
 

Transitioning to Building Information Modeling (BIM) with 
Autodesk® AutoCAD® Architecture 

Thomas (Tom) Tobin – Schorr Architects Inc. 
(Assistant Brian K Smith BIM9)   

AB1345 “Autodesk® AutoCAD® software has done a great job for you so far, but you're ready to 

start using BIM”. You've created some great 2D drawings as architecture, engineering, and construction 
(AEC) professionals, but it is time to move forward. Autodesk AutoCAD Architecture is just your first step 
down the BIM road. See how transitioning from AutoCAD or any basic drafting package to AutoCAD 
Architecture can be easier than you thought. We explore some of the powerful features available in 
AutoCAD Architecture that can help you reduce your production time and provide greater control over 
your drawing process simply by incorporating some basic architectural features into your drawings. See 
the benefits of wall, door, and window styles. This class is not intended to move you completely to 3D, but 
to give you more tools to produce your 2D drawings in less time, while still creating a 3D model. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Speaker: 
Tom is a highly experienced BIM/CAD/project manager who has demonstrated the ability to lead teams of 
design professionals in the highly competitive field of Architecture and building systems. An early adopter 
of CAD back in the 1980s, Tom's strong technical qualifications have been built on a track record of more 
than 25 years of hands-on CAD use and implementation of technology in many diverse production 
environments. His background in industry helps him to optimize the use of design technologies to 
improve workflow and ensure a positive return on technology investments. Tom is currently involved 
with working on Space Management solutions for Naval Facilities. Tom also holds Professional 
Certifications in both AutoCAD Architecture and Autodesk® Revit® Architecture. 
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                         “IN BOLD FRIENDLY LETTERS” 

Many people have the wrong idea and tend to panic when it comes to the implementation of 

AutoCAD Architecture.  They believe they have to use the whole product right from the get go.  

Just because we’re going to use this feature doesn’t mean we have to use all the features.  If 

you think that’s what you have to do, then you’re not going to be successful.  

We don’t need to jump off the high dive into the deep water right at first.  Let’s learn to swim and 

then swim in the deep end before we move to the boards.  If we do it a little at time, before we 

know it, we are looking at the high dive. 

Questions 

We need to ask ourselves a series questions.  

The first thing we need to ask ourselves when working with a CAD package are:  

• Is this the best way to draw and is this the best package to use for what I’m 
drawing? 

 

In looking at architecture: 

• Is a package that draws lines, circles and arc’s my best choice?   

• Is there a package made or that is more suited for architecture?   
o If there is, would it be beneficial for me and my firm?   

 

The answer is “NO”, a package that draws lines, circles and arc’s is not my best choice. 

And “YES”, there is software made just for Architects. 

And “YES” it would be beneficial for my firm. 

Now what if that package worked on top of and with the one I already know?   

                     Why wouldn’t I want to use it? 

That Software is AutoCAD Architecture 

 

I don’t have to use all of the Tools right away; I can “Phase” them in over time. 

 

Tools/Objects created for Architects are only going to help us produce our documents quicker. 
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REASONS GIVEN NOT TO: 

TRIED AND TRUE. 

This is a common comment made by those whom are comfortable with how they are working 

and don’t want to change, invest, or learn a new and different way of drawing.   

The vinyl record was the TRIED & TRUE method for listening to music, but digital music is the 

NEW & IMPROVED. 

TRIED & TRUE in many cases needs to give way to, NEW & IMPROVED.  

We, in today’s world fine this format for listening and storing music much 

easier, at least in most cases. 

 

 

Why, then are we so slow to use the NEW & IMPROVED tools and methods in our CAD 

package or production? 

FEAR!FEAR!FEAR!FEAR! 

I’m going to lose production; it’s too hard and time consuming.  

FEARFEARFEARFEAR! 

That I may not be needed to manage the system or now it will be too hard to manage. 

 

What if my new & improved version works right on top of my tried & true, then how could I go 

wrong? 

And that is exactly the case with AutoCAD Architecture. 

Getting there is a lot easier then you think.  

To use the above example of the record and digital music 

(mp3’s), remember that when we transitioned from the record we 

didn’t go straight to digital.  We slowly kept changing and adding more 

features trying different things, 8track tapes – cassettes – then CD’s 

and mp3’s, and so on.   
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What this means is that we don’t have to use all of the new features at once.  We can work our 

way up. 

