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Moments of Conviction: The Problems and Promises of Nurtur-
ing Students’ Emergent Cultural and Personal Identities

This paper investigates how the set of assumptions about student knowledge and
cultural identity shaped the beginning architecture design studio pedagogy of Katia
Borges, a UC Berkeley adjunct professor (and practicing architect) that I observed
and interviewed in the late 1990s.! Katia’s own descriptions of the relationships
that emerged between herself and three of her beginning design students (Ernesto, a
Latino male, Julia, an Asian woman, and Catherine, a White woman) will be used to
explore the complex interplay between her Brazilian identity, her professional identity,
and her explicit attempt at encouraging her students to explore their own cultural
identities and personal inner selves within their designs. Recorded descriptions of
her own interactions with three students will depict Katia’s approach to challenging
her students to “let go of convention and invent original design metaphors based on
personal and cultural identity.”

Within the narrative of her experiences in the beginning design studio, Katia
emphasized her interest in “nurturing” her students’ capacities for “working
independently” by validating and supporting their inventions of their own original
vocabularies for talking about, and making, their designs. She told me that she
looked for moments when her students would argue for their designs based on their
own ideas. These “moments of conviction,” as she called them, were indicators that
a student’s “designer’s personality” was beginning to emerge. Katia told me that
students undergoing their initial design studio experiences tended to have a “very
hard time abandoning convention” because they were afraid of “taking the risk” of
being different. Influenced by magazines, previous teachers, as well as their design
studio peers, students tended to drop their own original ideas in favor of safer sets of
architectural conventions and norms. She saw her role as a teacher in terms of the
support she could give to her students as they learned to “let go” of the conventions
of normal architectural language. By coming to what she called “an awareness” of
their “personal or inner selves,” students could step outside of the existing set of
architectural norms and create vocabu-laries of building form that were as unique
as they themselves were.

Katia validated Julia’s attempt at developing an architectural vocabulary of form
based on the “flickering candle” metaphor that had emerged from her personal
interest in the spatial experiences of light and shadow. She affirmed Ernesto’s Latino
cultural background and pointed him toward an exploration of Mexican architect
Luis Barragan’s exterior facade color schemes. Because she believed that any form
of vocabulary that was expressive of the self could lead to breaking away from the
existing conventions of architectural form making, Katia validated and supported
her students’ design explorations in which they invented vocabularies based on their
unique experiences, on their cultural identities, or on various other aspects of their
personal selves.

A narrative analysis of Katia’s descriptions of her interactions with students reveals
that she structured her view of her students based on a traditional conception of
knowledge: knowledge was discovered, it was preexisting, and it had locatable
origins.? Problematic students, like Catherine (was prob-lematic within Katia’s point
of view because she turn to external rather than internal sources of knowledge, which
Katia took as a sign of Catherine’s absence of “conviction to her work™; an absence
of an “awareness of the self.””) were those whose personal vocabularies for talking
about their design works did not align with their own (teachers’) conception of the
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best method for discovering knowledge.

Narrative analysis also revealed that the “awareness of inner self” metaphor that Katia
used in narrating her students’ process of developing their personal sets of architectural
vocabularies reflected her belief that the language her students used to describe their
designs was not separate from the language they used to describe themselves: that
their descriptions of their designs could derive from descriptions that reflected their
awareness of their personal interests, their unique wants, and their cultural roots.
Katia’s story, as told in her own words, complemented by narrative analyses that seeks
to expose the theories that were embedded within her teaching strategies, reveal the
set of challenges that beginning design studio professors face within their attempt
at providing students with a pedagogical environments that nurtures the integration
of personal identity, cultural history, ethnicity and design vocabulary.

paper

Letting Go of Conventional Language

Katia Borges, a Latina woman in her mid thirties, was born and grew up in San Paulo, Brazil.! She immigrated to the
United States and entered Berkeley’s Department of Architecture as an undergraduate in 1981. She received her Masters Degree in
Architecture from Yale University in 1990. After her east coast experience in graduate school she returned to the west coast, and built
up a one-woman firm located in Richmond, California. By the mid 1990’s her firm had that gained her a reputation for sensitivity to
the identities of ethnic-minority communities and their residents. In the late 1990’s I had the opportunity of observing Katia teach
an undergraduate beginning design studio a UC Berkeley where she was employed as a part-time adjunct professor. After I observed
her interacting with her students in the studio setting, I recorded a series of conversations about her approach to teaching beginning
design. Her set of assumptions about student knowledge and cultural identity shaped her approach to teaching the beginning, and
it this set of assumptions and their enactments in the form of pedagogy that I want to share with you.

