 
F =  Poor work. This grade is a probably indication of late work, incomplete work, work not submitted, or 
overall work so weak that a passing grade is not reasonable. 
 
Important Note About Your Assignments & Grades   
I feel very strongly that one of the major ways of learning is for you to receive feedback about your 
work.  So, my policy is that I will return your assignments (with lots of comments, generally), and a 
grade (at that point).  If you wish to improve that grade, I encourage you to turn a revised 
assignment in to me.  I will then re-grade it.  If it has improved, as I surely hope would be the case, 
you will get the improved grade.  (Of course, you need to respond in a timely manner….e.g., don’t 
wait until several weeks later to turn in a revised assignment.) 
 
Communication:  I feel that it is extremely important for you to be able to communicate clearly and 
effectively in writing, as well as graphically, hence the editing comments above.  I urge you all to 
prepare your assignments carefully and thoughtfully.   I want to be able to assess your ideas and 
work; I don’t want to be a grammar editor.   If you need basic grammatical help, ask a 
friend/classmate to review your work.  If you need more extensive help, through UB, or private 
editors, please get it.  It is perfectly acceptable to do this, just as long as the ideas are yours.    
 
Note:  Writing and editorial assistance may be provided by: 

• The Graduate Writing Center:  
http://gsa.buffalo.edu/Funding%20and%20Services/editorial.html 

• The Center for Excellence in Writing, is opening this fall.  Their website is 
http://writing.buffalo.edu/faqs 

 
ATTENDANCE POLICY 
 
Attendance is mandatory. It is crucial that everyone come to class prepared and on time. Each class 
will serve a significant role in the fulfillment of the objectives. Therefore, the presence of each 
student at every class is vital; you each have the potential to offer unique insights, observations, and 
questions.   
 
If you know will be absent, please contact me via e-mail or phone with as much advance notice as 
possible.  If you are absent from class, you are responsible for gathering (from your colleagues) any 
information/notes discussed in that class. If absent, you must also submit required work that was 
due that day by the following day, unless another arrangement is made with me. Two unexcused 
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absences (unexcused absence = any missed class in which I am not provided with appropriate 
documentation for missing that class) will result in a reduction of your grade by 1/3 letter grade for 
the course (e.g., if you have an A for the course, and have these ‘unexcused’ absences, you would 
get an A-).   
 
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
 
Academic integrity is a fundamental university value. Through the honest completion of academic 
work, students and faculty sustain the integrity of the university while facilitating the university’s 
imperative for the transmission of knowledge and culture based upon the generation of new and 
innovative ideas.  
 
When an instance of suspected or alleged academic dishonesty by a student arises, it shall be 
resolved according to the following procedures. These procedures assume that many questions of 
academic dishonesty will be resolved through consultation between the student and the instructor 
(a process known as consultative resolution).  
 
Examples of Academic Dishonesty  
Academic dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, the following:  

 
• Previously submitted work. Submitting academically required material that has been previously 

submitted—in whole or in substantial part—in another course, without prior and expressed 
consent of the instructor.  

• Plagiarism. Copying or receiving material from any source and submitting that material as one’s 
own, without acknowledging and citing the particular debts to the source (quotations, 
paraphrases, basic ideas), or in any other manner representing the work of another as one’s 
own.  

• Cheating. Soliciting and/or receiving information from, or providing information to, another 
student or any other unauthorized source (including electronic sources such as cellular phones 
and PDAs), with the intent to deceive while completing an examination or individual 
assignment.  

• Falsification of academic materials. Fabricating laboratory materials, notes, reports, or any 
forms of computer data; forging an instructor’s name or initials; resubmitting an examination 
or assignment for reevaluation which has been altered without the instructor’s authorization; 
or submitting a report, paper, materials, computer data, or examination (or any considerable 
part thereof) prepared by any person other than the student responsible for the assignment.  

• Misrepresentation of documents. Forgery, alteration, or misuse of any University or Official 
document, record, or instrument of identification.  

• Confidential academic materials. Procurement, distribution or acceptance of examinations or 
laboratory results without prior and expressed consent of the instructor.  

• Selling academic assignments. No person shall sell or offer for sale to any person enrolled at 
the University at Buffalo any academic assignment, or any inappropriate assistance in the 
preparation, research, or writing of any assignment, which the seller knows, or has reason to 
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believe, is intended for submission in fulfillment of any course or academic program 
requirement.  

• Purchasing academic assignments. No person shall purchase an academic assignment intended 
for submission in fulfillment of any course or academic program requirement.  

 

Acknowledging the work of others 
All references to other’s work, including web pages, must be appropriately cited. Direct quotations 
must be indicated as such (i.e., in quotes), and referenced. Paraphrases and more general ideas 
(e.g., those found in other published sources such as books, journals, and website) must be 
referenced. If you do not understand when and how to appropriately cite other’s work, you can 
consult librarians, published style guidelines, this syllabus, or me. This includes citing figures and 
tables from others’ work, as well as text. If you copy or paraphrase material from other sources, 
including web sites, and do not appropriately cite it, it will be treated as an instance of plagiarism. 
Do not copy text or data from assignments produced by other students.   
 
The only exception to addressing the work you have done previously, or the work of other students, 
is if you are legitimately referring to the work in your current work; then you simply reference it, as 
you would any other source of information. 
 
All instances of academic dishonesty, as described in UB’s Policy on Academic Dishonesty, will be 
pursued through Informal and/or formal procedures as described in the Undergraduate Catalog and 
the Graduate School Policies and Procedures Manual. Penalties provided by these procedures 
include but are not limited to reduction in assignment grade, course failure, suspension, and/or 
expulsion.  
 
See http://undergrad-catalog.buffalo.edu/policies/course/integrity.shtml 
 
 
Specific Needs 
 
Students with specific needs that require attention should inform the instructor at the beginning of 
the semester. If you have a disability (physical, learning, or psychological) which may make it difficult 
for you to carry out the course work as outlined, and/or requires accommodations such as recruiting 
note takers, readers, or extended time on exams and assignments, please contact the Office of 
Disability Services, 25 Capen Hall, 645-2608. The office will provide you with information and review 
appropriate arrangements for reasonable accommodations.   
 
 
NABB Criteria 
 
This course is intended to satisfy the following NAAB Criteria, emphasizing aspects of: 
 

• A.1.    Communication Skills:  Ability to read, write, speak and listen effectively. 
• A.5.     Investigative Skills:  Ability to gather, assess record, apply, and comparatively 

evaluate relevant information within architectural coursework and design processes. 

http://undergrad-catalog.buffalo.edu/policies/course/integrity.shtml
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• A.10.   Cultural Diversity: Understanding of the diverse needs, values, behavioral norms, 
physical abilities, and social and spatial patterns that characterize different cultures and 
individuals and the implication of this diversity on the societal roles and responsibilities of 
architects   

• A.11.   Applied Research: Understanding the role of applied research in determining 
function, form, and systems and their impact on human conditions and behavior. 

• C.2.     Human Behavior:  Understanding the relationship between human behavior, the 
natural environment and the design of the built environment 

• C.9.     Community and Social Responsibility:  Understanding the architects’ responsibility to 
work in the public interest, to respect historic resources, and to improve the quality of life 
for local and global neighbors 

 
 