Maybe a better way of putting this, is once we have learned to swim, we don’t just get in the 

pool and only go as far as we can touch.  We start to swim first and once we get good at that, 

then we swim in a little deeper water and after that we start to jump off the dive and work our 

way up to the high dive.  Then we can learn to do cool dives and keep building from that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What this is called is a “Phased Approach”.  This is one of the best ways to introduce AutoCAD 

Architecture, into my existing AutoCAD process.  Just because the pool has a dive and a list of 

cool dives to do doesn’t mean we need to start there. 

The best thing about AutoCAD Architecture is that it runs on top of and with AutoCAD.   

Why is that helpful? 

1. I already know how to use AutoCAD. 

2. I recognize the interface. 

3. All my existing (legacy) projects will still work in AutoCAD Architecture. 

4. And all my AutoCAD commands and key-ins still work as well.  

I haven’t lost anything at this point and I’ve gained all kinds of opportunities for faster, smarter 

production of my Architectural documents. 

AutoCAD Architecture gives you many tools made just for Architects.  

Tools that are object based.  Tools that have information associated with them to make your job 

easier, tools that handle their own layer management.  And tools that help you maintain your 

office and CAD standards. 
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Object based tools are objects such as WALLS, DOORS and WINDOWS.  These are not simply 

lines and blocks, objects can and do a lot of work for us.   

Let’s go ahead and look at just one the tool palettes Autodesk provides for us. 

The Design palette (Figure 1.1) is part of a larger group of palettes.  The palettes are placed 

together in task groups.  The Design palette is part of what is called the “DESIGN GROUP”.  

The out of the box task groups are as follows:  

• DESIGN 

• DOCUMENT 

• DETAILING 

• VISUALIZATION 

You can see the design palette has a tool for just about 

everything we would need to create a set of CD’s.   

There are wall tools, door tools, window tools and structural 

tools, and so much moreL.. 

Autodesk has provided us with a lot of objects right out of the 

box.  There are even more tools in what is called the Content 

Browser        .   What the Content Browser is, is a catalog of 

tools already created waiting for us to use.   

Now don’t worry everything in there is editable.  If you don’t 

like the way the tool looks or works it can be changed.  What 

you’ve been given here is a great starting point.  You can 

copy these tools and modify them to your own company’s 

needs. 

Let’s continue to look at the “DESIGN GROUP”.  We’ve 

looked at the Design palette and we’ve seen all kinds of tools 

for our use.  As you can see there are other tabs in the 

“DESIGN GROUP”, we have: 

• Walls – Doors – Windows – Spaces – FF+E – Massing 

How are these different from the ones on the design 

palette?   

Well the ones on the design palette, Walls, Doors & Windows are generic in nature.   

Design Palette         Figure 1.1 
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They can represent any wall system or doorL.  The walls that are placed from the Design 

palette are simple two line walls.  They still know that they are walls (Figure 1.2) and go to the 

correct layer, but they’re not a wall system. 

 

And the same holds true with the Doors & Windows. 

Now there is nothing wrong with that, and if you were to use just this palette to create your 

drawings you would be ahead of the game.  No more laying down lines, making sure that they 

come in on the correct layer, and then offsetting the lines so that they look like walls.  But let’s 

take that a step further.  Let’s go to the Walls palette and take a look at what’s there. 

Walls Palette. 

As you can see there are many wall systems or styles ready 

for us to use.  We also see at the bottom of the tool palette a 

link to the Content Browser.  We will see this link on most all 

tool palettes.  It is a short cut that will go to the area of the 

Content Browser associated with the tool palette. 

What’s the difference between the walls here and the 

ones on the design palette?   

Well these walls are specific as to their components and 

sizes. 

 

This wall style (Figure 1.3) has brick, air, insulation, stud & 

drywall.  It is a whole wall system or style.  Not just two lines 

You can place this in your drawing just like drawing a line in 

AutoCAD.  In this case I choose the tool from the walls palette 

and start drawing.   

Because this is still AutoCAD, I could lay this out with a 

exterior line and then convert it to this wall style or used the 

standard wall from the Design palette.  Once converted the 

line will have the option to be deleted or not, but the wall will 

go to the wall layer.  

 

This is done by right clicking on the wall tool you want to use (Figure 1.4) and then choosing 

whether or not to change line work or walls. 

Figure 1.2 

Figure 1.3 
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This allows you to quickly draw the 

shell of your building, either with 

lines or standard walls and then 

change them into the correct wall 

system/style you would like to use. 

