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The desire to increase inclusivity in the fi eld of architecture 
is concurrent with a percepti ble growing trend in the United 
States in which many insti tuti ons of higher educati on have 
begun to take a closer look at student enrollment in the 
realizati on that various degree programs, including architec-
ture, have historically lacked representati on from people of 
color. Emerging architecture pipeline programs are poised 
to erode the demographic status quo by creati ng opportuni-
ti es to engage historically underrepresented students while 
they are sti ll in high school. Many of the explicit and implicit 
competencies these programs impart are valuable additi ons 
toward increasing the likelihood of more underrepresented 
students successfully applying to study architecture at the uni-
versity level. These programs are only a small part of a growing 
number of eff orts intended to address long-standing inequi-
ti es in architecture educati on. This paper aims to assess such 
programs in light of Sharon Sutt on’s imperati ve to achieve and 
sustain educati onal equity set forth in her recent book, When 
Ivory Towers Were Black: A Story About Race in America’s Citi es 
and Universiti es. This paper fi rst briefl y identi fi es numerous 
diversity, equity, and inclusion initi ati ves currently taking hold 
in the discipline and profession of architecture. Next, it care-
fully examines Sutt on’s account of the Columbia University 
School of Architecture’s att empt to transform the demo-
graphic status quo. Lastly, it considers the lessons learned 
from the experiment and applies them to emerging pipeline 
programs, referred to here as Architecture Development 
Programs, ulti mately seeking to explore successful methods 
to att ract, educate, and support historically underrepresented 
young people in the classroom and the profession.

INTRODUCTION
Att racti ng and retaining a more inclusive student body has 
become a top priority for architecture programs at universi-
ti es nati onwide. This is a relati vely recent development that 
refl ects a signifi cant shift  in larger cultural and organizati onal 
values. Many insti tuti ons of architecture educati on are no 
longer sati sfi ed with the status quo; the status quo being that 
the discipline and practi ce of architecture is for the most part, 
devoid of people of color. Recent data from the American 
Insti tute of Architects confi rms a widespread lack of inclu-
sivity in the profession: a mere 3% of licensed architects in 
the United States are Lati no, and less than 2% are Black. Data 
from educati onal surveys are not much more encouraging: 

approximately 18% of total student enrollment in architecture 
programs across the nati on are Hispanic/Lati no, while 5% are 
African American.1  Acknowledgment of these bleak stati sti cs 
has led, in part, to consensus that the status quo is no longer 
acceptable because it does not refl ect the society in which we 
live, learn, and practi ce. Desire to dismantle the status quo 
is concurrent with a percepti ble growing trend in the United 
States in which many insti tuti ons of higher educati on have 
begun to take a closer look at student enrollment in the real-
izati on that various degree programs, including architecture, 
have historically lacked representati on from people of color.

Strategies to address underrepresentati on in the profession 
have been in existence for some ti me, perhaps most notably 
during the racially charged 1960s and early 70s at Columbia 
University’s School of Architecture. In her 2017 book, When 
Ivory Towers Were Black: A Story About Race In America’s Citi es 
and Universiti es, Sharon Egrett a Sutt on, PhD, FAIA, chronicles 
the shift ing policies and prioriti es during the “experiment” as 
she calls it, in which a cohort of historically underrepresented 
people, including herself, earned degrees from Columbia’s 
School of Architecture. Sutt on’s book explains that ulti mately, 
the experiment at Columbia could not be sustained, and the 
demographic status quo returned within a few years. However, 
Sutt on’s text transcends a precise recount of the context of the 
experiment to consider how and why it failed. In retrospect, 
Sutt on urges the reader to consider what a truly sustainable 
transformati on might look like, and to discover the vital role that 
students, faculty members, and universiti es play in that process.