In a small, quiet meeting room on the third floor of Wurster Hall, where we met for lunch and conversation about her
approach to teaching, Katia often emphasized her interest in teaching her twelve students “how to be independent in their designs.”
“I get very worried when I see sameness in the studio,” Katia told me as she described her students’ struggles with “letting go of
conventions, of norms, and of what is expected.” She understood her students’ resistance to “letting go” as the roadblock that kept
them from “incorporating” their “individual talents, differences, and strengths” into their work. For Katia, the process of “letting
go of convention” was concurrent with her students’ processes of recognizing their own individuality and difference. One of the
primary conventions that Katia believed that students could eventually “let go of”” was the traditional language that architects spoke.
But before “letting go of” conventional lan-guage, before, as she put it, “venturing into uncharted territory,” students had to “not only
know themselves as individuals, but also become secure about their knowledge about the convention of architectural language.”

For Katia, the formative stages of developing an individual personality as a designer interlocked with a process in which
students learned the conventions of architectural language so that they could “manipu-late” that language in their own individual and
different ways. Once they understood the normal and conventional ways that architects had adopted for talking about the design and
construction of buildings, then students could “start inventing new ways of communicating” through a process of “manipu-lating”
the existing conventional language in their own terms. She related her students’ processes of learning to recognize and make use of
their own individuality and difference to her own experience of leaving her native Brazilian culture to come to the United States, or
more specifically, to come to Berkeley for her undergraduate architectural studies. “I came from a place where everybody knew me,
to this place where I was nobody,” she told me recalling the challenges of finding herself in a foreign culture. “I mean that could
be incredibly intimidating because it’s in Berkeley, California, in the United States. Not only was I foreign to the culture, but I was
also foreign to this place, to this school. So in order to kind of swim or sink, I really concentrated on fulfilling the requirements just
like my students do. To be a really good student. That’s what [ knew how to do no matter what the cultural milieu, so I did that
because I didn’t know anything else. And I survived.”

Dropping Diego Rivera’s Murals

The “proof” that she “had what it took” to be an architect came through surviving the system and adopting the conventions
of traditional architectural language rather than coming to “an awareness” of who she was as an architect; an awareness she believed
enabled the confidence required to “let go” of existing architectural language conventions. Of the several design projects that her
students completed during the summer session in which I observed Katia, the “room project” was the one that she felt best conveyed
her pedagogical approach to challenging her students to “let go” of architectural language conventions by creating designs reflective of
their inner selves. In the “room project” students had to choose three objects that would be the starting points for their investigations
into the design of a room that was meant to function in much the same way that their existing bedrooms functioned: as spaces in
which they kept their possessions, where they slept, and where they did their studying. The aim of having students choose three
objects to be housed in the room was to have them recognize that objects evoked personal meanings and memories that could inform
the direction of their designs and lead them in the direction of letting go of convention.
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Katia described the struggles that Ernesto, a twenty-year-old Latino man in her design studio, was having with the “room
project.” Katia reflected on her conversation with Ernesto, telling me, “He initially wanted to include reproductions of Diego
Rivera murals in his room, and he decided against it, and I said, “Why?’ And he said, ‘because people wouldn’t understand.” So I
said, ‘Because it’s the work of Diego Rivera’s murals? Do you mean that you were thinking that an Anglo-Saxon person could not
under-stand, could not get at the core of the work? There is an exhibit going on right now at the Museum of Modern Art on that
very subject, Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo, and maybe you should go. It is the height of high culture and there it is. And next door
across the street there is a Center for the Arts that was created for the very purpose to showcase multicultural art in the city, in the
Bay Area: to really look at some of our own artists and what they are talking about.” So that was one glimpse that I got.”

