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Making Our City Livable /
Community Design Projects 
By and For Youth (2000), with 
curator Julie Maurer, the last 
and only city wide exhibit in 
the series, featured the work 
and thinking of youth from 25 
exemplary design programs by 
school and community groups. 
It included plans, drawings, 
paintings, models and parts 
of realized projects for play-
grounds, skateboard parks, 
courtyards, school offices, en-
tries, and campaigns for for-
estry and environmental res-
toration. The Cooper Hewitt 

Museum, Open Road, Learn-
ing By Design, the Abrons 
Arts Center and many others 
contributed work to the ex-
hibition and the artists who 
taught with these programs 
were invited to contribute their 
own designs improvement con-
cepts. IN-SITES VI not only 
shared the work of the Abrons 
Arts Center with a commu-
nity of like-minded educators 
but extended the possibilities 
of design education and made 
connections throughout the 
country and abroad.
 

IN-SITES IV

Youth-oriented architecture clas- 
ses at the Henry Street Settle-
ment have benefited the Lower 
East Side since they came into 
existence in 1985. Susan Flem-
inger, the director of the Visual 
Arts Program, has worked with 
architects, artists, and educators 
to build up the Architecture & 
Design / Community Studies 
Program. The architecture pro-
gram has included cooperation 
with several public schools lo-
cated in and outside of the 
neighborhood, implementing 
school improvement projects, 
for example, and other projects 
such as designing neighborhood 
guides and contributing to learn-
ing fairs. Programs organized  

in the building of the Henry 
Street Settlement’s Abrons 
Arts Center, designed by  
Lo-Yi Chan, include architec- 
tural workshops in the after-
noons and during summer holi-
days, and the presentation of 
student work, as well as other 
artistic exhibitions. The Archi-
tecture & Design / Community 
Studies Program aims to em-
power children and teenagers 
from middle- and low-income 
families living in socially disad-
vantaged neighborhoods by 
adopting a place-based learn-
ing approach.

Today, architects and educa-
tors who think critically harbor 
a wide, and often conflicting, 
range of ideas about the func-
tion and purpose that archi- 
tectural education for young  
people has and could have for 
society and the profession.  
For some, childhood education 
dealing with architectural is-
sues and questions is extremely 
important. Not only because ar-
chitecture plays a decisive role 
in society, and therefore it ought 
not be neglected as a subject 
matter, but also because archi-
tectural education can empow-
er youths with its interdisciplin-
ary approach—particularly its 
combination of historical refer-
ence and practical application. 
Still, school is generally regarded 

as a conservative yet powerful 
institution, and architecture, 
from a socio-political perspec-
tive, may often be considered a 
representation of the dominant 
interests forming its user. Thus, 
others believe that architectural 
education contributes to the re-
production of society and natu-
ralizes the close relationship 
between the professional and 
the financial world. Both sides 
of the argument could be in-
formed by an educational de-
bate that the Austro-American 
author, philosopher, and theo-
logian Ivan Illich decisively in-
fluenced in the 1970s, criticizing 
the modernization process with 
regard to the destructive influ-
ence of institutions. It was Illich 
who questioned the social ideal 
of education and the existing 
school system and demanded 
the creation of alternative net-
works of learning in the course 
of what he called the “deschool-
ing” of society.1

Teaching  
Architecture,  
or, “How to  
Create Spaces  
for Teenagers?”

Kim Förster

1 Ivan Illich, “Why We Must 
Abolish Schooling,” The New  
York Review of Books, July 2,  
1970, www.nybooks.com/articles/ 
a rc h i v e s / 1 9 7 0 / j u l / 0 2 / w h y - 
we-must-abolish-schooling/ 
?pagination=false (last accessed 
on March 14, 2012). In De-
schooling Society, Illich defined 
the problem as follows: in the 
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has since been successfully in-
corporated into a conservative, 
neoliberal policy.4

In the following text, four 
educational programs in ar-
chitecture for children and 
adolescents in New York—the 
Saturday Program at Cooper 
Union (since 1968); the High 
School Program at the In-
stitute for Architecture and  
Urban Studies (1975 to 1985); 
the Architecture & Design /  