In light of Sutt on’s imperati ve to achieve and sustain educa-
ti onal equity, this paper aims to assess university pipeline 
programs created for high school students, programs that 
att empt to diversify architecture educati on, and thus, the 
profession. This paper fi rst briefl y identi fi es numerous diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion initi ati ves currently taking hold in 
the discipline and profession of architecture. Next, it carefully 
examines Columbia’s att empt to transform the demographic 
status quo. Lastly, it considers the lessons learned from the 
experiment and applies them to emerging pipeline programs, 
referred to here as Architecture Development Programs, 
ulti mately seeking to explore successful methods to att ract, 
educate, and support historically underrepresented young 
people in the classroom and the profession.
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PERCEPTIBLE GROWING TREND
The emerging view, that diversity benefi ts us all, is gaining 
momentum and is refl ected on many fronts: within the task 
forces and resoluti ons of the American Insti tute of Architects 
(AIA), within the leadership committ ee and academic confer-
ences of the Associati on of Collegiate Schools of Architecture 
(ACSA), in the ascendancy of student-focused groups like 
the Nati onal Organizati on of Minority Architecture Students 
(NOMAS) and local chapters of ACE Mentor Program of America. 
Not to menti on the 2020 Conditi ons for Accreditati on proposed 
by the Nati onal Architectural Accrediti ng Board (NAAB), which 
require that all programs seeking accreditati on implement a for-
mal policy on diversity and inclusion.2 Further, a general scan 
of recent scholarly journals, trade magazines, and architecture 
blogs alike cement the fact that interest in diversity, equity, and 
inclusion in architecture educati on has reached a criti cal mass.

To expand on this noti on, consider the AIA: in 2015 it readily 
passed ‘Resoluti on 15-1: Equity in Architecture’ at the Nati onal 
Conventi on, which called for the creati on of an Equity in 
Architecture Commission, whose purpose is to confront unbal-
anced demographics in the profession, understand root causes, 
and off er recommendati ons. Shortly aft er, the AIA released an 
Equity, Inclusion and Diversity Statement championing inclusion 
within the profession, declaring that achieving a vision of diver-
sity will have a “direct impact on the relevance of our profession 
and the world’s prosperity, health, and future.”3

The professional community is not alone in its eff orts to be 
more inclusive; its prioriti es are in lockstep with those of 
the educati onal community. As such, the charge given to 
the 2019-20 ACSA Leadership Committ ee relates directly to 
increasing access and promoti ng equity within the discipline 
of architecture. Specifi cally, the Leadership Committ ee has 
been charged with identi fying strategies to increase access 
to architectural educati on and support retenti on for students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds to improve the racial, ethnic, 
socioeconomic, and gender diversity of schools and ulti mately 
the profession. To further make good on this commitment, the 
2019 ACSA conference at Stanford University, Less Talk More 
Acti on: Conscious Shift s in Architectural Educati on, featured a 
groundswell of educators emphasizing diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) issues within university architecture degree 
programs nati onwide. Conference speakers presented topics 
related to hidden barriers in the applicati on process; the tacit 
expense of studio supplies, materials, fi eld trips; infl exibility of 
studio hours to accommodate students with jobs, etc.

In an att empt to codify eff orts like these, beginning in 2020 
NAAB will require all degree programs seeking accreditati on 
to have a diversity and inclusion plan in place. Secti on 5.5 of 
the Conditi ons for Accreditati on necessitates that all programs 
describe their plan for increasing the diversity of its faculty, 
staff , and students. Programs must also explain methods for 
implementi ng the plan.4

Clearly, cries for meaningful change have now reached the 
ears of professional and educati onal organizati ons alike. 
Perhaps this is due in part to the abundance of personal nar-
rati ves and imperati ves that came before. Fift y years ago, 
civil rights leader Whitney M. Young Jr. admonished the AIA 
for its lack of diverse perspecti ves and the dearth of social 
and civic consciousness refl ected in the work of its members. 
Young inspired and empowered others to speak out about 
the criti cal nature of expanding perspecti ves. Undoubtedly 
the most compelling and clear narrati ve, in this regard, 
belongs to Sharon Egrett a Sutt on, PhD, FAIA. Her recent 
book, When Ivory Towers Were Black: A Story About Race 
in America’s Citi es and Universiti es, published nearly half a 
century aft er Young’s legendary speech, recounts her own 
story as a young black woman pursuing architecture in the 
turbulent 1960s and 70s.

