Session F3: Access to Design Professions

Valerie Fletcher 

9:45 a.m. Friday 

Greetings: Director of Environments Boston 1st non-profit devoted to design and social equity. “Midives and shills for the role of UD. Local to international Hosts of conference on international design in Dec. 

Chris Hart pioneer in Harvard’s career discovery program. Apologize: no friends. Faculty has gone elsewhere

Access to design professions began 3 years ago. More disabled in professions would make design approach differently. 

International network of designers with disabilities

Copies available. Stories in design. 

Also, support network with international designers. 

Pushing for mentor relationships: link disabled students with professionals. Big sense of isolation for students. 

Project in memory of       father of uD—died 1998. 

2 new things: 1. Architecture for social justice. Supports studios who support architecture as social art. Design awards available. 

2. careers in design for disabled not occurred to most rehab people. Trying to change that. Through continuing ed. Partnering with UCalif ASDiego. Many told not viable—trying to change that. 

Org. deals with design of all kinds, but architecture is most challenging. Common for arhs to respond. 

Important to explore aspects of architectural education beyond the baby boom. Important for 1st person experience NOW. 

Grad school at Harvard had perfect program. 6 week program to immerse “canary in mines” for interested student. 

C Hris Hart: I have CP. 25 year old. Intro to design through age 8: access problems. Was on town building committee for new buildings. I learned how difficult it was to do municipal projects. Came to Harvard with that as design background. Was at U. Mass as IT major. Then, Valerie called about research I was doing on disability issues. Asked if I was interested in design. We began working together. A year ago I took over the urban design project. Worked for 4 years to get UD principles into large scale developments in Boston on the waterfront. 1200 acres in east and south Boston being developed for the 1st time, new neighborhoods, great opportunity. 

Came to Harvard with 2 perspectives: UD and city. 

Valerie proposed Harvard program. I said yes. 

Harvard disability coordinator is on this org’s board. School had never had a student with serious disability. We met with instructors, including Nathan Bishaop. 

Met in March and met with IT and housing. Difficulty with communications between offices—lag time between requests and accommodations. 

Housing was a problem!! Removed some furniture. Dorms not all air conditioned—added AC. Big challenge getting the design school building to work. Made in late 60’s / 70’s with concrete walls—hard to move. Spent a long time with facilities mgr to figure out how to arrange things reasonably. 

I was on the fourth floor and could look down on other students and see what they were doing. So a wonderful location. 

After housing came technology---using CAD (Computer Aided Design). The way to present designs and thoughts. Had to get accustomed and get it to work for me. Network security issues: software require the server to be up; when server down got nothing done. 

GSD was great bout getting what I needed but couldn’t teach me the intricacies of CAD software along with the career discovery program. Learning on the fly. Trial and error. 

Typical day at GSD: 

Summer program 3 major projects: 1. took 2 weeks; 2nd 1 week; 3rd last three weeks. 

1. get feet wet

2. 2. abstract design: a challenge to describe a verb using planes—makes you think. A verb like slipping . . . How?

3. 3 projects: morning lecture, someone in the field of landscape or straight arch or urban design, sometimes industrial. 

Later drawing class or look at collage or photography. 

2 till sunrise in studio 

5 days a week then in studio all the time on weekends

get behind, work your tail off. Can’t say I need more time. Whole idea of studio is to teach each other. You need to participate and get feedback. If you don’t, . . . you need to be set to go. 

Challenge: trying to keep up0 and do daily tasks which take longer for me and also do what was asked in the time given. 

I was up at 7 a.m. at desk at 8, then lecture; then back from 1 p.m. to 1 or 2 a.m. 

I was one of the last to go always. It’s hard week after week. New for me not to keep up—or to have trouble. “This is a different ballgame.” 

3rd project: focus on survival and pressure—worry over blood pressure. 

Question: few people with visible disabilities; different perspectives on critiques? 

Answer: 12 in my group. My perspective was almost site mapping with photography. Bring that back. I would develop layouts from Cad I’d provide the . . . Interesting: several instructors said they were seeing more access features in students designs than ever before. 

People with charis are a minority though access codes are based around us. I would point out need for rails on both sides of stairs and things like that

Harvard GSD wants to think outside the box—designs out of the ordinary. Innovations are great with a good reason. I would say could wheelchairs use it? Could other disabled use it? Very nice to see but also a frustration because it exemplified the vacuum that occurs in design schools. You begin to forget the real world. Not everyone is 5’8” and in great shape. Urban design folks at career discovery and I chatted. Even their work for streets etc. and I would see modifications after our conversations. It required me being there to make it cur. If that’s true, we’re not getting the perspective of the real world into design: 

Because of my background in urban designing. Often in design studio, you should not focus on environment and “outside” issues. Design should make it’s statement even if the neighborhood seemed to call for something else. 

I would say< this is a good design but would you want this in the neighborhood where it’s going? I was the only one saying this. 

They’re operating in a vacuum. If you can’t focus on neighborhoods as designers, how can we focus on disabilities. 

Question: Did the GSD people’s awareness f the challenges for you affect the way they critiqued your work? 

Good question. I always by instinct that the reviews were honest with nothing to do with my CP and being in chair. BUT their were other reviews with other groups joined together. Outside or AIA (architecture prof. org) critiques tat were not honest or were too gentle with me. That’s a disservice to me and to the design school. My final review I had been up 48 hours before. I knew absolutely it was the worst presentation I ever did but students still said it was good. Don’t know if it was because of the disability or if they could just see how tired I was. 

This took a physical toll. This makes me reconsider desire to go through architecture school By the end I was a wreck—6 weeks = ½ semester. How would I do it for 4 years or 6? I slept for 3 weeks. 

Valerie: Chris finished. Not sure what it meant or whether he would be going back. Toll was astonishing. AIA Students undertook analysis of studio culture. Gave affirmation to us. On ARC voices. Org. section on UD. Goal of study to strengthen design culture. Wanted to produce healthy, optimistic, engaging people in design. 

Current culture: solo creativity; personal physical and social sacrifice; design ideas best in middle of night. Result: real clients and communities are omitted from the picture. Called for acceptance of diverse groups including the disabled. Architecture will be strengthened by understanding how design affects everyone. 

A give to Arch for Social justice. 

Chris: one of the best things I ever did. Got me to think and look at world differently. Question is can you get the same result with less design culture. Some would argue yes but sometimes you can’t. Interesting : we had another person ask us about the GSD summer program. My reaction was if you have a long getting ready (2 hours to get up and get to bed?) you will not survive. Cognitively you can handle it but not on their schedule with full participation. 

What about CAD? Concern that computer space s artificial. Some legitimacy to that. 

Time is a big issue for all disabled people—no matter cause—maybe in addition to lengthening programs, in design time needs to be part of it. Connection to kitchen is  an issue for time: failure to emphasize the role of time for architects. Design schools do not prepare students for time issues of the real world—addressed by AIAS study.   

