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This investi gati on posits that there is a fundamental discon-
nect between the skills learned in normati ve architecture 
studios and the agency required to advocate for design in 
business contexts. A case study of a fourth-year entrepre-
neurship studio provides an analysis of a methodology for 
teaching design advocacy to architecture students. Tackling 
a range of small to large problems, students designed viable 
products in just ten weeks. Results and limitati ons of the 
methodology are discussed. Suggesti ons are off ered for 
future entrepreneurship courses.

TRADITIONAL STUDIO AND THE ARCHITECTURE 
PROFESSION
Architecture school teaches students to tackle multi ple scales 
of design problems using research and analysis as bases for 
an iterati ve design process. Yet there is oft en a disconnect in 
architecture schools between learning about the discipline 
of architecture and learning to have agency in the business 
of architecture. Although the normati ve design brief where 
students develop designs in response to a prompt can be pro-
ducti ve for students’ growth and skill-building, the traditi onal 
studio format needs to evolve to bett er teach architecture 
students how to advocate for the value of design. 

This paper describes one model for integrati ng entrepreneur-
ial thinking into a “standard” architecture design studio. The 
beaux-arts pedagogical model1, sti ll pervasive in architecture 
schools today, where studio professors criti que compositi ons, 
is not inherently empowering in that it does not interrogate 
the discipline’s basic assumpti ons of value. In the traditi onal 
(old school) studio model, a master-apprenti ce relati onship 
established between faculty and students requires that 
students present their ideas to the faculty and jury. (Fig. 1)
Also pervasive in the old school format, architecture (with a 
capital “A”), is the ulti mate subject of assessment. Therefore, 
advocati ng for the value of design decisions is not intrinsic to 
the process. 

Recognizing the limits of this approach, schools now provide 
a range of design experiences including collaborati ve learn-
ing and integrati on of technology and sustainability. This 
expanded scope of inquiry helps expose students to a variety 
of perspecti ves and helps to culti vate an awareness of the 
need to innovate and advocate for new applicati ons of archi-
tectural experti se. The new school is therefore bett er att uned 
to the skills needed for the profession, but even in this more 
robust approach to teaching design, some students remain 

reacti ve to their faculty rather than proacti ve learners and 
business acumen tends to remain elusive. In the 2015 NAAB 
Procedures for Accreditati on, entrepreneurship is men-
ti oned once in Realm D, Professional Practi ce: D.3 Business 
Practi ces: Understanding of the basic principles of business 
practi ces within the fi rm including fi nancial management 
and business planning, marketi ng, business organizati on, 
and entrepreneurialism.2 Therefore, the impetus falls on fac-
ulty to advocate for new approaches, not just in Professional 
Practi ce, to teach students about forging careers in architec-
ture and design. 

The labor-intensive, all-nighters ubiquitous in many archi-
tecture schools serve as an unfortunate preview of the 
working life of architects, many of whom are expected to 
work overti me without compensati on.3 A 2017 AEC Industry 
Salary Report based on 6,500 surveys sent worldwide (with 
12% of respondents designers) found that designers were 
the lowest paid professionals in the AEC industry.4 Similarly, 
the Bureau of Labor Stati sti cs reports that average wages 
for architects with a Bachelor degree were between $6,000 
and $8,000 below civil, mechanical and environmental engi-
neers.5 Although the professional path—school, internship, 
licensure, career—is, in some ways, fairly linear and straight-
forward, in other ways, the system is wrought with challenges 
including low initi al pay, long working hours and vulnerability 
during market recessions. Furthermore, as Kenneth Frampton 
has stated, “Interprofessional competi ti on has perhaps never 
been more intense, given the deregulati on of the architec-
tural profession that happened so long ago that nobody now 
remembers that professional fees used to be fi xed by codes 
of practi ce.”6

These concerns resonate for students, educators and prac-
ti ti oners alike. The Architecture Lobby, founded in 2013 
by Peggy Deamer and colleagues, which is now sprouti ng 
chapters across the country, has synthesized pervasive 
concerns about unprofessional treatment of architects and 
architecture workers.7 Deamer also co-founded Just Design, 
a collaborati on between the Architecture Lobby, Harvard 
Graduate School of Design’s Women in Design initi ati ve, 
and the Yale School of Architecture’s Equality in Design stu-
dent organizati on to recognize fi rms that provide healthy 
workplaces and support structures for employees.8 Parallel 
discussions about student agency and engagement have 
sparked conversati ons at recent conferences including ACSA 
Denver, spawned a protest at Syracuse University and a 
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doctoral program at Princeton9, and curricular innovati ons 
at universiti es including MIT and Georgia Tech.10