SHARON SUTTON AND THE ‘EXPERIMENT’ AT 
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY’S SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE
Sutt on’s book chronicles the insti tuti onal transformati on at 
Columbia University that began with a student-led rebellion 
in 1968, at the height of the Civil Rights movement. At the 
ti me, extreme racial tensions existed between Columbia and 
its adjacent neighborhood, Harlem. The outcome of the rebel-
lion, which shut down the University for the summer, led in 
part to what Sutt on describes as the “boldest recruitment 
eff ort among the country’s architecture and urban plan-
ning schools.”5  The University’s relati onship with the Ford 
Foundati on was criti cal in funding this eff ort to att ract histori-
cally underrepresented students.

In her book, Sutt on interrogates the recruitment eff ort and 
the resulti ng ethnic minority student enrollment between 
1965-1976 and fi nds that “in a student body that ranged 
from about 300 to 350, the School of Architecture had a 
groundbreaking total of at least fi ft y-nine ethnic minority 
students in att endance during its evoluti onary arc, includ-
ing forty-nine who graduated.”6  Sutt on further points out 
that the number of graduati ng students peaked in 1973, 
with ten minority students graduati ng that year, and then 
declined to pre-existi ng levels aft er 1976, with a more typi-
cal 1 or 2 minority students graduati ng per year.7  Doing 
the math on Sutt on’s numbers puts the peak percentage of 
graduati ng ethnic minority students at Columbia’s School 
of Architecture somewhere between 14-16% in the period 
between 1965-76. By comparison, 2018 NAAB data reveals 
that there were 5,995 accredited degrees awarded nati onally 
in academic year 2017-18; 14% (838) of those were awarded 
to Hispanic / Lati no students, and 4% (255) were awarded 
to Black / African American students.8  Today, the number 
of graduati ng underrepresented students is on par with or 
slightly bett er than Columbia’s peak fi gure. However, con-
sidering that four decades have elapsed, it is shameful that 
today’s fi gure is not demonstrably higher. 
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This fl at line of educati onal equity, or the status quo, as Sutt on 
calls it, must be addressed and recti fi ed. As Sutt on asserts, even 
though the experiment was not sustainable, the transgressive 
nature of Columbia’s recruitment eff ort was remarkably power-
ful, because “by embracing those who have been excluded from 
its privileges, the experiment demonstrated that transformati on 
of the status quo, not charity, is diversity’s undeniable benefi t.”9

SUTTON’S RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SUSTAINING 
EDUCATIONAL EQUITY
Ulti mately, Columbia “missed the boat,” Sutt on states, in that 
it was unable to make a sustainable commitment to att ract-
ing, supporti ng, and retaining underrepresented students. 
Accordingly, a sustainable commitment must be one that is 
forever. A sustainable commitment is not content merely with 
recruiti ng and matriculati ng underrepresented students, rather, 
it means supporti ng, mentoring, and tracking them once they 
have graduated. It means featuring graduates, hiring graduates, 
inviti ng graduates to mentor incoming students, to give talks, to 
parti cipate in the circle of learning. A program with a sustainable 
commitment should acti vely and conti nually engage its alumni 
and encourage their involvement at multi ple scales and points 
in ti me. Ulti mately, to be sustainable, “the commitment must be 
a moral one, backed not only by fi nancial resources, but intel-
lectual resources…”10  If insti tuti ons are not willing to make such 
a commitment, the status quo will remain entrenched. 

Logically, a sustainable commitment by an architecture pro-
gram translates into more underrepresented people becoming 
professionals in architecture and the built environment.  This 
is primarily because an insti tuti on committ ed to educati onal 
equity would not abandon alumni on the long and arduous 
post-graduati on path to licensure, rather, it would provide 
conti nuous support and connectedness. Such a commitment 
fi ghts att riti on from the fi eld of architecture, a fate more likely 
to eff ect black graduates than white graduates.11

Notably, graduates from Columbia’s experiment experienced 
relati vely low levels of att riti on; the majority going on to 
become city-making professionals. Sutt on theorizes that they 
overcame the odds for a few reasons: these students felt they 
belonged because they were part of a cohort; their educa-
ti on aligned with their worldview; they were able to make an 
impact in their own community through service-learning proj-
ects built in partnership with local groups.12  Columbia’s ethnic 
minority cohort does not need to be an outlier in this regard. 
The favorable conditi ons Sutt on describes are replicable and 
proven to be eff ecti ve, in architecture and other disciplines.  