Community Studies Program 
in the Arts-in-Education Pro-
gram at the Abrons Arts Cen-
ter (since 1985); and the Learn-
ing by Design: NY program at 
the Center for Architecture 
Foundation (since 1990)—will 
be presented with regard to 
their history and didactics and 
discussed in terms of their con-
tent, teaching methods, and 
overall objectives, insofar as is 
possible. On the basis of case 
studies, a chronological over-
view of the development of 
pedagogical approaches in the 
teaching of architecture in the 
last few decades is proposed. 
Taken together, the programs 
selected give evidence of the 
fact that there are differing 
views on how and why archi-
tecture should be taught; each 
is valid in its own way.

Although new teach-
ing methods were developed 
for each of the architecture 
courses—their working meth-
ods and social forms were di-
rectly borrowed from archi-
tecture schools and benefited 
from recent developments 
in art education—all exam-
ples demonstrate that they 
were extensions of the stan-
dard school education and 
not alternatives to it. What is 
striking is that, especially in  
the architectural classes at the 

Abrons Arts Center, there was 
a focus on affirmative learn-
ing objectives, which served 
the development of an indi-
vidual and collective identity. 
The central hypothesis for the 
study of those four programs 
is that they fundamentally dif-
fer in their pedagogical design 
due to the function of each of 
the respective institutions and 
that their purpose ranges from 
youth development to self-pro-
motion. The notion of archi-
tecture taught in the classroom 
extends from social relevance 
to artistic orientation.

In the end, this reading of 
the history and the didactics of 
four different programs might 
provide answers to the ques-
tion of why the potential of ar-
chitectural education should be 
taken seriously by architects, 
historians, and educators. Ac-
knowledging that educational 
programs always fulfill an in-
stitutional function and are of-
ten subject to their own com-
mercialization, this text can be 
read as a call for an addition to 
conventional education, a call 
for programs that deal more 
with the needs of children and 
adolescents. Or in the words 
of Howard Stern, who cur-
rently teaches architecture at 
the Abrons Arts Center and at 
other institutions in New York, 

4 This trend has been exten-
sively characterized, contextual-
ized, and criticized by Gilles De-
leuze, among others, who in his 
text “Postscript on the Societies 
of Control” offered an analysis 
of the demise of the “discrete 
institutions” of disciplinary so-
cieties, such as family, school, 
barrack, factory, and hospital, 
as instruments for the exercise 
of power. With regard to school-
ing, he argued that today “per-
petual training tends to replace 
the school, and continuous con-
trol to replace the examination.” 
In the end, with “the introduc-
tion of the ‘corporation’ at all 
levels of schooling, new subjec-
tivities develop, which bring 
along that ‘one is never finished 
with anything.’” Gilles Deleuze, 
“Postscript on the Societies of 
Control,” in October 59, Winter 
1992, 3–7.

In the US, architectural 
education for children and 
teenagers was primarily imple-
mented in the late 1960s. It is 
a phenomenon that arose as a 
consequence of larger trans-
formations in the educational 
and institutional landscape. 
Programs began to take shape 
at already-established architec-
ture schools such as the Cooper 

Union but many other types of 
institutions as well—education-
al and cultural institutions, mu-
seums, nonprofit organizations 
and professional associations. 
Some high schools even offered 
courses in architecture in the 
context of art education. These 
educational projects received 
financial support from national 
and state agencies, as well as 
from public and private foun-
dations. In all cases, the effort 
of individuals, most of whom 
had practical experience, was 
hugely important to the estab-
lishment, development, and on-
going success of the programs.

In the 1967 Princeton Re-
port, Robert Geddes—who was 
at that time dean of the Fac-
ulty of Architecture at Princ-
eton University—and Bernard 
Spring redefined the objec-
tives of architectural education, 
which they no longer limited to 
a university context.2 Their dis-
cursive move, which encouraged 
a departure from a purely artis-
tic Beaux-Arts tradition (then 

being perceived as backward) in 
favor of an inclusive and quite 
interdisciplinary approach, was 
also a plea for a “continuing ed-
ucation.” With the report, they 
demanded new training pro-
grams for all ages of children, 
adolescents, and adults. 