THE VALUE OF DESIGN
Value, in the context of this paper, denotes not just intrinsic 
worth, but also monetary compensati on. The 2012 IBM CEO 
Survey of 1,700 chief executi ve offi  cers states, “CEOs now 
realize that creati vity trumps other leadership characteris-
ti cs,” a powerful argument for hiring designers in leadership 
roles. Along similar lines, the Design Management Insti tute 
assessed publicly-traded companies that conti nually invest 
in design and mix designers in their leadership. The compa-
nies included Apple, IBM, Nike, and Target. Over a ten-year 
period from 2005 to 2015, the design-focused companies 
in the study achieved 211% increase in profi ts over the 
Standard & Poor 500 index.11

These tangible stati sti cs on the potenti al monetary rewards 
of design investment are clearly positi ve for architects. Yet 
these terms are not adequately harnessed, even by the 
American Insti tute of Architects. The AIA Committ ee on the 
Environment (COTE) published the Top Ten Reasons Buildings 
Matt er with the goal of helping designers to advocate for 
sustainability in design work. Of the top ten reasons, most 
pertain to well-being of individuals or the planet, and only 
two of the top ten reasons buildings matt er are based on 
the economic impacts of long-term energy use and disaster 
preparedness.12 The AIA COTE report should provide more 
fi nancial stati sti cs to help architects advocate for sustainable 
design in palpable terms during client negoti ati ons. 

The fact that investment in design contributes to increased 
profi ts seems an inherent quality of and driver for design. As a 
result, the expectati on on the part of designers is that design 
will be valued and adequately compensated. But in business 
contexts where profi ts can trump other concerns, designers 
need to know how to advocate for design and for themselves 
using terms that resonate with clients. Firms including ZGF, 
Perkins + Will, and Kieran Timberlake are among those using 
post-occupancy evaluati ons as a means to assess design 

outcomes, research that enables the fi rms to discuss the 
value-added results of their designs. Post-occupancy and 
other entrepreneurial strategies are powerful means to gain 
agency as professionals. 

ACKNOWLEDGING OTHER SCHOOLS’ APPROACHES 
Faculty are recognizing the need to prepare students to be 
successful advocates for design. One means of developing a 
“real-world” understanding of client needs is through com-
munity engagement, and numerous architecture schools 
are fi nding ways to incorporate service learning into the stu-
dio context. Nati onally-recognized programs such as Rural 
Studio and Tulane University’s City Center regularly engage 
surrounding communiti es through design-build services. 
Recognizing the benefi ts to students and the importance of 
culti vati ng civic leaders, the University of Utah made com-
munity engagement a curricular requirement for all students. 
Many other schools emphasize engagement projects includ-
ing Texas A&M, Pratt , Woodbury University and the University 
of Maryland, oft en partnering with non-profi ts who may act 
as the client or managers to see projects through completi on.

Another approach to teaching design value is to engage 
students in the fi eld of business. Examples of schools forg-
ing robust entrepreneurial programs include Georgia Tech, 
where the Digital Building Lab enables students to collabo-
rate with industry on research projects, and MIT’s DesignX, 
an entrepreneurship accelerator. Along these lines, Odile 
Decq started the Confl uence Insti tute in Lyon based on the 
premise that architecture students need to learn to have 
agency in design and integrate humanist goals. Students have 
an internship requirement in which they have, “the choice of 
a professional immersion, the development of community- 
based initi ati ve, or an entrepreneurial project.”13 The school 
also hosts offi  ce space to incubate start-ups. 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP STUDIO AT CAL POLY
These community engagement and entrepreneurship exam-
ples provide inspiring new models for architectural design 
pedagogy. Accordingly, this paper describes a small-scale 
method for integrati ng agency and entrepreneurship into 
the traditi onal architecture studio. Taught by the author to 

Figure 1: An informal criti que in a “traditi onal” architecture studio.
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fourth-year architecture students at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, 
students were guided through an entrepreneurial process 
during the 10-week spring quarter prior to the students’ 
fi ft h year in which they undertake a year-long thesis project. 
Positi ng a direct correlati on between design value and design 
compensati on, the studio sought to engender a more robust 
understanding of value to empower students to advocate for 
design and themselves in the professional realm. 

Well-known entrepreneurs, Charles and Ray Eames, created 
the Design Diagram describing the importance of discovering 
the needs of the client in relati on to the designer’s interests, 
asserti ng that “it is in this area of overlapping interest and 
concern that the designer can work with convicti on and 
enthusiasm.”14 It is this same spirit in which the fourth-year 
students were introduced to an entrepreneurial design 
methodology. 

