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OPEN ETSAB. 
Experimenting from altered teaching

Celia López Bravo 

Figure 1: Student community of the ETSAB (2013) Intervention on the facade of the Barcelona Architecture School. Available at:
http://etsabenlluita.blogspot.com.es/p/fotos.html
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What happened at the School of Architecture of Barcelona during the second 
semester of the academic year 2012-2013 had its origin in a grassroots movement 
that produced, among other proposed projects, a type of teaching methodology 
which is still evolving. 

It is worth using a few lines to place in a context the moment at which this process 
took place. During the previous year, 2012, there had been several meetings in which 
students and teachers had joined in protest seeking to guarantee the quality of the 
public university. Among the main reasons for the protest were the meagerness 
of the teachers’ salaries (Ibáñez, 2012), the rise in registration fees and the tense 
situation created by the implementation of the Bolonia Process (Badia, 2013). That 
was how the ETSAB enlluita was born (ETSAB enlluita, 2013a).

The meetings and demands of students and teachers brought forth the so-called 
“week of reflection” in April 2013 (ETSAB enlluita, 2013b), during which the School 
Board decided to substitute the previously programmed teaching activity in order 
to promote, instead, activities aimed at starting a process of transparency, debate 
and dialogue in which every group in the School’s organization was to participate. 
The goal was to elaborate a new Syllabus that came to challenge traditional models 
in the teaching of architecture. 

After this, a great many teachers and students chose to continue with this teaching 
alteration and change it into assessed exercises that would entail passing the 
different subjects. Each group, teacher, subject or department would propose the 
exercises that they considered appropriate to show two main shortcomings: an 
academic one, consisting in the lack of contact of the School with reality and a 
professional one, which was due to the deep crisis that the architectural profession 
was undergoing at the time (Bohigas, 2016).

The group OPEN ETSAB (DEd’AB, 2013), which was later joined by the Escuela 
de Arquitectura del Vallès, thus becoming OPEN ETSAB-ETSAV, was in charge of 
publicizing the work that was carried out during the second session of the academic 
year. It was understood that the spreading and actual usefulness of such work were 
an essential part of it.

Made up by teachers and receiving the participation of municipal cultural 
institutions, the group organized the event that took place on June 15, 2013. During 
that day, the exercises that had been carried out were exhibited throughout the city. 
It was an open activity in which the city of Barcelona could partake of the results, 
recognizing itself as a work field for the students and appraising the usefulness of 
the exercises. The exhibit venues were the Convent and Plaça dels Ángels (site of the 
FAD at that moment), Plaça Nova, Gran Via dels Corts Catalanes, Joan Oliver Public 
Library and Plaça Josep Maria Folch I Torres (Arribas Pérez, 2013).

Publicized in social and university networks, the meeting Post-Ocupación was 
one of the outstanding activities of the day. It was a debate in which agents in 
charge of public facilities participated from the design phase to its put into use. 



OPEN ETSAB. EXPERIMENTING FROM ALTERED TEACHING90

Josep Maria Montaner conducted this exercise applied to the Joan Oliver Public 
Library. The director of the institution, Neus Montserrat, the municipal architect, 
Santiago Romero, and one of the authors of the project, the architect Ramón Vilalta 
participated in the debate. 

Perhaps the exercise that generated most debate was the critical examination that 
fifth-year design students elaborated under the supervision of professors Carles 
Muro, Carme Ribas and Ton Salvadó. It analyzed the university campus model at 
Campus Sud in Barcelona, where the ETSAB is located, and dealt with different 
issues, from the mere physicality of the campus to its political significance, including 
its change of uses during the day –from university campus to epicenter of the city’s 
transsexual prostitution at night.

Special mention, however, deserves the show Arquitectes de Capçalera. Designed 
and developed by professors Ibon Bilbao, Josep Bohigas, Marta Peris, Pere Joan 
Ravellat and Jordi Badia, this third-year design course focused on housing 
restoration and common spaces in residential buildings. The innovation consisted 
in understanding the role of the architect as that of a family doctor—a technician 

Figure 2: López Bravo, C. (2017) Location of the actions carried out on June 15 2013 under the name OPEN ETSAB-ETSAV
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connected to the life of a building who must know its inhabitants, history, social 
reality, needs, etc. first-hand.

In the words of Ibon Bilbao (2016), the method addresses housing from the 
perspective of “the user’s own inhabiting”, as a projection from inside out, and it 
claims that the role of the architect is that of an interlocutor. Students must have 
direct contact with residents, including outings during class periods to visit the 
residences and meet the neighbors, the recognition of problems through cartography 
applied to each individual resident and the understanding of the community’s 
global needs as well as their solutions (Arquitectos de Cabecera, 2015a). In addition, 
the student must be in touch with the institutions already working in a specific 
environment, thus permitting the perception of the residential community as part 
of the neighborhood itself.

This has produced a kind of methodology that can adapt to each neighborhood 
and yields different formats. Thus, it can be an aspect of altered teaching, become 
a parallel workshop to design courses, or be a part of the ETSAB-Summerschool 
(EscuelaTécnica Superior de Arquitectura de Barcelona, 2016). The ETSAB has 
collaborated with other universities, with institutions such as the Centro de Cultura 
Contemporánea de Barcelona CCCB, and with the Barcelona City Council in the 
creation of the first “Oficina de atención al ciudadano”[customer’s service office] 
(Arquitectos de Cabecera, 2015b). In 2015 it was awarded the Premio Ciudad de 
Barcelona de Arquitectura y Urbanismo (Ayuntamiento de Barcelona, 2015). New 
work has been undertaken in the Raval district (Arquitectos de Cabecera, 2015c) 
and exercises have been carried out in Poblenou (Arquitectos de Cabecera, 2016) 
and Sant Adrià del Besós (Arquitectos de Cabecera, 2017).

To some extent, this reformulation of education gave back to students the hopeful 
feeling that they were needed and also provided them with new ways to approach 
the work to come, such as their final degree projects, by setting them in the direction 
of real needs (Bohigas, 2016). Therefore, it is a clear example of how the search 
for teaching techniques that are coherent with the actual social reality becomes a 
means to recover confidence in the profession as well as to create the realization 
that an academic project is part of the profession itself.
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