Today, there is evidence that some insti tuti ons of higher educa-
ti on are willing to make a long-term commitment to achieving 
and maintaining educati onal equity. Some seem to have con-
currently absorbed the lessons of the past and applied best 
practi ces of the present. Some seem to grasp the imperati ve to 
go beyond recruitment eff orts alone and to create a culture of 

social bonding and shared vision. Some have fi nally discarded 
outdated and myopic traditi ons   and begun to consider the 
enti re ladder of educati onal and professional success. The 
remainder of this paper examines groundbreaking programs 
working toward these ends.

TRANSGRESSIVE ACTION: THREE ARCHITECTURE 
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS HEED THE CALL
In 2015 the American Insti tute of Architects surveyed its mem-
bers, seeking data to bett er understand barriers to diversity in 
architecture and architecture school. 7,522 architects responded 
to the Diversity in the Profession of Architecture survey, identi -
fying factors impacti ng the representati on of minoriti es and 
strategies for addressing underrepresentati on in the profes-
sion. One strategy recommended that university architecture 
programs increase outreach into middle and high schools.13

In retrospect, this strategy recommended by the AIA has 
already been acted upon in several schools of architecture 
that off er summer programs for high school students. These 
are clearly a step in the right directi on, as recent research 
indicates that parti cipati on in college STEM summer bridge 
programs “double the odds that students plan to pursue a 
STEM career, compared with students without program expo-
sure.”14  Importantly, researchers found this to hold true across 
a range of demographics and student backgrounds.

Visionary leaders in three schools of architecture have begun 
to look beyond summer programs and to imagine a new type 
of experience, one that both realizes and amplifi es the posi-
ti ve eff ects that STEM programs have on underrepresented 
young people. These Architecture Development Programs 
incorporate college-level architecture curricula into a typi-
cal high school semester that engages both the students 
and their parents or guardians, since data also suggest that 
parental involvement is criti cal in encouraging students of all 
backgrounds to consider careers in STEM fi elds.15 

The fi rst Architecture Development Program began at the 
University of Michigan’s Taubman College of Architecture 
and Urban Planning in 2015. It was conceived by then dean, 
Mónica Ponce de León, and associate dean Milton S.F. Curry, 
as a way to expose and immerse high school juniors in the 
Detroit Public School system to architecture, urbanism, and 
integrated design practi ces. The program, called ArcPrep, is 
a one semester college-level architecture course with three 
modules: architecture studio, career exposure, and career 
counseling. Students earn high school credit for this course; 
they also gain invaluable help with preparing a portf olio and 
writi ng college admissions essays. ArcPrep meets three hours 
per day, fi ve days per week over the course of one semes-
ter. The program is held off -campus in midtown Detroit and 
is taught by Michigan/Mellon Fellows, who hold graduate 
degrees in architecture. Now in its sixth year, ArcPrep has 
educated over 200 students.16
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This revoluti onary program, initi ated in the Midwest, naturally 
expanded when Ponce de León and Curry both accepted dean-
ships on the East coast and West coast, respecti vely. In 2016 
Ponce de León left  Michigan to become the dean of Princeton 
University’s School of Architecture; Curry departed the fol-
lowing year to become dean of the University of Southern 
California’s School of Architecture. In this way, Michigan’s 
ArcPrep Program set the foundati on and framework for the 
next two Architecture Development Programs: Princeton’s 
ArcPrep Program, which launched in 2018, and USC’s A-LAB 
Architecture Development Program, anti cipated in 2021.

