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PATHWAYS 
TO 

PRACTICE

‘There was genuine synergy, where the values 
and ethos of BDP tied in directly to what 

we were aiming to do. Working with social 
purpose, seeing collaboration as fundamental 

and also ensuring an enjoyable and fruitful 
process along the way.’

Satwinder Samra
Director of Collaborative Practice,
Sheffield School of Architecture

        Becoming an architect has never 
been easy. Long hours, all-nighters, 
five years of full time education and 
student loans may sound familiar 
but in today’s climate of tuition fees, 
rising living costs, field trips and 
materials across seven long years to 
qualification, a genuine affordability 
crisis is challenging access to the 
profession and potentially changing 
the face of the future generation of 
architects. It is estimated that the 
average cost to study architecture 
full time in England and Wales is over 
£16,500 a year[1] equating to students 
completing their education over 
£80,000 in debt.     
    It has become clear that architectural 
practices have an increasing role to 
play to ensure a socially inclusive and 
dynamic architectural profession. 
We understand this and embrace 
it; working in collaboration with 
universities, we mentor and train the 
next generation and I am passionate 
about its benefits, not only to the 
students and the profession, but to the 
successful future of BDP. “Affordability 
is about more than just fees. It’s an 
access metric that articulates both 
our professional ethics and our 
commitment to inclusivity. If we make 
education affordable to just a few, we 
fail to become a profession that is as 
richly diverse as the society we seek 
to serve.” Harriet Harriss, RIBA Journal 
September 2016.

Partnering with Universities 
– New Course Models
BDP has strong links with the Sheffield 
School of Architecture and we share 
a similar social ethos. Our founder, 
Professor Sir George Grenfell Baines, 
was Head of School in the early 1970s 
and many of our architects are alumni, 
including our current and past Chairs 

of the practice. We sponsor prizes, 
attend architectural reviews, employ 
graduates and this year I have taken 
a four year role as a Visiting Practice 
Professor. Since the three-fold 
increase in tuition fees in 2012, we 
have become a founding partner of 
the university’s MArch Collaborative 
Practice course which is now in its third 
year of delivery. This is a two year, full-
time Masters with two semesters of 
practice-based education in the initial 
year, and two semesters of university-
based education in the final year. 
     Satwinder Samra, Director of 
Collaborative Practice states, “we 
initiated the course by working 
directly with BDP and other leading 
alumni practices. This support 
was instrumental in realising our 
pioneering programme. There was 
genuine synergy, where the values and 
ethos of BDP tied in directly to what 
we were aiming to do. Working with 
social purpose, seeing collaboration 
as fundamental and also ensuring an 
enjoyable and fruitful process along 
the way.”
     The practice–based education 
year allows the students to ‘earn as 
they learn’ by spending four days 
a week in practice and a fifth day 
studying. BDP offers support and 
mentoring through sponsorship and 
infrastructure and 12 students have 
participated in the course to date. 
Our Collaborative Practice students 
have all undertaken at least a year in 
practice, taking greater responsibility 
on projects without having to put their 
architectural education on hold, so it’s 
mutually beneficial. Whilst supporting 
academic endeavour, the collaboration 
also allows us to reflect on how we 
design and manage projects and 
offer opportunities for us to improve! 
This approach connects the world of 
practice and academia; it enriches 
practice based skills, enhances 
employability of graduates and inspires 
our practising architects.

[1] 
Why would anyone choose to study architecture? 
The Architects’ Journal, 19th July 2017

Sue Emms describes 
emerging pathways into 
the professions as part 
of the BDP academy of 

design initiative



     Chris Jones, a Collaborative 
Practice student 2015-2017 outlines 
his experiences at BDP.

     “Having spent two enjoyable
 and productive years in BDP’s London 
studio during my Part 1 placement, 
the new Collaborative Practice course 
at Sheffield University permitted me 
to continue my development with the 
practice during the 5th year of the 
Masters programme, an opportunity I 
couldn’t turn down. This allowed me to 
realise the completion of the project I 
had been working on, and to reflect on 
the design process as a key module in 
the course. The demonstration of the 
design process on a live project was 
hugely beneficial to my understanding 
of how a wide range of factors can 
influence design. I hope the many 
discussions this started in the office 
were as equally beneficial to the wider 
studio team!
     The partnership between Sheffield 
and BDP was very valuable when 
setting out on the new course, and 
the support from across the London 
studio made it a highly rewarding 
year. Having now completed my 6th 
year, I am excited to return to BDP 

with a strong grounding provided by 
the new Part 2 course. It is fantastic 
that BDP committed to being one of 
the first partner practices of this new 
qualification route and hopefully many 
more students will take advantage of 
it in the future.”
     