Katia had gotten “a glimpse” of “the core” of Ernesto’s individual identity as a designer via his description of his personal
interest in Diego Rivera’s artwork. She took Ernesto’s intimation about his hesitancy to make use of the Rivera poster as a cue
that he needed validation of the anxiety he felt about being a Latino in an “Anglo-Saxon” culture. Her affirmation of Rivera as a
Latino artist whose works had been culturally approved as being “the height of high culture,” and her subsequent affirmation of
local “multicultural art” was her way of posing that she perceived Ernesto’s cultural difference as a strength to be pursued through
expression, rather than diminished or discounted through repression.

While Ernesto eventually abandoned the use of the poster of the Diego Rivera mural as one of his “room project” objects,
he began developing an architectural vocabulary in which he employed colored wall surfaces that Katia described as similar to those
of Mexican architect Luis Barragan. Ernesto may have been implicitly revealing his Latino identity through the use of “Barragan”
kinds of color schemes, but he was among the majority of students who, in Katia’s experience as an undergraduate design teacher,
had not acquired the confidence to “go out on a limb” and explicitly explore the relationship between their cultural identities or their
inner selves and their design vocabularies. She explained, “Only very rarely have I had undergraduate students that have done that.
And I am very encouraging of that, always. If they want to bring cultural themes to their work, hey, as long as they work within the
parameters of the studio that’s just the more richer. So I am often very encouraging of that but not everybody has that self-confidence
to take that leap and do something different than the others.”

Katia’s “nurturance” of Ernesto’s difference, his uniqueness, was meant to point him in the direction of “doing something
different than the others,” of defining his own set of architectural metaphors that reflected his inner self and his “awareness” of the
architect that he was becoming. But despite Katia’s encouragement, Ernesto chose to abandon the use of the Rivera poster as the
starting point in his design exploration; a use that would have explicitly revealed what she called the “cognizance of his identity.”
Instead he opted to safely imitate a previously created architectural vocabulary of color and form. The possibility of explicitly
expressing his cultural identity had been eclipsed by his lack of confidence and his fear of being misunderstood. Imitating the style
of Barragan, an architect whose Latino cultural roots were aligned with Ernesto’s own, may have seemed to Ernesto to have been a
step in the direction of expressing his unique identity, but in the end for Katia, he had created a replica rather than a set of architectural
metaphors that were particularly his own. Katia described her encouragement and validation of Ernesto’s own expressions of cultural
and personal self as her ways of helping him shore up the confidence that he would need if he was to eventually break from the
conventional design language that he, instead, chose to replicate.

The Flickering Candle

Another student she spoke about within her narratives of her teaching experiences in her beginning design studio pointed
to Katia’s pedagogical aim of encouraging her students to “go out on a limb” by making use of their own interests and their own
metaphors within their individual design processes. Katia described Julia, an Asian American woman in her early twenties, as a
student who “had an incredible ability to translate metaphor kinds of concepts into spaces.” Julia revealed her “incredible ability” by
thinking of one of her “room project” objects as a metaphor for the kinds of experi-enced qualities she wanted her room to exhibit.
Thinking and speaking metaphorically about the candle she had chosen as one of her “room project” objects helped guide Julia
toward the develop-ment of her own architectural language of building forms and spaces.

Katia explained Julia’s process of using a candle to guide a metaphorical exploration of architectural space, recalling that
“there was a moment early on when Julia was talking about the flicker of a candle and how that translated into space.” Julia had
produced a sketch in which she attempted to render an interior quality reminiscent of the experience of candlelight. As she talked
about her sketch of the room Julia described her interest in designing a room in which various intensities of light, from bright light
to dark shadow, could be experienced as the inhabitants of the room moved from the room’s periphery to its interior.

As she spoke to Katia, Julia likened the architectural qualities of light intensity dissipating from bright to dim and the
contrasting light and dark shadow play on wall surfaces 7o the experiential qualities of a flickering candle. At that point in her design
process, Julia had stopped thinking and talking about the candle as an object and started thinking and talking about the candle as
a metaphor. But two days later Julia had abandoned the flickering candle metaphor, much to Katia’s dismay. She recalled coming
into the studio two days after she and Julia had explored ways in which Julia’s set of architectural forms could be informed by the
“flickering candle” metaphor. But by that time Julia had abandoned the “flickering candle” as the metaphorical basis for her design
and was exploring what Katia described as “trellis type things with the columns marking the rhythm” of the experienced progres-sion
from the exterior wall to the interior center of the room. Julia had opted for “something more conventional.” Julia had dropped her
development of an original vocabulary of architectural ways to describe progression through /ight, and instead began employing a
conventional way of marking progression through space by using the traditional architectural vocabulary of columns.