 

 

 

Now let’s look at Doors & Windows Palettes: 

Doors Palette.                                                      Windows Palette 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.4 



Transitioning to Building Information Modeling (BIM) 
with Autodesk® AutoCAD® Architecture 

8 
 

These work every much like the walls tool palette.  As you can see Autodesk has given us quite 

a few tools right out of the box, as well as the link to the Content Browser for even more tools.  

Once again, if these aren’t exactly what you are used to seeing they can be edited.  Everything 

that Autodesk is providing is set up to industry standards, and for the most part will work fine for 

you and your firm.  They are also based on the AIA standard guidelines. 

What’s the difference between the doors & windows on the Design palette and these? 

The biggest difference is information.  Information associated with the object.  Such as size, with 

the doors & windows on the Design palette, you can’t specify standard sizes.  With the ones on 

their own tool palette you can. 

This may be a good time to talk about the “Properties” palette (Figure 1.4.1).  The Properties 

palette has been taking on more and more functions with each new release.  You can control 

many of your tools from the Properties palette.  Doors & Windows act very similar to each other.  

The ways they are placed and modified are just about the same.  We have a lot of control over 

doors & windows with the Properties palette.  Not only can we specify sizes from this palette but 

also placement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.4.1 
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We see that there is a whole list of standard sizes associated with this door style.  This allows 

us to have control over the sizes and make sure undesirable sizes aren’t used.  We also have 

the ability to control the placement.  Under location there is an option for “Position along wall”.  

We have two options here: 

1. Unconstrained.  That means I can place it anywhere along the wall I choose. 

2. Offset/Center. This means it will automatically jump to the center of the wall, you 

can also set a standard offset from a corner or intersection and it will 

automatically jump to that offset.  Many firms have a standard rule of thumb for 

this, so that you can place trim.  

 

 

You can also have it insert by the head or the Threshold.  This is called the “Vertical alignment”.  

The same holds true for windows, except that your “Vertical alignment” is head or sill. 

We also have grip tools that help us to modify the way our objects look. 

 

So although we could use our AutoCAD commands to modify these objects, and that would 

work, it would be better and quicker to use the grip edits that AutoCAD Architecture provides for 

us.  When you use the “Location” grip on the wall, everything that is in that wall relocates with it.  

For example, if you have a door or window or both in that wall, they will relocate with the wall, 

because they know they are now part of that wall.  If other walls are connected to this wall, they 

will automatically trim and extend with that wall. 

No longer do you have to place a crossing window, execute the stretch command, and choose a 

base point and relocation point.  You now select the wall and relocate it with the grip. 
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The same is true with your doors & windows.  With the use of the flip grip, you no longer need a 

block with all your swing directions.  You no longer have to place the block and then rotate it, or 

have four different rotated blocks off to the side for this propose.  You can also use the 

“Location” grip to move the doors & windows.  When you do this the wall heals itself and breaks 

at the new location.  No more trimming and extending or filleting.    

Here is a look at the rest of the palettes in the DESIGN GROUP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As you can see there are a lot of tools for us to use. 

 

 

Massing Palette 
Space Palette 

F F & E Palette 
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As was mentioned before, for greater success with AutoCAD Architecture we should use a 

“Phased Approach”.  In other words, let concentrate first on just using some of the basic tools, 

let’s not worry about 3D at this point.  Work on the commands that allow you to produce your 2D 

plans quicker.  

Commands/Tools that we’ve looked at: 

• Walls – Doors – Windows 

Placing walls is quicker then placing 

and offsetting lines. 

 

Doors & Windows can be placed with 

office standard offset locations and 

have standard sizes built into them.  

We no longer have to break lines 

and place and rotate a block.  The 

doors & windows do that for me.  

And layer management is taken care 

of. 

 

Just remember even though we are 

only thinking about our 2D drawing, 

we are in fact working with objects 

that are creating a 3D as well.  And 

that we can go to the 3D at any time.  

We can change our view and 

“BOOM” 3D.  

 

 

 

But let’s not get hung up on 3D that will be in one of your later “Phases” after you are 

comfortable with your 2D Phase and working in AutoCAD Architecture.  

 

 

2D Top View 

3D Iso View 
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Let’s look at some other tools that we can use right away.  For that we need to look at our 

“DOCUMENT GROUP” 

 

 

Once again we can see that Autodesk has even us many tools for annotation of our documents.  

