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BUILDING BEYOND BORDERS
POSTGRADUATE CERTIFICATE

SKILLS LAB TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE ARCHITECTURE
LIVE LAB OF A SUSTAINABLE DESIGN/BUILD PROJECT
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What is the relevance of the postgraduate certificate ‘Building Beyond Borders’, and 
what is the call to action for participation?

The world faces environmental, social, economic and political challenges. These must be addressed at all 
levels through a global lens. Sustainable Development, made explicit by the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), and Global Citizenship are essential. Global Citizenship refers to a broad, culturally and 
environmentally inclusive worldview that accepts the fundamental interconnectedness of all things. Borders 
become irrelevant and solutions to today’s challenges go beyond a narrow ‘here-and-now’ vision.

Global Citizenship urges aspects of social responsibility, interculturalism and global engagement. Creating 
awareness, transmitting knowledge and enabling experiences with respect to these aspects is the underlying 
purpose of the postgraduate certificate ‘Building Beyond Borders’. As the postgraduate addresses Global 
Citizenship from the perspective of the sociotechnical system of architecture and the construction industry, 
its primary purpose is to support the development of international competences needed to build beyond 
borders as a Global Citizen. 

By its practice-oriented set-up and approach backed by theory and science ‘Building Beyond Borders’ 
offers a unique possibility to contribute, now and later, to the SDGs and to enhance competences in 
Global Citizenship. In ‘Building Beyond Borders’, participants really explore and practice sustainable 
architecture abroad.

Dr. Ir. Elke Knapen, academic coordinator
Dr. Arch Bart Janssens, academic coordinator

“As founding partner of the internationally recognized and award-winning office BC architects & studies, 
I have gained experience in architectural innovation, the use of local materials, new building processes, and 
in building beyond borders. It is a great pleasure to be part of the educational team of this postgraduate and 

to be the project manager of the hands-on experiments 
and the Design/Build projects.” 

Arch. Nicolas Coeckelberghs, project manager
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What is the incentive for the faculty of Architecture and Arts of Hasselt University to 
set up this postgraduate certificate, and how does it fit the faculties objective?

The faculty of Architecture and Arts of Hasselt University is proud to present the postgraduate certificate 
‘Building Beyond Borders’, as it is in line with its objective to support Sustainable Development and Global 
Citizenship. 

The extent of the international partners and overall network of the faculty is growing. Several international 
projects are completed successfully and many more are initiated. Students and staff participate in 
exchanges and share knowledge, insights and experiences, worldwide. Agreements with non-governmental 
organizations abroad provide opportunities to collaborate in local projects for the benefit of education, 
research and societal outreach. This network has resulted in a series of teaching and research programmes on 
the theme of Sustainable Development, and ultimately of Global Citizenship. 

‘Think global, Act local’ is the core idea of Global Citizenship. This is embodied in the faculty’s 
mission on internationalisation. The postgraduate certificate ‘Building Beyond Borders’ is the next 
step to strengthen this mission. 

Dr. Arch. Els Hannes, international coordinator
Prof. Ir. Rob Cuyvers, dean 
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A LIVING-LAB SET-UP IN WHICH 
EXPERIENCES AND EXPERIMENTS 

ARE KEY



5

The postgraduate certificate ‘Building Beyond Borders’ is a project-based experiential programme 
committed to education and research on sustainable architectural processes and solutions worldwide. The 
aspirations of the programme are to strengthen the capacity of students and professionals in the building 
industry, and to support/push innovation in sustainable building in its broadest scope (Planet, People, 
Prosperity, Politics) for the ‘here-and-now’ and for the ‘later-and-elsewhere’. 

‘Building Beyond Borders’ is put into practice by studying, designing and building in/for unknown/
unfamiliar urban and natural environments, different climatic and geographic zones or societies with other 
cultures, traditions and habits, and various sociotechnical architecture and building industries. Designing 
and building out of the comfort zone requires to explore other processes and new ways of building. The 
programme produces highly sustainable projects. Each year, a local community service project that makes 
a big difference for a community at large is designed and built. This project is the leitmotif of the academic 
programme. 

The methodology used is a living lab set-up in which ‘out-of-the box’ thinking experiments as well as real-
life experiences, experiments and realizations are key. This way, the programme distinguishes itself from 
traditional education and everyday design and build processes, and facilitates new approaches and processes 
towards innovative architectural solutions.

