
Introduction
The journey that I embarked upon with the first Be Your Own Architect Course has so far taken 18
years.  One of the most interesting discoveries along the way has been the fact that our homes
engage us on a physical as well as on an emotional level.  This is a function of the architecture
which acts to separate the inside from the outside.  This delineation of inner and outer allows us to
engage outwardly with the physical outer world and inwardly with our emotional, or, inner world.  

By including both inner and outer worlds in the design equation one activates what I refer to as the
sheltermaking gene.  This stimulates both our rational as well as our intuitive faculties allowing for
the balancing of physical/material considerations with emotional/psychological need, nourishing
both aspects of our lives.  This offers one the opportunity to live more deeply and harmoniously, the
essence of a sustainable life. 

The doctrine of 'sustainability' and its working document, UN Local Agenda 21, encourages change
in the mechanism of our survival activity in order to sustain life and to safeguard the choice
mechanisms of future generations.  This demands a radical restructuring of our current way of life.
Sustainable house design is critical to the realisation of this, facilitating, as it does, profound
lifestyle choices. 

Traditionally, information on house design was drawn from the body of freely available common
knowledge.  Reference to the mystery of life was invariably included in this, borne in myth across
the threshold separating inner and outer worlds.  In the move away from an agrarian way of life to a
job-focussed one, the design of basic shelter changed from the traditional dwelling to what we now
refer to as the modern home.  Because the industrial age work ethic demanded the surrender of a
person's time in exchange for a wage, a reliance was placed on third parties to undertake this
sheltermaking activity.  These new dwelling types made no reference whatsoever in their design or
construction to a deeper reality.  Emotional nourishment had to be sought elsewhere, done without,
or, ersatz satisfaction sought through material consumption.  

The loss of cultural identity suffered in the rural to urban shift, reflected in the lifeless architecture
of the modern home, was compounded by a downgrading in the role of the home as the foundation
of survival activity.  The transference of this function to a time consuming 'job' effectively
consigned male territorial identity to the shopfloor.  With women naturally assuming control of the
home, previously shared with the man, the displaced male was consigned to battle for territory with
other men in the workplace, the new pivot of survival activity.  The fact that men continue to be the
prime creators of homes, while at the same time being marginalised in regards to the occupation of
the home territory, has had a profound negative effect on house design and construction activity.
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The deeper implications of the changes wrought by the shift from an agrarian economy to an
industrialised one are now being felt on a vast scale within all developed countries.  While the loss
of emotional connectivity resulting from this can seemingly be endured, the present threats to
physical survival are less easy to bear.  This has prompted a search for deeper meaning, a process
that stimulates strong emotions with the potential to reunite the separated strands of our inner and
outer worlds.  This is the desire for a natural and sustainable life, nourished within a secure and
healthy home territory.  The power to create such a living architecture is within us all, rooted in our
essence and carried forward by our sheltermaking instincts.  

It must be borne in mind that the changes inherent in a move towards sustainable living run counter
to the mechanism of the global economy.  This exploits the necessity to be housed in order to
satisfy its greed.  Mortgage Credit is the primary instrument of this indenture, staining the recipient
with the pallid bloom of modernity and shackling them to a life-threatening cycle of consumption
and waste from which it can be difficult to escape.  With its emphasis entirely focussed on the
material, the 'real' world offers no comfort for the anguish inherent in the struggle to transcend this
destructive cycle in the search for a more satisfying life.

Where vernacular sheltermakers could draw on common knowledge to assist them, their modern
counterparts must rely on the compilation of new knowledge and the free circulation of this in order
to achieve their objectives. This 'sheltermaking information' must acknowledge the inner
connections which make us whole as well as the external connections which tether the modern
home to the outside world.  These facilitate the inward flow of necessities and allow people to
engage with the world.  The fossil fuel derived energy that sustains this activity now threatens its
vitality.  Contemporary house designs must acknowledge this reality.  

The Course In Sustainable House Design & Construction has evolved from the original Be Your
Own Architect Courses, first staged in 1989.   This 18 year evolution has required a deep
exploration of the physical and psychological aspects of sheltermaking.  In the process, house
design has revealed itself as the articulation of who we are, where we are going and how we intend
getting there.  The journey inherent in such a quest is deeply personal, human, life-affirming,
liberating and satisfying.  The present Course information, made up of this Design Programme, the
Handbook of House Design & Construction and supporting Worksheet, can be viewed as the 'map'
on which you plan your unique journey towards your desired objectives. 