All three programs contain the same DNA. They share the 
same mission: to educate and support underrepresented stu-
dents living in urban communiti es on their path to college, and 
empower them to become future leaders and designers. They 
share the same structure: a one-semester immersive experi-
ence for high school students; a commitment of approximately 
three hours per day, fi ve days per week; a cohort of approxi-
mately 20 students per semester; an off -campus locati on; a 
project-based curriculum taught by Fellows. They share the 
same pedagogical emphases: issues-based studio; exposure 
to the profession and the culture of the profession; and col-
lege readiness. Importantly, all programs have mechanisms 
in place to mentor and engage students in the ti me aft er 
they complete the program and before they go to college. 
But perhaps what is equally important to the academic con-
tent is the sense of belonging that such programs can foster. 
Clearly, Sutt on believes that a sense of belonging contributed 
to the Columbia students’ willingness to become city-making 
professionals. Recent research confi rms her insight and has 
begun to consider how a sense of belonging has become 
increasingly relevant to understanding how to improve col-
lege student success.17

STAYING THE COURSE: 
HOW ARCHITECTURE DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS 
BUILD COMMUNITY AND COMMITMENT
This porti on of the paper considers Sutt on’s positi on that a 
sense of belonging, shared vision, and community impact are 
important factors in att racti ng, retaining, and supporti ng his-
torically underrepresented students and investi gates whether 
Architecture Development Programs embrace such strategies.

Belonging is a basic human need. A sense of belonging is 
defi ned as a “sense of personal involvement in a social system 
so that persons feel themselves to be an indispensable and 
integral part of the system.”18  Experts on higher educati on 
and educati on psychology like Darnell Cole cite a wide body of 
research affi  rming that a sense of belonging can signifi cantly 
aid in breaking down barriers for college students from his-
torically marginalized backgrounds. In a 2019 arti cle in the 
journal American Behavioral Scienti st, Cole et. al. synthesize 
research concluding that “most studies have found that stu-
dents of color, in parti cular, report a lower sense of belonging 

in comparison with their White counterparts due to negati ve 
or challenging cultural and social experiences.”19  In this light, 
building a culture of belonging seems criti cal to the success 
of students in an Architecture Development Program, or any 
program, for that matt er. 

Architecture Development Programs (ADP) get it right when 
they create small cohorts of students from one or more high 
schools who are linked by their interest in architecture and 
the built environment and their desire for academic success. 
Over the course of the semester, one can imagine that these 
students feel that they belong to each other, in the same way 
that college freshman studying architecture report feeling a 
sense of family or special closeness to their studio peers. ADP’s 
also att empt to create a sense of belonging not only among 
the student cohort itself, but between the cohort and the host 
university. For example, high school students in Princeton’s 
ArcPrep regularly visit Princeton’s School of Architecture; 
they visit studio and meet with architecture students, they 
view exhibiti ons, they visit the Embodied Computati on Lab 
and tour the School. Michigan’s ArcPrep program strives for a 
similar level of connectedness between the program and the 
College. One project involves designing a full-scale chair: fi rst 
students design and construct a prototype out of cardboard 
in the Michigan Research Studio in Detroit, then they travel 
to the College’s Fabricati on Lab in Ann Arbor to use the CNC 
machine to build it out of wood with assistance from faculty 
and undergraduate students. Notably, Michigan’s ArcPrep pro-
gram strives to keep the sense of belonging strong even aft er 
students complete the program by inviti ng ArcPrep alumni to 
return the following year in the role of criti c. Program alum 
help with desk crits and project reviews for the new cohort 
of students, and in this way, further their connecti on to the 
program and other mentoring opportuniti es. Underlying the 
curriculum and inherent in the structure of the ArcPrep pro-
grams is the desire to combat social isolati on by connecti ng 
students and creati ng a sense of familiarity, ease, and belong-
ing to university campuses.  

Along with culti vati ng a sense of belonging, Sutt on speculates 
that a shared worldview also played a role in the Columbia 
cohort’s lack of att riti on. Sutt on states that these students’ 
educati on aligned with their worldview and was therefore able 
to address the inequiti es they grew up with. Lorelle Espinosa, 
expert in higher educati on, policy, and research, might refer 
to the ability to align educati on with worldview as creati ng a 
“culture of intenti onality.” Espinosa describes such a culture as 
one that, “meets students where they are when they arrive on 
campus, sets high expectati ons for student success, and tailors 
programs, services, and insti tuti onal policies to recognize and 
address students’ academic, fi nancial, and social needs—all 
with cultural mindfulness.”20  The students parti cipati ng in 
the Architecture Development Programs reside in Detroit, 
Trenton, and South Central Los Angeles; many grew up in pre-
dominantly low-income neighborhoods in urban regions and 
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att end low-performing public schools. A culture of intenti onal-
ity seems especially important to foster in the host university 
at large, in order to increase these students’ likelihood of 
success. This cultural mindfulness aligns with other research 
recommending that “insti tuti ons must att end to both their for-
mal and informal environments in order to facilitate a more 
tolerant and responsive racial and general campus climate.”21