Strong Local Relationships
We continue to strengthen 
relationships, collaborations and 
partnerships with schools of 
architecture across the country, 
including the Manchester School 
of Architecture (MSA) where I am 
an external examiner. Professor 
Tom Jefferies, Head of Manchester 
School of Architecture recognises 
the reciprocal relationship between 
the school and the city; “our strong 
regional network is the basis for 
excellent international academic 
and professional links, informing our 
research, teaching and destinations for 
our graduates. The city’s rich tradition 
and vibrant contemporary architectural 
scene engage directly with BDP and 
other leading edge design practices.” 
     Our young talented graduates 
contribute to design studios where 
they were taught, inspiring the 

next generation while positively 
promoting and raising the profile 
the practice. Our other disciplines 
- engineers, landscape architects 
and acousticians - also offer support 
and provide a welcome insight into 
the interdisciplinary nature of the 
profession and design, not just 
mentoring talent but challenging our 
team with design projects that extend 
beyond the norm! The small amount 
of time we take out from day-to-day 
practice activities is both refreshing 
and rewarding, allowing us to access 
the best talent to support our talent-
led recruitment strategy and to reflect 
on our own projects. I have personally 
enjoyed the increase in architectural 
discourse across the studio generated 
by our links with a lively student 
centred environment, where peer-
to-peer learning on live projects with 
real clients, practice based research, 
employability related events, tutorials, 
workshops and reviews connect 
students, expert academics, design 
professionals and wider communities. 
     Manchester School of Architecture 
has responded to the shifting 
landscape of architectural education 
and a new course structure is being 

delivered in 2018. Designed as a 
series of sub-components, this 
agile approach to learning can be 
desegregated to respond to the 
different pathways from the traditional 
structure, the new proposed degree 
apprenticeships and international 
students’ needs. Embracing interaction 
between practice and academia 
through practice-led modules, it 
offers choice, equitability, responds 
to new funding opportunities (new 
government grant funding for a 
full time masters course) and can 
ultimately speed up an architect’s 
qualification by one year. Professor 
Jefferies explains that the course 
will ‘allow students to do what they 
want to do and the role of the school 
is to support this through a series 
of opportunities and a wide enough 
network to allow a student to arrive 
where they want to.’

Mentoring in Practice
As part of the RIBA mentoring scheme, 
we also mentor approximately 12 
students per year from Manchester 
School of Architecture, giving them 
a valuable insight into practice and 
enhancing their learning experience 

prior to their Part 1 year in practice. 
We also support numerous 
bursaries providing opportunities for 
employment and practice-led training 
across the practice.

Trailblazing Future Pathways 
– Degree Apprenticeships
BDP is one of 18 architecture 
trailblazer practices who have been 
actively working with universities and 
supported by the RIBA’s Practice and 
Education Department to develop an 
industry-led apprenticeship scheme. 
With approval from the Department of 
Education to develop two architectural 
apprenticeship standards, 2018 
should see the first apprentices begin 
their architectural training and we 
are extremely committed to having a 
significant number.
     Whilst the Apprenticeship Levy 
introduced by the government in 
2017 does have financial incentives, 
apprenticeships are not new to 
us. Recognising that not everyone 
can afford or wishes to participate 
in a traditional full-time university 
education, we have been part of 
the Apprenticeship Consortium, 
successfully training engineers for the 
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past five years. Andrew Swain Smith, 
BDP Principal says, “We are huge 
supporters of apprenticeships. We are 
telling young people we will employ 
you, send you to college and pay you a 
salary. After two years, we will sponsor 
you to go to university so you don’t 
have a student loan. It’s a win-win all 
round.”
     Traditional architectural education 
has been challenged and now a 
seamless transition from academia to 
the practice environment is emerging, 
where both are recognised as places 
for education and training. Practices 
need to work more collaboratively 
with universities, to ensure a socially 
diverse future profession, one that 
represents all of the society we are 
designing for. We can already quantify 
the tangible benefits to students, our 
business, the profession and society. 
However, we seek to continually 
improve our position. As one of the 
country’s leading architecture and 
design firms we want to be pioneers; 
inspiring, training and mentoring the 
next generation.

‘We are huge supporters of apprenticeships. 
We are telling young people we will employ 

you, send you to college and pay you a salary. 
After two years, we will sponsor you to go to 
university so you don’t have a student loan. 

It’s a win-win all round.”

Andrew Swain Smith
 Building Services Engineering Principal
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