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Mapping a Future in Architecture 

The distinctive and inquisitive voice of 
radio personality Ira Glass competes 
with the nervous energy in the second 
floor Studio at the University ot Houston 
College ot Architecture. It's the tirsi day 
of the annual Summer Discovery pro-
gram and nearly 60 would-be architects 
arc busy at their desks, mapping [heir 
worlds at three different scales. Working 
along with an episode of Nl'R's This 
American Life streaming from a laptop 
OB the topic of mapping, these students 
do not yet comprehend the sophistication 
of the things they are revealing. Armed 
wnh only black sharpie markers ami tab-
loid sized olfice paper, the students snug* 
gle to represent (from memory l maps of 
their bedrooms, their high schools, and 
the route they took that morning from 
home to the Ul 1 campus. 

An unl iL I) first project lot an inttO 
duction to architecture course, this exer-
cise asks the students to consider their 
most familiar and intimate surroundings, 
and the personal relationships they estab-
lish with the built environment. Unlike 
the Geographic Information Systems 
11rlSl featured in Rafael l.ongoria's 
'"Mapping Houston" (Cite ^4 , Summer 
2011s (, rhis approach values the students* 
own experiences and memories over 
precise recording of "the facts." The 
work produced is surprisingly original, 
and offers more insight mm hmv they 
perceive their own position in the home, 
institution, and the city than carefully 
drafted floor plans or accurately rendered 
perspective drawing ever could. 

Students in Summer Discovery 
are selected from high schools . K I H ^ 
Houston and occasionally beyond for 
the five-week intensive summer pro-
gram designed to give them a taste ot 
architecture school, and to prepare them 
for applying to college architecture pro-
grams. Now in its tenth year under the 
direction of Drexel Turner, the Program 
began as an outreach initiative of the 
Gerald D. Hines College of Architecture 
at the University of Houston. The teach-
ing team headed this year by Kari Smith 
is .in ensembli ot recent graduates and 
current students from Rice and Ul I. 

As Ira Cilass says at the start of the 
radio program on mapmaktng, maps ask 
us to look ai the world and consider pist 
one thing, to the exclusion of everything 
else. 1 Ins kind ot In. iking allows the 
student's individual vision and voice to 
come forward. They are challenged to 
choose what wi l l he represented, and 
what wil l be absent; in essence, to decide 
what matters. For beginning students 
this kind ot critical thinking and decision 
making takes them much further toward 
what n means to be an architect than 
learning basic drafting skills and ( \ l ) 
software would. 

These first lessons in selectivity, suh-
lectiviry, representation, and contextu-
aligation are difficult concepts to grasp. 
At first glance, Zackary Van Brunt's map 
of his high school is unrecognizable as 
cartography. Lacking exposure to con-
ventions of contemporary mapmakmg 
allowed him to create a more tliitdic 

representation of relationships and 
information that resembles the bubble 
diagrams architects often employ for 
programming. Closer inspection reveals 
the complexity of the unique language 
he has created in order to portray the 
relationships and power dynamics ol a 
public high school. The size of the circles 
pertains not to numbers of people, or 
even in sp.u e w ithm the building, IHII 
rarher to spheres of influence within 
the system. Arrows, tangencies, and 
adjacencies mark relationships between 
groups as well as chains of command. 
For instance, in Van Brunt's view, the 
janitors "really run things": His diagram 
illustrates their connection with the 
"unheard majority" and their distance 
from the principal and administration. 
Overall, the most intriguing maps reveal 
the mapmakers own hidden agendas, 
personal fears, desires, life experiences, 
and cultural positioning. 

The complicated analysis developed 
in this early assignment readily translates 
into the final project for the studio— 
designing a small school in the museum 
district. Students worked in small groups 
to craft the program for the school. 
Having already considered their percep-
tions of relationships to their own high 
schools through the mapping exercise, 
they were able to engage in thoughtful 
discussions during the program develop-
ment phase. Participating in the design 
of their own programs creates a greater 
level ol engagement with the project and 
a deeper investment 

Without pre-defined program oi 
square toorage requirements, the stu-
dents came up with live distinct school 
programs, among them a culinary arts 
institute (complete with in-house, student-
run restaurant) and a television and radio 
learning center. Furthermore, the students 
were challenged to determine, on their 
own, sqii.ur lootage needs based on the 
site restrictions and opportunities; the 
number of students, faculty, and staff; and 
the kinds of learning environments and 
activities they wished to accommodate. 
Often a student would start with the fur-
niture required for a single work station, 
for instance, and then calculate the spatial 
needs Irom there, .u\ appro.ILII lh.it led 
to very carefully considered rooms and 
a more comprehensive and memorable 
undi i standing i 'I sp.K* planning, 

The studio is dedicated to guiding 
each student in the understanding of the 
practice of architecture and the clarifi-
cation ot his or her personal direction. 
Activities aim to establish and foster a 
process-oriented working environment, 
where knowledge is gained from experi-
mentation and iteration. F.ven students 
who decide that architecture is not for 
them have learned through experience to 
expand their initial assumptions in solving 
problems. With this experience they are 
better positioned to know what to expe l 
from an education and career in architec-
ture, and, more importantly, to know a 
little bit more about themselves and their 
relationship with the built environment. 
— Ktiyle Young ami Kari Smith 