Katia told me that when she asked Julia why she had abandoned her original “flickering candle” metaphor and concurrent
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explora-tion of architectural forms, Julia told her that “she didn’t think that it had a practical use. Having slipped from her poet’s
body into her logicians mind, Julia told Katia that she didn’t think that one could inhabit that kind of space. In our conversation
Katia told me that restrained her response to Julia’s move, but inside she felt like saying, “Who cares about the use? You know, it’s
beautiful.” When I asked Katia why she thought Julia had not “pushed it,” but rather, had abandoned her original “flickering candle”
metaphor, she said, “Maybe it’s peer pressure. Other people who look at her desk and they are not understanding. Conventions,
norms, what is expected. I don’t know who the kind of judging is for her. Is it what is published in the magazines? Her peers?
Her past teachers?” Recall-ing the “moment early on” when Julia seemed to be on her way to making use of her “sensibility” for
“translating metaphor kinds of concepts into spaces,” Katia framed Julia’s subsequent abandonment as “the syndrome of having a
lucid moment and being able to create something wonderful and then abandoning it out because it’s not practical.”

Julia’s original defense of her design ideas in /#er own metaphoric terms, had sent Katia a clear signal that her (Julia’s)
“designer personality” was being formed. Katia realized that Julia’s strength as a metaphor maker could be used to overcome what
Harold Bloom recognized as the strong poet’s “anxiety of influence”: the poet’s fear of replicating other poets’ conventions, and thus
never creating a work that was uniquely one’s own .* Katia’s encouraging Julia to be “less concerned with the conventional,” and
to “take risks even when not entirely sure where she was going,” was indicative of a teacher who believed that her students could
overcome their tendency toward conven-tional ways of creating buildings and conventional ways of exhibiting designer personalities
that were imitations of others rather than expressions of their own unique voices and vocabularies.

Reflections of Their Inner Selves

Within the narrative of her experiences in the beginning design studio Katia treated the language capabilities that her
students brought with them to her studio as reflections of their inner selves. By framing the processes of manipulating ordinary
spoken language as “simultane-ous with” the processes of manipulating form and space, she conveyed to her students the possibility
that creating architecture was coincident with the architect’s discovery of her self. Katia emphasized her interest in “nurturing” her
students’ capacities for “working independently” by validating and supporting their inventions of their own original vocabularies
for talking about, and making, their designs.

Katia believed that by “manipulating” the conventions of existing architectural language, students could eventually gain the

confidence needed to develop their own original vocabularies. That confidence and commitment to their own ideas and architectural
vocabularies would come at the same time that they gained insight into their own unique sets of inner qualities: qualities of the
personal self that she defined as the core of the “designer’s personality.”
Because she believed that any form of vocabulary that was expressive of the self could lead to breaking away from the existing
conventions of architectural form making, Katia validated and supported her students’ design explorations in which they invented
vocabularies based on their unique experiences, on their cultural identities, or on various other aspects of their personal selves. The
“awareness of inner self” metaphor that Katia used in narrating her students’ process of developing their personal sets of architectural
vocabularies reflected her belief that the language her students used to describe their designs was not separate from the language they
used to describe themselves: that their descriptions of their designs could derive from descriptions that reflected their awareness of
their personal interests, their unique wants, and their cultural roots. Katia’s message to her students was that their metaphors could
bridge their identities as persons with their identities as architects; their metaphors that emerged from the self and eventually resulted
in architectural translations into building form were metaphors that pointed to the intimacy between the thing created and its creator;
between designs created and the designer’s self.