This experience should en-
hance the sensitivity and 
awareness of nonprofes-
sionals to the interactions 
between the physical envi-
ronment and all other as-
pects of their lives.3

Against this background, 
the field of architecture in the 
United States has, in addition 
to intellectualizing and profes-
sionalizing the academic disci-
pline, moved on to a stronger 
anchoring of the architectural 
project in society—whether 
through a preparatory train-
ing of the younger genera-
tion, or through new offers in 
adult education for prospec-
tive clients or sponsors. Ac-
cordingly, a new awareness of 
the concept of lifelong learning 
emerged, which teaches a per-
sonal responsibility and which 

course of modernization, not 
only education but also social re-
ality had become “schooled.” He 
therefore called for an examina-
tion of the existing school sys-
tem and the hidden curriculum 
in society. What was at stake for 
Illich was a demystification of 
the cultural ideal of education 
and, as a corollary, he suggested 
a “deschooling,” which meant 
the abolition of any compulsory 
education. As an alternative to 
school, he outlined a system or 
an organization in which edu-
cation for all and education by 
all would be guaranteed. Cur-
rent approaches like the open 
network of the Public School—
organized via an internet plat-
form, which was initiated by 
Common Room in 2009–10 in 
New York for six months as the 
Public School (for Architecture) 
New York—are surprisingly 
close to Illich’s proposal, as he 
describes it in his publication.

2 Robert L. Geddes and Ber-
nard P. Spring, “Final Report: 
A Study of Education for En-
vironmental Design; A Report 
by Princeton University for the 
American Institute of Archi-
tects” (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University, 1967).

3 “Continuity for Environ-
mental Design Education,” in 
Geddes and Spring, “Final Re-
port,” 58.
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As a further response to the 
criticism of the exclusionary 
role of the education system, 
informal institutions such as 
“street academies” opened up 
in Harlem. These were to guar-
antee black youth, labeled by 
the African-American press as 
ghetto dropouts, access to edu-
cation and to enable their par-
ticipation in society.7 Against 
this socio-political backdrop, 
architecture students at the 
Cooper Union took the initia-
tive and founded the Saturday 
Program, remembering that 
the university always had a spe-
cial educational function in the 
adjacent low-income neighbor-
hood, the East Village.

The Cooper Union, found-
ed in 1859 by Peter Cooper, a 

successful inventor, self-made 
businessman, and philanthro-
pist, originally had the goal 
of providing talented young 
people from working class 
and immigrant families in 
the neighboring district with 
higher education and train-
ing opportunities in order to 
integrate them in this way in 
society.8 After the Civil War, 
the art school developed into 
a professional college. An in-
dependent school of architec-
ture was established in 1897. 
As a private educational insti-
tution, the Cooper Union for 
the Advancement of Science 
and Art—its official name— 

42ff. On the teachers strike of 
the United Federation of Teach-
ers in Oceanhill–Brownsville 
in 1968, see Wendell E. Pritch-
ett, “The Oceanhill-Browns-
ville Community and the 1968 
Teachers’ Strike,” in Browns-
ville, Brooklyn: Blacks, Jews, 
and the Changing Face of the 
Ghetto (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 2002), 221–7.
7 On the establishment of 
street academies in Harlem, see 
Lucia Allais, “The Real and the 
Theoretical, 1968,” in Perspecta 
42, 2010, 27–41.

8 On Peter Cooper and the 
history of the Cooper Union, 
see Evan Cornog and Jerome 
Mushkat “Peter Cooper” and 
Peter G. Buckley “The Cooper 
Union (for the Advancement of 
Science and Art)” in Kenneth 
T. Jackson (ed.), The Encyclo-
pedia of New York (New Ha-
ven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1995), 279–80 and 281–82. Soon 
after its foundation, the Cooper 
Union incorporated the Female 
School of Design, already in-
stitutionalized in 1846, and in 
1897 it founded the Museum 
of Art and Decoration, now the 
Cooper-Hewitt National Design 
Museum.

“How to create spaces for 
teenagers?”