We are given tools for: 

• General Annotation – Dimensions – Tags – Callouts – Schedules – Themes 

All these tools are right out of the box.  If we use these tools from the palette, layer management 

will be handled for us.  Remember these tools are editable.  All of the annotation tools can be 

used in your 2D environment and nothing more if that’s your wish.  We can use these same 

tools in our next phase to extract more information. 
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The next Group we should look at is the “DETAIL GROUP” 

 

Using the “DETAIL GROUP”, you see that there are a lot of tools for us to use.  The “DETAIL 

GROUP” is 2D; its job is to help you produce 2D details quickly.  All these tools also have layer 

management built into them.  The tools on these sets of palettes are as follows: 

• Basic – Exterior – Roofing – Doors & Windows – Interiors – Finishes 

These are only the tools that Autodesk has put onto the palettes.  We are given another way to 

create details quickly.  That’s using the “DETAIL COMPONENT MANAGER”      .  The “DETAIL 

COMPONT MANAGER” has many tools that aren’t already on palettes.  It is easy to get too, it’s 

at the end of the “HOME” Ribbon (Figure 1.5). 

 

Figure 1.5 
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This will open an Access database (Figure 1.6) with the details inside.  It is set up on the CSI 

standards.  

 

So if what you’re looking for isn’t on the palettes you have another place to look.  Remember we 

still have the “DESIGN CENTER” to use as well.  So everything we know about the design 

center will still work in AutoCAD Architecture.   

There is another palette group set that we haven’t talked about yet, and that’s the 

“VISUALIZATION” tool palette group.  This group consists of: 

• Visual Styles – Lights – Cameras – Materials 

This palette group is used for 3D rendering and shouldn’t be used or worried about in our first 

phase moving into AutoCAD Architecture.  Just know that it’s there when you’re ready to use it. 

Once again just because the tools exist, doesn’t mean we have to use them. 
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There are a couple other tools I would like to go over, and that is structural columns and so 

forth.  Going back to the “Design” palette in the “DESIGN GROUP” we see a area that has 

structural tools on it (Figure 1.8). 

• Columns – Beams – Braces – Column Grid 

These are very useful and there is no reason way we can’t use these tools in our first phase.  

The Column Grid tool allows us to place column grids, with the correct line type and the correct 

layer right away.  If you use the right click (Figure 1.7), you can even place labels automatically.  

 

Once in the column dialog box (Figure 1.7) you can set your labels for your X & Y.  You can use 

numeric or alphanumeric, and it will automatically fill in the information for you.  You can also set 

your extension distance here as well.  And once you select “OK” your grid is automatically 

labeled.  One of the nice things about the column grid is that it places a “node” at each grid 

intersection.  This makes it easy to attach our columns to the grid. 

 

Let look at the tools for that.  We go back to the “Design” palette and find our Column tool 

(Figure 1.8). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.7 
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Once again, placing a column from the design palette is just a general square column.  What we 

want are real columns.  For that we go to the “STRUCTURAL CATALOG” it’s in your “Format” 

pull down (Figure 1.9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This will open the Structural Members Catalog.

 

We see we are given the complete “AISC’ structural catalog for our use.  We simply choose the 

member we need and insert it in the drawing.  We also have other structural members here as 

well. 

Figure 1.9 
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The pervious pages have been a very quick overview of the AutoCAD Architecture product.  Not 

all the tools were discussed.  But that’s ok because moving from AutoCAD to AutoCAD 

Architecture is a step by step process. 

 

You’ve shown me a lot of tools, what tools should be used in the first phase? 

 

The tools that should be used in the first phase are, but not limited to: 

WALLS – DOORS – WINDOWS – COLUMN GRIDS – COLUMNS – CALL OUTS – TAGS – 

DETAILS - ANNOTATION 

The way these tools work are not very hard to learn and will give you a quick turnaround in 

production time.  It is important to use the tools from the palettes, so that you will maintain layer 

management. 

This list is by far not the only way to go.  If you feel your firm is ready, go ahead and include 

tools such as: 

ELEVATIONS – SPACES – SCHEDULES 

All the other tools like: 

PROJECT NAVIGATOR – DISPLAY CONFIGURATIONS - SECTIONS – MODELS – and so 

onL.., can be phased in later, some sooner than others. 

Just remember we should always be thinking about the road ahead.  As we get good at some of 

these tools and your firm is comfortable with AutoCAD Architecture, think about what tools you 

want to phase in next. 

 

 

 

Success is not measured by how many of the features/tools we use, but how 

productive we are at the end of the day. 
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PIT FALLS 

There are some pit falls that firms can fall into when moving from AutoCAD to AutoCAD 

Architecture.  I’ve tried to list a few of them for you.  But Don’t Panic, it’s not anything you can’t 

handle. 

