














REFLECTIONS OF A RECENT GRADUATE UPON HIS EDUCATION

By FRANK LEE COCHRAN, Iktinos '36

The ARCHI considers part of its fttnction the p'ublication of articles
concerning current educational and professional proble'ms. While
the opinions expressed in the follo7.ving article are those of the
contributor and should not be construed other7.viseJ the criticisms
expressed are particularly ti1nely.

DURING perhaps the last two years of college, it became Inore
and more apparent to the writer and many of his classmates

that there was something wrong with their attitudes that might
reasonably be laid at the door of their education. The awareness
of something wrong came from a feeling that there was less class
spirit, less interest in the activities of the Architectural College
than there had been in some of the previous classes we had known
and had heard about. We talked this state of affairs over at some
length, though without much depth to the discussion, and came
to no conclusions. That the attitude was noticed by the faculty was
evidenced by several talks that were had with instructors who
wanted to know what was the matter and what they could do
about it. At the time the writer did not have any exact ideas on
the subject and could do little to enlighten them. Some later
thoughts about the problem have led to the contents of this article.

It is true that the depression brought with it a different attitude
toward life in general, and that some of the apathy of our class
was caused by his change. But there was something more funda­
mental than the depression at work on our minds. We were, con­
sciously or unconsciously, becoming aware that some of the things
we were learning did not check with actual conditions. Not that
the conflict was over matters of mechanics, or even over design,
but rather over the role of the architect in society, and how a
living was earned. These were questions never taught in class,
except by inference, and as a result we all had a picture of the
practice of Architecture in our minds which was made up of a
few half-truths and a lot of pure fancy. But things were heard
about the world outside, and there was much speculation as to
what it was like out there. Now this confusion of just what was
to be our lot in a practical sense was heightened by the econolnic
conditions, and an apprehension about the future was a natural
result. We were more concerned with what was to become of us
when we had left school than we were about the wranglings over
design problems which seemed to have characterised our fore­
bears. Thus, since we had known classes which were vitally in­
terested in the academic issues of the time, we came to feel that
we were different from them, that we lacked something, that we
were not getting all we should out of colIege.

The basic confusion in the mind of the student is over the part
he will play in society when he at last takes his place. In this
confusion the schools can do a lot to help. But they will have to
revamp their way of looking at the profession. In the modern
world, there is ample space for the architect, if we mean by the
term, men trained in the techniques of building. And these tech­
niques must be considered in the broadest sense as including the
resolving of basic architectural problems in a way complementary
to the problems of society in general. If we mean by the term
the traditional picture of the impeccable professional man, trained
in the superficial solution of architectural "problems," then the
signs all point to his rapid obsolescence, and the architectural
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schools are turning out a lot of superfluous professional men who
will find no place for themselves in a world which is faced with
the necessity for rebuilding itself in most of its departments. The
problems in housing and widespread planning are not going to be
solved by the traditional professional man, because he rarely
understands that there are such problems, or if he does, he sees
them in their academic aspects.

In thinking back over our curriculum, the writer remembers
Inost vividly long hours spent in architectural design. These hours
were not as he remembers them, too welI spent. There was a lot
of wasted time, and the nature of the majority of the "problems"
was such that thinking them out was mostly wasted effort. We
were concerned with buildings which, in practice are generally de­
signed by specialists, and which are not within the province of
most architects. When we did attack a problem in housing, it was
in much the same superficial way in which we attacked the prob­
lem of a school or other public building: A set of premises was
set up, the validity of which was not open to much question, and
the design had to fit into this frame. Actually, it is the original
premises which are the most important part of the solution of
an architectural problem. Louis Sullivan said that the solution of
a problem in architectural design was to be found in the statement
of the problem itself. It would therefore seem that the hours
spent in design class were not particularly welI spent, inasmuch
as the whole approach was superficial. The real problems in archi­
tecture are not technical or esthetic at all, but are problems in
the proper state1nent of architectural problems. As far as there
is confusion in the student's mind over this phase within the
realm of practice, a change in this part of the curriculum would
help.

But a mere revamping of the curriculum will not help to give
the student a proper sense of his role in society, nor is such a
reform likely to take place without a deep change in the basic
attitudes of the colleges. This can come only through some sort
of crystallization of ideas on the part of the colleges, whereby
they can formulate an ideology which fits in with the needs and
specific problems of the society into which the student is precipi­
tated at graduation. This ideology must become a vital part of the
life of the college. All courses in the curriculum must reflect it
in their content and in their point of view if it is to be the vital
thing which alone can give the student confidence in the validity
of his education.

It was just this lack of direction which caused the writer's class
to feel the vague sense of unfulfillment which troubled them and
their instructors alike. From some recent observations, it would
seem that little has been done to correct this. The curriculum has
been changed some, but the change has not been great. No great
change can come until a basic change in point of view has come
about. Still the picture of the architect as a professional man,
much like the doctor, persists. Still the idea that architecture is
the designing of specific buildings, preferably big ones, persists.
The social scope of architecture has not been appreciated by the
schools, with the result that in a society crying for cooperative
effort, we are still educating a group of professional individualists,
whose scattered and uncoordinated efforts have so far not even
touched the surface of our general housing and planning problem.
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