DESIGN PROCESS
At the start of the entrepreneurship studio course, students 
were taught the diff erence between the design thinking15 

imparted to business students and the design process asso-
ciated with traditi onal architecture studios. The process of 
design thinking (in the business context) introduces a series 
of checks-and-balances to test design ideas in the context 
of market need and value. This process allows for the devel-
opment of project goals based on client and societal needs 
rather than on the student designer’s interests. The pro-
cess of design in architecture schools is usually described 

as a nonlinear process of ideati on, testi ng, feedback and 
executi on. This is not dissimilar from design thinking, which 
involves a similar methodology to empathize, defi ne, ideate, 
prototype, test, and implement. The major diff erence is that 
in the traditi onal design studio, the empathy and defi niti on 
components of the project brief are oft en described by the 
professor and understood as given. The faculty member 
oft en acts as a stand-in for the client in these pedagogical 
scenarios. However, the process of empathizing and defi ning 
a problem provides students with a bett er understanding of 
market need and potenti al, a criti cal basis for ascertaining the 
viability of a product or building. 

To begin the studio, the students were asked to work in pairs 
on two short design exercises to help jump-start the prob-
lem-solving process and develop comradery. The fi rst short 
charrett e asked pairs of students to take a standard architec-
tural component and intersect it with a living or digital system 
(such as BIG’s Friday Door Lock). Another prompt asked teams 
to take a standard architectural component and add a new 
performance (such as Odile Decq’s acousti cal pendant lights). 
Since only a few hours were devoted to these prompts, the 
results varied widely, but the discussions proved helpful for 
students to brainstorm about possible futures and products. 

Additi onally, on the fi rst day, the students were introduced 
to the concept of design thinking. Students were asked to 
select a problem from a list ranging in scale from small to 
wicked large. They were then asked to research, through tra-
diti onal means as well as phone and in-person interviews, 
the concerns, values and needs of the client, thereby shap-
ing project parameters and goals. Students were provided 
with an overview of the design process for the entrepreneur-
ship studio, which involves problem defi niti on (i.e. no design 
brief), empathy and interviews, market research, material 
studies and prototyping, cost esti mati ng, feedback, redesign, 
more prototyping, and a fi nal pitch. 

Since this studio is taught in the quarter before students begin 
thesis, this fi rst project was framed in a manner intended to 
culti vate avenues of inquiry that could lead to future thesis 
investi gati ons. The list of suggested problems was therefore 
purposefully long and ranged widely in scope and scale. The 
umbrella questi on asked at the start was, how can architec-
ture make life bett er? (Fig. 3) Students were then asked to 
narrow their focus to two problems by the next class period 
and present basic research on the two topics. Surprisingly 
given the ti meframe, students were enthusiasti c to tackle the 
wicked problems, and there were several overlapping inter-
ests amongst the students. Despite this, students were eager 
to work alone rather in than in pairs and only three teams 
formed (out of 14 students). 

The schedule and pedagogical methodology for the enti re 
quarter att empted to adhere to the design thinking process 

Figure 2: Students in a welding, learn-by-doing workshop.
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outlined on the fi rst day. Periodic workshops and short lec-
tures were given to introduce students to professional topics. 
Subjects included value propositi ons, emoti onal intelligence, 
interviewing strategies (to decipher client needs), intel-
lectual property, negoti ati on (to ask for money and salary). 
Additi onally, to help with possible prototyping, a colleague 
off ered a welding workshop. (Fig. 2) These lectures and work-
shops helped to maintain the energy of the studio and regular 
introducti on to new concepts bolstered skills and confi dence. 
Like a traditi onal studio, the other days were spent in char-
rett e mode, desk criti ques, small group criti ques or pitch 
presentati ons. 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND LIMITATIONS 
The process of working from a broad questi on (how archi-
tecture can make life bett er), to a prototype for a soluti on, 
was challenging and clearly defi ning the problem took a 
considerable amount of ti me. This was especially true since 
the majority of students were more interested in the wicked 
problems, making narrowing the scope of work challeng-
ing. Students were very eager to select their own problem 
and work individually in preparati on for thesis. Yet, out of all 
the issues presented as possibiliti es, the students ended up 
working on problems in three categories: the housing crisis, 
energy and air quality, and acousti cs. Aside from a couple of 

strong excepti ons, the three teams of two were naturally able 
to produce more than students working individually, and in 
future iterati ons, students will be required to work in teams. 

The products developed by students ranged from buildings 
to wearables. Two students developed small, prefabricated 
cross-laminated ti mber homes in response to the housing 
crisis in San Luis Obispo, one geared towards students and 
the other towards the homeless. Another student devel-
oped a fl at-packable, easily constructed emergency shelter 
for disaster relief. On a smaller scale, one pair designed a 
converti ble bench to temporarily shelter homeless on the 
streets. Another pair designed a performati ve street light 
that integrates photovoltaic panels to generates energy for 
electric cars. The interior projects included two diff erent 
proposals for acousti cal ceiling ti les and clouds, the latt er of 
which also fi lters air using charcoal. All these projects were 
derived from evidence provided from research and client 
interviews, thereby strengthening their viability. The fi nal 
pitch presentati ons, criti qued by design and business faculty, 
were well-received, although all projects needed more ti me 
for prototyping and client feedback.