 The Light Switch 

This is trying to use everything that the package has to offer right from the start.  One 

day we are drawing this way and the next, somebody tries to throw the switch, and we 

are now supposed to draw another way.  Remember, it has been mentioned many times 

in this document that the best chance for success is to use a Phased Approach. 

 Not Doing Your Homework 

As mentioned before all the tools/features are editable, what this means is you have to 

do your homework and choose which tools you want to use.  If the tools don’t look or 

work the way your office would like you need to edit them and then test them.  Testing 

will cut down on yours and your users’ frustration.  Take the time and do your homework, 

many tools only need to be modified once and then rolled out.  If you do this step up 

front things will go much better. 

 Keeping Everyone on the Same Page 

Many firms try to train small groups of people with new features/tools, but this can cause 

problems with users’ of AutoCAD Architecture, especially if you have file sharing going 

on with different groups in your firm.  If we are slowly phasing in tools/features, there is 

no reason why we can’t all be on the same page.  If you train in small groups and one 

user is trained in using schedules and another doesn’t know how to use schedules and 

that the schedules were created by the software, then that user could waste a lot of time 

changing and editing a schedule the wrong way.  They’ll be fixing, in their mind, 

something that doesn’t need fixed.  

 Management 

That’s right management.  If management isn’t behind this process and support the idea 

of moving from AutoCAD to AutoCAD Architecture you may end up not making it.  

Management needs to understand that this is a different way of working and that there 

may be some people who are not on board with the change.  Many users’ who don’t 

what change will try to buck the system and do things the way they always have.  

Management needs to step in and back up the new system.  They’ve put some time and 

money in this and need to see it pay off. 
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 Users’ 

Users’ tend to feel a little intimated when moving away from their “TRIED & TRUE”.  

There needs to be good open communication with the end users’ or they will return to 

the old way of doing things “TRIED & TRUE” and that’s not what we want.  They need to 

feel good about the “NEW & IMPROVED” and be able to have input on the direction the 

rollout is going to take.  Depending on the size of the firm depends on how many users’ 

opinions are included. 

 

THE ROAD TO SUCCESS 

I mentioned at the very beginning of this document that a “Phased Approach” is the way to go.  

That if we introduce only a few tools/feature such as Walls, Doors & Windows and we become 

proficient with them in creating our CD’s then moving to AutoCAD Architecture should be 

thought of as a success. 

 

More Questions 

Do you use Word, Outlook or other basic computer software programs in your day to 

day business? 

 

Would you say you are successful using these packages? 

 

Do you use all the features in these packages? 

 

The answer once again is “NO” you don’t use the entire program but you are successful.  That’s 

how it can be with AutoCAD Architecture. 

Identify the tools/features you believe your firm would befit most from by moving to AutoCAD 

Architecture.  A few have already been suggested in this document.  The thing you must do is 

educate yourself about these tools/features.  Decide which ones will be implemented right away 

and which ones will be Phased in later.  Make a list and go over the pros and cons, which ones 

can I implement and have the greatest amount of positive impact in my firm.  Remember start 

off slow and build from there.   
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 Groundwork 

You must lay the proper groundwork for success.  Do your homework.  Document your 

procedures, and test your setups.  Once you have done these things, then you are ready 

for rollout. 

 Rollout 

All your homework is done, now it’s time to rollout the software.  You must introduce the 

tools/features you are rolling out to the firm.  The way you handle this could decide if 

these tools/features will be used by the firm.  If a user is sure how a tool/feature should 

work or if it doesn’t work the way they thought it was suppose too, it may be hard to get 

that user to use that tool again. 

 

To have a successful rollout we need the following: 

Documentation – Training – Support 

Without these three items we won’t move on down the road. 

Productivity Gain 

Results of a recent study commissioned by Autodesk and performed by a third party compared 

times required to complete a set of typical tasks.  Results indicated that an AutoCAD user with 

limited experience in AutoCAD Architecture could improve architectural design and drafting 

productivity by over thirty percent using the AutoCAD Architecture software.  The full study can 

be viewed at: 

http://images.autodesk.com/adsk/files/autocad_architecture_productivity_study_2008.pdf. 

 

CONCLUSION  

 

It’s really not that hard.  If you use the “Phased Approach” the combination of our “TRIED & 

TRUE” and our “NEW & IMPROVED” will work out fine. 

 

 

“The race does not always go to the swiftest, but to those who keep running”   
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Well that about sums it up. 

Thank you for your timeThank you for your timeThank you for your timeThank you for your time    

I hope you enjoyed this session and learned something 
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