Not A Moment of Conviction

Catherine, a white woman and a third generation Californian from a well-to-do professional upper-middle class family,
was Katia’s most challenging student. Of all her students, Katia found Catherine the most frustrating because, as Katia described
it, there was “not a moment of conviction in her work.” As opposed to the minimal “worry about sameness” that Katia felt about
Ernesto’s and Julia’s immature fear of the unconventional, the “sameness” that frustrated Katia about Catherine manifested in the
form of Catherine’s tendency to “regur-gitate the same idea over and over.” Katia believed that Catherine’s tendency toward constant
repetition of the same design idea was rooted in her “thinking that she was completely unable to come up with something new.” As
a result of her perceived inability to have original design ideas, Katia told me that Catherine was “much more prone to say, ‘I saw
that example in Architectural Digest. 1think I’'m going to employ it right here’ as opposed to saying ‘what is enclo-sure?’ or ‘How
do we define passage?”

Katia expanded on her frustration with Catherine. As she started with a deep sigh she explained, “The only one I’'m really
worried about is Catherine. She is very stubborn. She has these precon-ceived ideas. Somewhere along the line she has been used
to, she has gotten used to praise. Somebody must have been doing a lot of patting on her back, and saying, ‘Oh it’s beautiful, oh
wow, just go that way.” There is no way I’'m going to tell her that and since I’'m not going to give her that, then she’s gone through
twenty variations of her scheme. She is just waiting for this standing ovation and she cannot get that conviction from herself. She
cannot work independ-ently. It’s unbelievable. Not a moment of conviction in the work. It’s almost like,” Katia changed from her
adult tone to imitate a child’s voice, and ended her characterization with, “did you like this, can I do this?”

Katia equated Catherine’s lack of independence to her absolute inability to generate her own design ideas. To compensate
for her impotence in original design thinking Catherine reverted to cutting and pasting the works of others into her own work. The
problem with Catherine’s mode of aping the ideas of other designers, as Katia described it, originated “somewhere along the line”
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when she had been uncritically praised for her efforts. The result of Catherine having sought and apparently having received her
previous teachers’ approvals was that Catherine had developed the habit of believing that if she kept generating “variations on her
scheme” she would eventually hit upon a design that would move her teachers to applaud her efforts with a “standing ovation.”
One of the objects that Catherine had chosen to house within her “room project” design was (as she explained to Katia) the diploma
that she would eventually receive upon completion of her undergraduate studies. Through her desk crit conversations with Catherine,
Katia began to “put her finger on” the personal meaning that the diploma had evoked for Catherine. Katia told me, “It’s very
interesting that one of her objects was the diploma. And it was such a big deal about the diploma. Catherine is highly conventional
in the sense that she is doing it for the degree, not for the education. She is not in the thinking, in exploring, and spending sleepless
nights thinking about exactly how do you feel when you walk through this building. She’s interested in, ‘By the time 2001 is over,’
she says, ‘I graduated Berkeley.” I think I’m finally starting to put my finger on it. I think it’s about consum-ing. I think that is what
I find so troubling: it’s about acquiring.

“The degree is one more of her possessions in a certain sense. And I hate to, I know I’m standing on pretty shaky ground
making a value judgment on her social status or her background, but I know enough about her as a person that I cannot help but
make conclusions and put two and two together. I think the degree is just one more acquisition. That’s what really irks me, because
that’s the particular kind of person that  am. Education, for me, is a sort of a whole category apart. And it has to do with a lot of my
background. For me it’s in a category all its own. In other words, it doesn’t matter to me how much you make, if you are not well
educated then it’s not important... Education is a way to skip social classes. The fact that you were born into a certain social class
shouldn’t mark you for life. That if you have ambition, and you are tenacious enough that’s a bridge. And it is perhaps the only kind
of democratic space, the space of education. So for somebody to be treating the degree as a com-modity is very insulting.”

Here the dynamic between teacher and student, in terms of Katia’s commitment to an version of knowledge that was personal
and inner, as opposed to objective and external and in terms of a dynamic between the privileges and power-positionalities that were
part of Katia’s and Catherine’s identities, was informative. Katia’s commitment to an internal source of student knowledge, and
her commitment to her students cultural identities are two aspects of her own pedagogy that she placed into the foreground of her
narrative of her relationship to her students. The background of power and privilege dynamics came into play in her description of
Catherine’s upper middle class social status, in contrast to her own roots in a working class Brazilian family. “Treating the degree
as a com-modity,” was insulting to Katia, but her strong commitment to equity and democratic space revealed the invisible lines of
tension between her status as a Latina woman in a pedagogical relationship with her white student.