The following quarter, aft er students had begun their thesis 
year, a one-questi on survey was emailed to students asking, 
Are you using any of your research from the entrepreneur-
ship class in your thesis project? Only one student responded 
that the work had not infl uenced his thesis work at all, but 
the other seven respondents felt that if not directly linked, 
the studio helped them to understand work strategies. One 
student replied, “Overall, the methodology of relati ng to 
the user/guest/customer coupled with product design and 
marketi ng has been and will be useful throughout…abstract 
development and fi nal design.” Another student said, “It has 
helped in the way I frame and present informati on,” and 
another said, “It has helped me identi fy and easier catego-
rize areas of research needed to delve further into a design 
problem.” These responses support the argument that the 
entrepreneurship studio should conti nue to be taught in the 
fourth year. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
STUDIOS
Requiring students to work in teams of two or more and 
narrowing the possibiliti es for problem selecti on will greatly 
facilitate producti on and learning outcomes. The range of 
problems should also be narrowed so that students have 
the possibility of sharing research and the angst of problem 
defi niti on is diminished. A more focused, topical studio will 
help to bring the students together around a theme and 
encourage shared research and collaborati ve design work. 
Suggesti ons for future topics of focus include housing, con-
structi on waste, net-zero energy, and arti fi cial intelligence. 
These are broad enough that students can research, empa-
thize and defi ne their own niche problem, but basic research 
can be shared among the teams. Alternati vely, the problem 

Figure 3: Design challenge presented to students, created by author.
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scope could be narrowed by selecti ng a porti on of a city or a 
client, which is a more traditi onal approach, but could foster 
diff erent learning outcomes if taught with an entrepreneurial 
methodology. 

One of the biggest hurdles for students were the client inter-
views. The majority of students were very resistant to this 
step, despite that strategies were off ered to students and 
ti me during class was devoted to interviews. However, those 
students that included interview quotes in their presenta-
ti ons relied on that informati on during their design process 
and provided justi fi cati on for their decisions, thereby help-
ing them to defend the market potenti al of their products. 
In future studios, an interview and empathy training work-
shop should be held in the fi rst week and students should be 
required to conduct client research prior to development of 
design concepts. 

Given the expansive research required, the ti meline for a 
10-week studio is suggested to be three weeks for client 
interviews and problem defi niti on, three weeks for design 
development culminati ng in a pitch presentati on, four weeks 
for redesign and then a fi nal pitch. Access to prototyping 
equipment on campus or even in studio proves crucial for 

quickly advancing designs and making the criti cal translati on 
from ideati on to tangible product. 

The entrepreneurial framework works well as pre-thesis, but 
could also work in the thesis context and outcomes would 
improve given the year-long ti meline. Timothy Hyde used 
Reyner Banham’s The Great Gizmo as a model for criti quing 
the traditi onal means of evaluati on within the thesis studio 
stati ng, “Techniques of assessment used in industrial design, 
such as aff ordance, performance, or economy of means 
would be vital for the evaluati on of a technological thesis, 
but would not be found inside the black box.”16 Emphasizing 
aff ordance, performance, or economy of means would spring-
board students’ professional preparedness and ability to 
advocate for the value of their designs. Hyde goes on to say, 
“The gizmo thesis could incorporate equally as many crite-
ria and factors [to the traditi onal black box thesis], but its 
inclinati on will be to disti ll them, to fi nd and overcome limits 
through rigorous processes of simplifi cati on.”17 This process 
of simplifying rather than complexifying also parallels the 
entrepreneurial studio methodology—the more accessible a 
design idea is, the greater the potenti al for market success. 

PEDAGOGICAL VALUE OF INTEGRATING 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN SCHOOLS
Studios that teach methodologies for engaging students in 

Figure 4: Bench for temporary homeless shelter by Brianna Tramontano 
and Cory Peterman
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real-world problem solving enables students to learn the 
value of design in applicati on. Further, defi ning and defending 
their product or soluti on teaches students design advocacy, 
a criti cal professional skill. Entrepreneurial skill-building, 
however basic, provides an opportunity to discuss market 
viability and the potenti al of starti ng a business—empow-
ering for architecture students. Learning entrepreneurship 
creates a means of developing agency and widens the path 
aft er graduati on. 

Architecture schools must teach students how to advocate for 
design in broad contexts, not just architecture offi  ces. Plainly 
put, architecture students should be taught to describe their 
designs in monetary terms. Similarly, and perhaps even more 
controversially, schools should teach workfl ow strategies that 
maximize producti on through creati ve and rigorous working 
methods, while promoti ng effi  cient work and eff orts to mini-
mize ti me spent. By teaching architecture students agency 
and entrepreneurship, graduates learn how to make life bet-
ter for society and themselves. 
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