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Abstract
This article takes a ‘rear-view-mirror’ look at the iconic third level Open University course A305: History of Architecture 
and Design 1890–1939. It asks what we can learn from this course, which was first presented in 1975, ran for eight years 
and was freely available to the general population since its 24 television and 32 radio programmes were broadcast by the 
BBC. It considers the contribution that A305 made to the field of architecture and pedagogy in view of the rise of MOOCs 
(Massive Open Online Courses), the current global pandemic, as well as the supposition that the future of education and 
learning requires a careful blend of presence and distance. It posits that at a time when remote education gains new 
currency and urgency, the openness of A305 can be a valuable lesson to explore new scales and new architectures for the 
learning collective we are trying to reconstitute. 
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The Open University’s third level arts course A305 
History of Architecture and Design 1890–1939 enjoyed 
almost half a century of cultural and social relevance, 
fueling a persistent debate about its dissemination 
well beyond the academic circle of its students, 
involving a rich afterlife and prompting discussion 
over the possibilities of a future life in a new iteration. 
The course is a pioneering Open University Arts 
course from the days when the university used a 
blended pedagogical system, which combined printed 
educational material sent out by mail with open 
channel radio and television broadcasting. Reflecting its 
method of dissemination, a key feature of the course 
was that it reached the BBC’s general audience as 
well as architecture professionals, that is practitioners, 
students and educators, in addition to Open University 
students. This educational ‘excess’ through the 
use of public media and the teaching beyond the 
regular classroom it entailed, transformed both the 
transmission of knowledge and the knowledge being 
transmitted. Given this background, this course offers 
an extraordinary micro-historical opportunity to study 
the convergence of mass media, mass education and the 
history of modern architecture. The openness of A305’s 
educational approach was so radical, in fact, that many 
attempts were made to recapture it, to bring it to the 
present; some as recent as the large research project I 
developed with the Canadian Centre for Architecture 
(CCA) that encompassed an exhibition and a book 
titled: The University is Now on Air: Broadcasting Modern 
Architecture, dedicated to the analysis of the radical 
openness of televised education and to the history of 
modern architecture it broadcast into English homes in 
the second half of the 1970s.

The crisis of access and quality of higher education 
this course was addressing also constitutes a past that 
is still present, and its traces, remains and leftovers 
offer a perfect archaeology of remote learning: a 
pathway to examining those spaces without walls 
where collective learning, and the interaction between 
the history of architecture and the time and place of 
its writing, takes place. Such an archaeology, moreover, 
could form the foundation on which to build a possible 
re-enactment of the course that replicates its energy 

and performs a migration into a more contemporary 
media environment.

Through the BBC’s broadcast of A305’s television 
programmes modern architecture was being received 
at home in prime time, like a guest, by the entire family. 
Thus the course allowed many domestic households 
to ‘visit’ and become familiar with notable icons of 
the modern tradition, such as Corbusier’s Villa Savoye 
and Frank Lloyd Wright’s Robie House, and it made 
them equally conversant with other traditions and 
lineages, which included, Edwin Lutyens’ Deanery 
Gardens. The course also addressed Design History, 
discussing the energy and information embodied in 
anonymous objects, even debating the design features 
of the technological implements, like radio sets, through 
which it reached its students. It was also aware of the 
time of its writing and of the problems its audience 
faced. What better way to communicate the historical 
inflection of Modern Architecture in relation to what 
was then called the Post-Modern than the debates 
between Modern high-rise apartments and Classicizing 
suburban semi-detached houses that its students 
knew very well from their own living conditions? What 
better object lesson on housing than the students 
personal experience? Furthermore, A305 was, in 
practical terms, a bottom up history workshop, as each 
student contributed a small monograph on a modern 
building close to them in what amounted to a large 
map of other modernities. This attention to the student 
voice allowed for a real dialogue between tutor and 
student, prioritising listening attentively to students as 
well as educating them, and producing a large body of 
collective research that was deeply engaged with the 
local context of each student and widely disseminated. 
Looking back to the entanglement of A305 with its 
media environment and the anxieties and debates of 
its time, the format of a more contemporary media 
environment like MOOCs (Massive Open Online 
Courses) appeared to be the course’s technological 
upgrade, able to nurture an afterlife of the course.