Backed by theoretical insights and case studies, all aspects of the design and construction process are 
carried out by participants over the course of a full academic year. Participants explore, experiment, and design 
and build while collaborating with local communities, multidisciplinary experts and building professionals. 
In doing so, participants conceive and realize built works of architecture which are exemplary, and which 
contribute to science and society.

The postgraduate certificate frames the opportunity to empower and enrich skills for developing sustainable 
architecture by providing a working structure, an international network and real-life Design/Build projects. 
The educational programme contributes to practice and science by developing innovative building solutions 
addressing sustainability, explicitly for projects abroad and implicitly for projects at home.

The faculty of Architecture and Arts of Hasselt University offers this comprehensive programme to graduated 
students and professionals – anyone who wants to have the experience and knowledge to design and build 
sustainable architecture from the ground up, within a given context with its challenges and opportunities. 

OBJECTIVES
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GAIN INSIGHTS AND EXPERIENCES IN 
INNOVATIVE DESIGN AND BUILD 

PROCESSES
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The postgraduate consists of tutoring theoretical background and research, project-based learning, hands-on 
experiments and a real-life Design/Build project abroad. The programme is composed in such a way that 
interaction between these methods is achieved. 

Core features of the programme are:

• The structure and agenda transgresses from theory to practice, and from general to specific. 
• Courses cover all aspects needed to prepare participants in a substantive and practical way to work  
 on own projects, specifically ‘beyond borders’, in their future career. 
• The work on the real-life project holds a gradual focus on exploring, designing and building.

Structure

Two modules of each 20 ECTS structure the 40 ECTS postgraduate programme: 

PROGRAMME

POSTGRADUDATE CERTIFICATE

BUILDING BEYOND BORDERS
40 ECTS

MODULE A
20 ECTS

Skills Lab 
towards sustainable architecture

Focus on knowledge and experiment

Mix of theory, exercises, and hands-on 
experiments

Design-studio work focused on the conceptual 
design

 
Field study prospection for the Design/Build 

project

SEMESTER 1 

September  – January 
 - 15 class sessions of 8 hours

- 1 preparation day (6 hrs) for field study abroad 
- 1-week field study abroad 

(early November)

MODULE B
20 ECTS

Live Lab 
of a sustainable Design/Build project

Focus on project-based learning

Design-studio work focused on development and 
execution

Internship ‘beyond borders’ for the realisation of 
the Design/Build project

SEMESTER 2 

February – March
- 7 class sessions of 8 hours
- 1 full-time workshop week

(early February)

May-August
- 8-week internship abroad  
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Courses

Seven course units form the core of the programme.

SUSTAINABILITY AND DESIGN METHODOLOGY  THEORY & PRACTICE   3 ECTS

Theoretical background, insights and examples on relevant aspects of, and strategies towards sustainable 
architecture beyond borders.

• From sustainable development to sustainable building
• Design strategies and support for sustainable buildings
• The participatory Design/Build process
• Sociocultural aspects of building(s)

PROJECT MANAGEMENT     THEORY & PRACTICE       3 ECTS

Practicalities related to designing and building beyond borders.

• Off-site and on-site practicalities
• Representation techniques for analysis, design and execution
• Intercultural understanding and behaviour

FIELD STUDY PROSPECTION          3 ECTS

One-week on-site exploration of the natural, built and sociocultural context of the Design/Build 
project, backed by gained insights on the participatory Design/Build process, sociocultural aspects of 
building(s), on-site practicalities, representation techniques of mapping and analysis, and intercultural 
understanding and behaviour.

PHYSICAL-SPATIAL AND BUILDING-TECHNICAL     THEORY/HANDS-ON EXPERIMENTS          3 ECTS 
DESIGN MEASURES FOR SUSTAINABILITY

Generic framework for the selection of, and specific hands-on experimenting with – for the Design/
Build project relevant - illustrative, bioclimatic design principles (e.g. orientation, ventilation) and non-
conventional building materials and construction techniques (e.g. rammed earth, adobe).