We all have ideas about how houses should be designed, about their style, construction, layout and
so on.  All this knowledge will prove invaluable as you develop a unique design.  However, at this
stage, it is important to commit yourself to the map this Design Programme sets out for you - this
has been created after much thought and effort and in consultation with those who have already
followed this path.  By adhering to this you will avoid many of the pitfalls that house designers are
normally prey to.  

The Design Programme is set out as a series of Steps which allow you to follow the design process
easily.  This facilitates the creation of a properly balanced design that takes full account of your
desired objectives, harmonising these with the larger world.  The step-by-step approach allows you
to make the best possible use of your time and energy.  

When the process of planning, investigating, learning and decision-making has been completed,
only then will you be putting the plan of a building together.  This is in contrast to normal design 
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Design Programme Steps

Steps 1-7  Introduction & The Brief
Articulating your objectives, needs and resources

Steps 8-12  Measurement, Drawings & Models
Expressing yourself in the language of
architecture

Steps 13-15  Space Mock-Ups
Estimating floor area and cost
Reconciling floor area and budget

Steps 16-19  Structure
Understanding how buildings stand up

Steps 20-27  Environment, Heating & Ventilation
Creating a healthy internal environment 
Heating/cooling the building and providing it with
fresh air

Steps 28-32
Timberfile, Materials, Products & Construction
Choosing building materials and a means of
assembling them

Steps 33-35
Plumbing, Drainage & Electrical Services
Getting water in and out of your building
Disposing of waste
Providing electrical power in your building

Steps 36-37  Planning & Building Regulations
Implications of the various regulations on your
design

Steps 38-39  Site Selection & Analysis
Assessing and selecting sites

Steps 40-42  Layout
Assembling your design

Step 43  Costing
Estimating building cost before finalising the
design

Steps 44-49  Planning & Working Drawings
Finalising your design
Getting permission to build
Preparing information for building
Building
Living in your architecture

practice where the plan is the first thing that is created.
This can lead to insurmountable problems, as can be
witnessed in many professionally designed homes.  It is
important that you accept the common sense of the
Design Programme at this point and to trust that it will
lead you safely to your objective.  When you do this
your creative energies will be freed to tackle the real
work in hand.  Information from external sources can
easily be integrated into any of the Steps of the Design
Programme.  

It is a good idea to spend some time on your project
every day.  This will keep everything fresh in your mind
and will keep the project moving.  Your greatest ally
will be the good feeling and excitement generated by the
creative process.  There will be moments when it might
all seem too much for you to do.  This is why it is
important to focus on the work in hand, confident of
how it fits into the overall picture.  Work steadily and
enjoy yourself.  Try to work at a table or desk rather
than sitting in an easy chair.  As you progress keep your
equipment, books, files and so on where you can reach
them easily, so that when you decide to work you can
begin with the minimum of fuss.  

Individual students can decide how deep they wish to
enter into the Course material.  This can range from
Fastrack to Full Immersion.  A Fastrack approach
would require 40 hours part-time work, spread over a
period of two or three months.  Full Immersion naturally
requires more time input, spread over a six month
period.  This 'spread' of input is important because it
allows time for for contemplation and reflection which
contributes greatly to the design process.

It can be useful to work in groups, either family groups
or groups formed around a common interest in
sustainable shelter and living.  Group energy can be a
great motivator, though it is best that individual design
solutions are developed rather than everyone trying to
agree on a single one.  

As you progress through the Design Programme,
mark off the Steps you have completed, thus ...    

Completed
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Step 1 Starting Off 

Like all creative projects, starting off can be the most difficult thing of all.  So, print the Handbook,
Part I - Introduction.  This, along with all other Handbook Parts, is contained in the 'Handbook'
folder on the Course disc.  

The Introduction will give you a sense of what is involved.  Something to watch out for is the idea
that architecture in general, and particularly the architecture of the home, embraces 'living' qualities
that connect us intimately to life and to our deeper selves.  

The Handbook has been in evolution since 1989.  Some of the exercises it describes are now
supported with Worksheets.  Other exercises have been discovered to be less critical than was at
first thought.  All of these developments and discoveries are detailed at each relevant Step in the
Design Programme.    Think of this as your companion and guide.  Take each Step in turn and
allow the careful structure to direct you on your way.  It is easy to feel overwhelmed that there is so
much to learn and do, but if you follow the step-by-step approach this is unlikely to happen.
Remember, house design is not just about bricks 'n mortar, it's about life and our deep connection to
its mysterious processes.  