MOOCs appeared to be the next generation of the 
media technologies that had torn down the walls of 
the classroom and had displaced most of the learning 
to the stream of entertainment outside the cloisters 
of academia, as Marshall McLuhan pointed out over 
half a century ago in his article ‘Classroom Without 
Walls’ published in the anthology, edited with Edmund 
Carpenter, Explorations in Communication (1960). But, 
on closer inspection, any thought to utilize MOOCs as 
a technological infrastructure to re-capture the socio-
technical engagement of A305 appears problematic 
and requires further reflection. The mass audience 
of a course like A305 and the mass enrolment of a 
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MOOC are not exactly the same: the synchronous 
accumulation of unknown and diverse viewers who 
made up the mass audience of open channel media 
like television and radio, and the accumulation of 
asynchronous instances of access in an any-where 
any-time digital environment are different in nature. 
The randomness of tuning in or zapping through 
channels on broadcast media is also structurally 
different from online browsing, and even more so from 
search engine-assisted navigation. The principle and 
practice of openness to people and places meant that 
course material reached students at home and obliged 
the other anonymous members of their domestic 
collectives to watch their education. This is different 
from the isolated exposure of MOOC-based learning 
that in most instances is free of charge upon individual 
registration. The cost of mail-delivered course materials 
values the circulation of information differently from 
MOOCs, which attached importance mostly in the 
certification of attendance. A further point is that the 
focus on learning and the radical openness of ‘speaking 
to everyone’ of the early OU foundation courses, 
tailored to BBC’s general audience and delivering 
on the promise of a true open access policy that 
accepts all students irrespectively of their academic 
qualification, is very different from MOOCs, targeted 
to specialized audiences, and often with a ciphered 
and jargoned-like discourse, similar to conventional 
classrooms. So, MOOCs do offer a way of reaching 
wider audiences, but do not establish the plane of 
interaction between architecture and society achieved 
by A305, which encompassed a general audience, a 
student population and a professional constituency. 
The comparison highlights these differences, bringing 
the spaces of A305’s life beyond the classroom and its 
afterlife into high relief.

Increasing this contrast, the discrepancies 
between the early broadcast-based blended learning 
environments offered by A305 and the mostly single 
channel web-based learning environment of MOOCs 
seem to suggest a charter for a possible futurelife of 
A305 with the following elements: a deep engagement 
with change, innovation and debates of the present, 
aimed at an audience much wider than its immediate 
constituency, the bypassing of the academic borders 
of Art History and the addressing of communities 
of architecture practice (practitioners, students and 
educators) as well as a commitment to a continuous 
exchange without rigid hierarchies between teacher-
student and students-teachers and the rootedness in 
each students local environment.

Yet it is important to notice that, despite its 
predefined life cycle common to Open University 

courses, there were many instances of an afterlife for 
this course before and after the technological advent of 
MOOCs. The most recent one is A305’s presence on 
YouTube, where all its TV programmes, now separated 
from its accompanying booklets, are available anywhere 
and anytime, thanks to the patient and diligent work 
of the Canadian Centre for Architecture. But there 
was also an earlier instance of such a spectral re-
appearance, now long ago in 1976, in the context of 
efforts to create an Italian translation of the course 
that lead to some of its episodes being aired on Italian 
television and an exhibition at the Venice Biennale 
of that year. These events, moreover, were recently 
recovered in the Radical Pedagogies exhibition for 
the Venice Biennale, 38 years later, in 2014. Further 
research on A305’s afterlife uncovered Spanish 
translations of the booklets and bootlegs of the TV 
programmes, or as they were called at the time, copies 
for private use, recorded in a long obsolete media 
called VHS video tape recording. Such instances of an 
afterlife, moreover, were not simply centrifugal, as these 
examples might suggest, but also centripetal, in that 
they converged to important centres of professional 
architecture education, like the Architectural 
Association in Bedford Square, London, where many 
alumni remember these tapes and booklets being used 
in class, as study materials. These instances present 
irrefutable evidence that A305 generated a deep 
engagement across many terrains and constituted a 
shared resource, from which much broader collectives 
and constituencies than its students benefitted and 
learned.  Arguably, it was A305’s closeness to the 
society of its time that allowed the course to seize the 
opportunity to produce a debate which transcended 
and transgressed the limits of academia and the all-
consuming present of the temporality of media. One 
of the precious lessons worth replicating in a possible 
future is the radical attention to the debates of its 
present and the active empowerment of emerging 
voices – comparable to the role of working-class 
communities in the production of social housing – that 
transformed the architecture of the shared spaces of 
education, culture and society.