• The vernacular as a model for contemporary sustainable architecture: cases
• Bioclimatic design principles
• Non-conventional building materials and construction techniques
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REAL-LIFE PROJECT-BASED 
EXPERIMENTATION
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COLLABORATING WITH 
LOCAL COMMUNITIES, 

EXPERTS AND BUILDING 
PROFESSIONALS
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DESIGN/BUILD STUDIO A & B    DESIGN/BUILD STUDIO       6 + 6 ECTS

Real-life project-based experimentation on and implementation of design strategies and physical-spatial 
and building-technical measures to operationalize sustainability in architectural projects ‘beyond 
borders’.

• A: Focus on the formulation of the design brief
• A: Focus on the conceptual design
• B: From conceptual design to final design
• B: Focus on the development and execution

RESEARCH PAPER                   5 ECTS

Setting up and conducting research on a specific topic related to and relevant for the Design/Build 
project.

INTERNSHIP ‘BEYOND BORDERS’               11 ECTS

Eight-week on-site follow-up of and cooperation in the build phase of the Design/Build project, from the 
specific perspective of the participants’ background/interest.

Organization

• Classes will take place on a weekly basis between September and March. 
• Weekly classes are divided in a morning session (08:30am – 12:30pm) and an afternoon session   
 (01:30pm – 05:30pm). 
• Two full-time workshop weeks are included: the first one (abroad) in the middle of  Module A 
 (early November); the second at the start of Module B (early February).
• The eight-week internship abroad will be planned within the months May – June – July – August.
• Final evaluation, closing down and dissemination (presentation and exhibition) will be done early  
 September.

Design/Build project

Yearly, one Design/Build project forms the leitmotif of the programme. Projects selected have: 

• a high beneficial impact on the local community at large,
• a support base within the community, 
• financial and practical support from the community and sponsors/donors,
• high potentials for innovation in architecture and sustainability,
• the possibility to act as a demonstration and capacity-building project for the local community.

In close collaboration with a non-governmental organization and/or an architect, the project is developed 
from the ground up within the structure and process of the postgraduate programme. Within an academic 
set-up, a professional working situation with a real-life project team (i.e. client, architect, contractor) is 
incorporated.
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WOMEN’S CENTRE 
OULED MERZOUG
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Project brief 2018-2019

The Design/Build project selected for 2018-2019 is ‘Centre des Femmes’ in Ouled-Merzoug, a small 
rural village situated in an oasis of one of many deserted landscapes of Morocco. Here, the inhabitants of 
the village, led by the principal of the local school, have initiated the idea of setting up a women’s house. 

This house is committed to strengthening community development through education and empowerment of 
women by providing services, support and training opportunities.

Based on a previous realized sustainable project in the village (pre-school) and aware of the importance of 
sustainability and the incorporation of the local identity, the initiators have commissioned BC architects & 

studies (Brussels, Belgium) to develop the project. In turn, BC architects & studies has offered the project to 
this postgraduate programme to act as a Design/Build project for the participants.
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The development of the programme and the educational task lies in the responsibility of a multidisciplinary 
team, consisting of both academics and practitioners (architects, engineers, urban planners, …). This way, 
the needed integral and integrated perspective of designing and building, and supplementary theory-based 
and practice-based insights, are guaranteed in the programme. 

Educational team

• Dr. Arch. Bart Janssens
• Dr. Ir. Elke Knapen
• Arch. Nicolas Coeckelberghs
• Dr. Arch. Els Hannes
• Prof. Dr. Ir. Arch. Griet Verbeeck
• Prof. Dr. Ir. Arch. Oswald Devisch
• Prof. Arch. Int.-Arch. Saidja Heynickx
• Arch. Iwert Bernakiewicz

Academic coordinators

• Dr. Arch. Bart Janssens
• Dr. Ir. Elke Knapen

Project manager

• Arch. Nicolas Coeckelberghs (BC architects & studies)

Universiteit Hasselt School of Expert Education (UHasselt SEE) supports the development and practical 
organization of the postgraduate certificate.