Print & Read: The Handbook, Part I - Introduction

 Completed

Step 2 Drawing Up A List Of Spaces

Print the Handbook, Part II - The Brief.   Read this as far as Page 4.  While you are reading this,
bear in mind that much of the work of drawing up lists and analysing space will be largely confined
to you entering preferences onto pre-formatted Worksheets.  

Print the List of Spaces Worksheet.  This can be found, along with all other Worksheets, in the
'Worksheets' folder on the Course disc.  

The List of Spaces Worksheet is divided into numbered sections and within these sections each
Space is given a number indicating which section it belongs to.  

Step 2 involves marking off on the Worksheet the Spaces that you wish to have in your design.
Now, this is easily said and relatively easily done, but lots of questions will arise as you do this -
Can I afford all of this?  Should I have a Home Office?  What if my Mother came to live with us?
This is normal and indicative of what the design exercise is all about - articulating your needs and
developing a solution that satisfies them all.  So, if you accept that you do not have all of the
answers but are in the process of finding them, the filling in of the List of Spaces Worksheet takes
on a different perspective.  What it is really, is a draft of what it is you want, or think that you want.
As such it will be subject to adjustment before being finalised.  

GENERAL NOTE ON PRINTING

PRINT PAGE i - THE COVER - ONTO LIGHT

CARD AND PRINT PAGE ii - THE CONTENTS

PAGE - SINGLE SIDED.  THE REMAINDER

OF THE PAGES CAN THEN BE PRINTED

DOUBLE SIDED TO SAVE PAPER.  IF THERE

ARE AN UNEVEN NUMBER OF PAGES TO BE

PRINTED LEAVE OUT THE LAST PAGE

WHEN YOU TURN THE PAGES OVER TO

PRINT ON THEIR REVERSE SIDES
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So, begin by entering the number '1' into the draft number box on the bottom right of the
Worksheets.  Mark off the Spaces that you wish to include in your design.  Take your time and be as
generous to yourself as you want - there will be plenty of opportunity to scale back if this becomes
necessary.  What is most important now is that you cater for the whole range of activities that you
would like host in your home, particularly leisure, pleasure and, possibly, work.  Think in terms of
what your home can do for you.  If a Space you want to include is not listed on the Worksheet write
the name of this in against a number in the appropriate section.  Print fresh copies of the List of
Spaces Worksheet as you need them.  Each version should carry a draft number inserted into the box
on the bottom right of the page.  

You can choose to use the designated numbers for your chosen Spaces or you might prefer to
simply call each Space by its own name.  Bear in mind that each Space will be now be subject to
further analysis as described in the The Brief and that these deeper analytical exercises will be what
prompts change in the List of Spaces Worksheet.  So, don't be too demanding of yourself.  The
exercise of writing things down is intended to extract things out of your imagination and to place
them in front of you in tangible form so that you can develop and refine them.  They will not be
perfect in the form that they emerge!  The whole process of design is, in fact, the process of
refinement of these emerging ideas.  This has to take place in the physical world as opposed to in
your imagination where anything seems possible!  This work will become the foundation of the
entire house design.  This makes it crucial that you not only take your time but that you give plenty
of thought to what you want your house to encompass. 

If you are planning an extension to an existing building mark off both the existing as well as the
additional Spaces required on the List of Spaces Worksheet.  You may need to be a little versatile in
naming the existing Spaces where they are destined to change as part of the design.  For example an
existing Sitting Room that is to become part of an enlarged Kitchen/Dining/Living area might be
titled 'Existing Sitting Room/New Kitchen/Dining/Living Room'.  

Print: The Handbook, Part II - The Brief, Page 1 - 4

Read: The Handbook, Part II - The Brief, Pages 1 - 4

Fill in: List of Spaces Worksheet 

 Completed

Design Programme · 5



The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part I · Introduction · 1



The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part I · Introduction · 2



The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part I · Introduction · 3



The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part I · Introduction · 4



The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part II · The Brief · 1



The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part II · The Brief · 2

Use the List of Spaces Worksheet in th
e ‘Worksheets’

folder on the 
Course CD-ROM to carry 

out this ex
ercise



The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part II · The Brief · 3

Use the p
re-formatted Space Analysis

Worksheets in
 the ‘Worksheets’ f

older on the

Course CD-ROM to carry
 out thes

e exercis
es

Use the pre-formatted Space Analysis

Worksheets in the
 ‘Worksheets’ folder on the

Course CD-ROM to carry out
 these exerc

ises





The Handbook of House Design & Construction Part III · Measurement · 2


	2. The Brief.pdf
	The Brief
	Starting A Brief
	Spaces
	Expanding The Brief