Recent events, in which media-based remote 
education, invented to overcome distance, was 
deployed and mobilized to institute distance across the 
landscape of higher education to prevent contagion, 
completely reversed established educational vectors. 
Higher education crisis of access and quality is 
now played out in unforeseen ways through a new 
combination of neo-liberal disinvestment and a new 
‘dematerialization’ of education required for public 
health – and MOOCs appear before us as the answer 
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to that crisis. However, in these days of a global 
pandemic, this solution looks like a distant memory 
stored in an obsolete format, simply a technological 
process to transmit knowledge, not the infrastructure 
for collective learning that we so urgently need. A 
system intended for those left out of the mainstream, 
remote education, is now being played in reverse, 
imposing domestic walls on the learning process, and 
reconstituting the learning collectives as a subset of the 
general audience. 

Remote education was radical, it dramatically 
displaced the root space of learning, replacing the 
classroom with the living room and creating a space 
where the general audience and its classroom of 
synchronized solitudes overlap. Now, with most of 
the classrooms retreating into the home and confined 
inside an amalgamation of walls and screens during the 
lengthy global lockdown, the old 1970s memory of a 
collective of domestic solitudes dancing to the radio, 
re-surfaces as a way of being together, of belonging to 
something across space and time.

Now that most students have had an experience 
of learning at home, somewhat similar to the one 
of the early A305 students, and that most faculty 
learnt the hard way about the challenges of engaging 
a distant audience that The Open University is so 
familiar with, the possible lessons of A305 gain a new 
urgency. In this new rear-view mirror of history, in 
particular the history of learning, some courses are 
indeed closer than they appear, and their lessons 
interest a much wider audience than the one they 
were intended for. Locked in at home, A305’s after 
image, its pioneering initiative to broadcast modern 
architecture in print, radio and television, and its reach 
beyond a student population, is a serious reminder 
of the OU’s famous charter: ‘open to people, places, 
methods, and ideas’, which, in the case of A305, became 
a shared responsibility that spread much wider than 
the OU, across a proliferating number of students’ 
and educators’ shoulders. Traditional faculty labored 
until recently under the assumption that the learning 
collective was assembled as a form of seclusion from 
the global village we inhabit. But this fiction is no longer 
viable in current conditions. The classroom of solitudes 
many architecture students learned from A305, how it 
existed beyond its enrolled students and its locality, and 
how it was a shared communal resource, is a valuable 
help to re-inscribe our learning community within 
our over-exposed public and private spaces with a 
new openness; without resorting to another form of 
the cloister and the closed courtyard.  ‘Technology is 
the answer, but what is the question?’ is the title of a 
‘canned lecture’ by Cedric Price in the Pidgeon Archive 

series (1979), recorded on audio tape to be played with 
a timed carousel for slide projection, emulating the 
Radiovision format of A305. In a format that is a real 
descendant of A305, then, this well-known architect, 
educator and pioneer of the dematerialization of 
learning and knowledge reminds the constituency of 
architecture that asking the right questions, especially in 
a learning environment, is sometimes more important 
than providing answers and solutions. Learning from 
this lesson, I believe that one of the most pressing 
concerns of the present moment is how to reassemble 
an open learning collective in the new set of socio-
technical and spatial relations called provisionally the 
‘new normal’. Starting a new inquiry in response to this 
question will require, along with the vocal lecturing 
educators are used to, a very active listening, a very 
careful dwelling in and on the thoughts of others. 
To paraphrase Gordon Pask in a lost TV programme 
titled The Experimenters, this will require learning to 
learn. It entails a pedagogical commitment to feedback 
and adjustment, a continuous exchange without rigid 
hierarchies between teacher-student and students-
teachers, as Paulo Freire proposed in Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (1970), as well as a serious commitment 
to change and innovation. And only close attention 
to student experience and bottom-up people’s 
histories can lead to the emergence of new voices, 
new actors, new visions, and new vectors, that allow 
for those voices which normally do not take up words 
in the lecture hall or the shared screen to engage in 
dialogue. Once such a conversation is gathering pace, 
the challenge will be to modulate its intensity, and to 
create a suitable rhythm for a new blend of distance 
and closeness, and the design of new forms of assembly, 
of celebration and, very importantly, new forms of 
transgression these conversations may generate.
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