The third component of Sutt on’s assessment relates to com-
munity impact. The Columbia cohort felt they were able to 
positi vely impact their local community through service-
learning studio projects built in partnership with local groups. 
These students realized fi rsthand the ability of design to bring 
about meaningful change as they worked on real projects in 
Harlem, projects like a storefront community center, pocket 
parks, plans for an alternati ve high school, and a publicati on 
on tenant’s rights. Service-learning at the ti me was a form of 
social acti vism, a way of supplementi ng classroom learning 
with direct neighborhood contact and seems to have reso-
nated deeply with the cohort students. The socially oriented 
service-learning of the 1960s serves as precursor to the issues-
based projects students confront in today’s Architecture 
Development Programs. Both ArcPrep programs and USC’s 
forthcoming A-LAB program recognize the value of designing 
local interventi ons so that students can imagine working and 
impacti ng their own community. (Although neither program 
refers to its studio projects as service-learning, preferring 
to sti ck to terms like social issues-driven and issues-based.) 
Regardless of nomenclature, a documented benefi t to proj-
ects like these is that they are inherently collaborati ve and 
interdisciplinary. They engage many diff erent building leaders 
– people like architects, landscape architects, planners, devel-
opers, arti sts, clients, and users – which exposes the students 
to a broader, more realisti c, and more accessible view of the 
building process. For example, Michigan’s ArcPrep program 
asks students to design a pavilion for an urban farm in Detroit, 
because they have found that small scale local projects involv-
ing multi ple building actors helps the students quickly connect 
to a project. Each of the Architecture Development Program’s 
curricula indicates a belief that projects should have an urban 
presence, and are more successful when they confront issues 
of consequence to students, ulti mately showing students that 
they have agency in their own city.

CONCLUSION
As this brief overview indicates, Architecture Development 
Programs are poised to erode the demographic status quo 
by creati ng opportuniti es to engage historically underrepre-
sented students while they are sti ll in high school. Many of 
the explicit and implicit competencies these programs impart 
are valuable additi ons toward increasing the likelihood of 
more underrepresented students successfully applying to 
study architecture at the university level. The overall intent 
being that issues-based studio projects impart hard skills like 
drawing, model building, and soft ware profi ciency, as well as 

soft  skills like collaborati on, public speaking, interacti ng with 
professors, and an improved awareness of the built environ-
ment. These skills paired with an eff ecti ve portf olio, improved 
college essays, and increased college readiness will ideally 
build confi dence and capability in students and facilitate their 
acceptance into college. 

These programs are only a small part of a growing number 
of eff orts intended to address long-standing inequiti es in 
the discipline and profession of architecture, and they are 
too new to determine how eff ecti vely they help students 
transiti on to college. However, pipeline programs like these 
cannot transform the status quo on their own. Such programs 
must be butt ressed by infrastructural and systemic change 
at the insti tuti onal level in order to achieve and sustain edu-
cati onal equity. 

Emerging Architecture Development Programs are necessary 
and an important point of departure, but research indicates 
that an all-out culture change is required to support diverse 
student success. Sutt on herself implores us to consider the 
enti re ladder of educati onal equity, not just the pipeline. 
Clearly, many schools of architecture are adopti ng a new set 
of values, but without corresponding infrastructural re-imag-
ining, sustainable change is unlikely. The barriers that exist for 
underrepresented students are complex, shaped by historical 
forces, and reinforced by a society that remains unequal.22

Real change will come only when inequiti es are examined 
along the whole range of educati onal trajectories of under-
represented students.
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