Invisible Visible

In our conversations Katia did not raise the issue of her Latina identity in relation to Catherine’s white identity. She talked
more about her attempt at drawing forth from Catherine “a moment of conviction.” Just as she had portrayed her interactions with
Ernesto and Julia, Katia focused more on the professional aim of pointing students in the direction of developing their designer’s
identities through their connection to their “inner selves” and their cultural roots. In those two cases Katia was explicit in letting her
students know that she was seeing them in terms of their “inner” resources; encouraging and nurturing those resources. I read Katia
descriptions of Catherine’s dependency on external norms and conventions as examples of her teacher enactments of resistance
toward the white privilege status that she perceived her student embodying. Katia’s examples of Catherine’s commodification of her
educational experience, her dependency on architectural magazines for inspiration, and her assumptions that her previous teachers
applauded her efforts with a “standing ovations,” made visible, in our conversations, the invisible status of a particular white students’
whiteness.

Making white invisibility visible is one step in redefining the emerging set of roles that whiteness studies theorists have
recently started to construct.* In my conversations with Katia, the focus she chose to place at the center of her narrations of herself as
a teacher was one that pointed toward the validation of her students’ personal voices. That validation was meant to point them toward
limiting their dependencies on external architec-tural norms and conventions. She believed that as her students gradually shifted
their search for design ideas away from magazines, or peer pressure, or other external sources, and toward their own backgrounds,
idiosyncrasies, memories, even their phobias, they would gain confidence in their abilities to work independ-ently; they would drop
their habit of depending on external factors as they gradually picked up on an awareness of their inner selves; they would make
visible their invisible set of commitments.

One way to Katia’s description of Catherine’s lack of conviction, would be to place it in the context of Katia’s implicating
Catherine’s’ white set of privileges that she brought into the beginning design studio. In the context of white privilege, what Katia
presented as “lack of conviction” can be re-presented as a conviction to the white codes power® that she seemed to have taken for
granted. Seen in this light, Catherine’s interest in referencing the Great White Architects that appear in glossy mainstream architectural
press could be seen as behavior that fits well into a construction of objective knowledge, where reliance on their internal sets of
motivating forces were seen as detriments to the learning process.

The issue of white privilege, and its invisibility in the studio education process, cannot be separated from the Western set
of assumptions about what counts and doesn’t count as knowledge. Within that ancient theory, learning was a process that required
detachment from the self, in that learning was the acquisition of objective knowledge that existed outside of personal experience.
Following the traditional objectivist knowledge theory, if students were to acquire knowledge of which of their ideas were objectively
true and which were biased by their own subjectivity, then they would have to deploy a method by which they could be independent
of their subjectivity.
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The historical construction of a Cartesian version of disembodied knowledge has led to studio education in which objectifying
method-ologies including analytical considerations of objective contextual determinants, studies of historic precedent, and exclusion
of first person vocabularies from argumentation have become the norm. Within that construction of knowledge the minds is assumed
to have privileged status over the body; logic over intuition; detachment over personal commitment. Katia’s view of her students’
learning processes was framed within the per-spective that knowledge was something that already existed within her students’ personal
experiences. Her narrative descriptions of her interactions with students implicated her attempt at an abandon-ment of the idea
that her students’ knowledge existed outside of their inner selves. In thinking that knowledge already existed within her students’
inner selves Katia thought about learning in terms of its internal origins. The success that Katia had with Ernesto and Julia, I read
as coupled with her successful resistance to Catherine’s enactments of white privilege. Studio instructors like Katia remind us that
defining knowledge based her students personal experiences as making their bodies visible, against the grain of historically white-
European set of assumptions about knowledge, can be a step in the direction of making visible what Elisabeth Lloyd calls “tyranny
of objectivity.” And in that way Katia worked toward making visible her students bodies, encouraging them to explore their own
cultural identities and personal inner selves within their designs set into motion the possibility that studio education can become a
site for contesting traditionally marginalized identities.
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of children and adolescents, but can inform conversations about power and privilege in the beginning design studio: 1) Issues of
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