THE TEAM
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Partner universities

     Europe

France
 - ENSASE, Saint-Etienne
 - ENSAPL, Lille

Spain
 - Universitat Politecnica de Valencia, Valencia
 - Universidad de Seville, Seville
 - Universidad de Coruna, Coruna

Poland
 - Gdańsk University of Technology, Gdansk

UK
 - Queens University of Belfast, Belfast

Portugal
 - ISCTE-IUL, Lisbon
 - Escola Superior De Artes e Design Matosinhos, Porto

Italy
 - Politecnico di Milano, Milan

Germany
 - RWTH, Aachen
 - University of Applied Sciences Trier, Trier
 - University of Applied Sciences Kaiserslautern, Kaiserslautern

Belgium
 - Université de Liège, Liège

The Netherlands
 - Technische Universiteit Eindhoven, Eindhoven

Turkey
 - Istanbul Kultur University, Istanbul

     Africa

Tanzania
 - ARDHI University, Dar es Salaam

South Africa
 - CPUT, Kaapstad

PARTNERS & NETWORK
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     Asia

China
 - Chu Hai College of Higher Education, Hong Kong
 - HKDI, Hong Kong

Vietnam
 - Ton Duc Thang University, Hochiminh City

     North America

Canada 
 - Université de Montréal, Montréal

     South America

Brazil
 - MacKenzie Presbyterian University

Trinidad and Tobago
 - University of the West Indies, St. Augustine

     Australia

Australia
 - Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane

Network

• C-RE-A.I.D.: https://c-re-aid.org/ 
• UCOS: https://www.ucos.be/ 
• BC architects & studies: www.bc-as.org
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REGISTRATION MODALITIES

Application and entry requirements

Each application is assessed on a case by case basis, which includes the candidate’s diploma, CV, portfolio, 
and personal motivation (all in English). In case of doubt, the performance on an interview is decisive on the 
applicant’s suitability. 

Commonly accepted degrees are shown below. The list is not exhaustive and candidates are encouraged to 
contact us for advice about the suitability of degrees, qualifications, performances and/or experiences. The 
programme is primarily accessible to candidates holding:

• a Belgian master or bachelor degree in disciplines related to designing and/or building of spaces on  
 different scales, and/or designing and/or manufacturing products,
• a foreign master or bachelor degree in disciplines related to designing and/or building of spaces on  
 different scales, and/or designing and/or manufacturing products.
   
All applicants must be fluent in both spoken and written English. 

Yearly, the number of places is limited to 25 participants.

Registration fee 

For the full postgraduate certificate (40 ECTS) the registration fee is:

• for Belgian participants graduated in academic year 2017-2018: 1750 euro (excl. VAT)
• for Belgian participants graduated before academic year 2017-2018: 3500 euro (excl. VAT) 
• for international participants: please contact us

Catering costs during the sessions, travel and accommodation costs for the prospection week in Module A 
and the internship abroad of 8 weeks in Module B are not included in the registration fee. For these costs, 
participants need to take into account an (indicative) expense of 500 euro (excl. VAT) for Module A and 
1000 Euro (excl. VAT) for Module B (travel, basic accommodation, meals).

The deadline for ‘On-Time’ applications is August 1st. Candidates are welcome to apply after August 1st, 
however, late applicants should contact us to discuss the availability of places before submitting a ‘Post 
August 1st’ application.

KMO-portefeuille

For this postgraduate certificate, financial support by means of the Flemish ‘KMO-portefeuille’ can be 
obtained. More information: https://www.uhasselt.be/kmo-portefeuille-SEE  
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PRACTICALITIES

Study load

The study load per ECTS is 27 hours, meaning that the programme has a study load of 1,080 hours (27 
x 40 ECTS). The programme consists of weekly class sessions and workshop weeks, both with required 
attendance. In addition, an important part of the postgraduate is spent on self-study on predefined topics 
framed within specific assignments, a research paper (actual work and consulting promotors), and the 
dissemination of outcomes after the internship. Occasional excursions may be organized. The timing of these 
excursions is fixed in dialogue. 

Certificate

Participants who succeeded the entire programme are awarded an official postgraduate certificate ‘Building 
Beyond Borders’. In case the participant does not hold a master degree, a certificate permanent education 
‘Building Beyond Borders’ is awarded.

Venue

Classes will take place at:

• the faculty of Architecture and Arts of Hasselt University (Agoralaan, Building E, 3590 Diepenbeek,  
 Belgium), 
• the open air museum of Bokrijk (Bokrijklaan 1, 3600 Genk, Belgium).

Info moments

• Dates to be announced on website.

Contact

• buildingbeyondborders@uhasselt.be 
 
More information

• www.uhasselt.be/buildingbeyondborders 
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