1 THE COOPER UNION: 
THE SATURDAY 
PROGRAM

At the Cooper Union, a private 
university in Manhattan’s East 
Village, the Saturday Program 
was started in 1968 as an alter-
native educational program for 
teaching architecture and art 
to youths.5 Initially perceived 
as a renegade project by the 
school administration, the Sat-
urday Program, started out as 
a critique of the current state 
of architectural education.

The beginnings of the un-
precedented pedagogical proj-
ect can be explained through 
the social transformations that 

disrupted the country in the late 
1960s. After the assassination of 
Martin Luther King Jr. in April 
1968, everyday life in New York, 
as in many other cities in the 
US, was overshadowed by race 
riots. Despite the previous at-
tempt by the New York Board 
of Education to decentralize 
the school system and to em-
power individual schools in pre-
dominantly African-American 
neighborhoods, the situation 
escalated. A citywide fight over 
the school system began, and as 
a powerful social institution, the 
system was held responsible for 
having contributed significantly 
to the reproduction of social 
injustice. What triggered the 
new uproar was the dismissal 
of a large number of teachers 
in the district of Ocean Hill–
Brownsville, which resulted in 
several strikes at the predomi-
nantly white United Federation 
of Teachers in the fall of 1968. 
Classes at public schools in the 
district were only able to con-
tinue with substitute teachers.6 

5 On the history of the Sat-
urday Program, see Marina 
Gutierrez and Tim Yohn, “The 
CAP Summer Sessions in Ja-
maica, Queens, New York,” in 
Kim Carlin (ed.), Art / Vision / 
Voice: Cultural Conversations 
in the Community (Columbia 
College Chicago, Maryland In-
stitute College of Art, 2005), 
63–78. See also, brochures for 
the Cooper Union School of Art 
Saturday Outreach Program, 
2007–2008 and 2008–2010. 
Source: archives of the Satur-
day Program.

6 On the race riots in  
New York in 1968, see Char-
layne Hunter-Gault, “Black 
and White,” in Sam Robertson 
(ed.), America’s Mayor: John V. 
Lindsay and the Reinvention of 
New York (New York, NY: Co-
lumbia University Press, 2009), 
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by the fact that essentially all 
interested students were ad-
mitted. Although the Saturday 
Program represented a unique 
experience for both the Coo-
per Union students and the 
high school students involved, 
the educational significance of 
what was then a quite excep-
tional educational program 
was being called into question. 
The conflict was fueled by the 
fact that no spaces were avail-
able for classes to be held and 
there was no faculty of educa-
tion at the Cooper Union.

Although the students who 
created the Saturday Program 
as a political project most  
likely envisioned a different 
outcome, the architectural edu-
cation program for youths was 
incorporated into the Cooper 
Union in the 1970s. Gradually 
the course offerings, initially 
understood as an alternative 
to the education system, were 
converted into an officially 
recognized and financially se-
cured, flexible and interdisci-
plinary infrastructure, which, 
for example, made it possible 
to cooperate with the Harlem 
Center for Education. In terms 
of its methodology and con-
tent, the Saturday Program 
represented the curriculum 
of the Cooper Union, with its 
focus on art and architecture. 

What distinguished teaching 
architecture to high school stu-
dents, from the very beginning, 
was its collaborative pedagogy. 
The Saturday Program, with its 
extended educational offering, 
was still run by Cooper Union 
students. But courses were now 
jointly taught with committed 
faculty members. The program 
offered the student teachers 
a great opportunity to exhibit 
social commitment and to take 
initiative beyond their core 
studies. A positive side effect 
was that they gained firsthand 
teaching experience and were 
able to assimilate the Cooper 
Union curriculum in adapting 
it to high school students. For 
the participating students, the 
Saturday Program represented 
a unique learning experience 
because of its very specific di-
dactic concept, and because of 
the nonhierarchical work envi-
ronment. In the years to come, 
the Saturday Program has 
continued to pursue an open-
door policy. All interested high 
school students in New York 
have been allowed to apply, 
without the obligation to pro-
duce a portfolio. Their habitus 
formed at home and at school 
has thus been not of impor-
tance in the selection process; 
what has mattered was their in-
dividual interest alone.

The Institutionalization of 
the Saturday Program

The Saturday Program was 
eventually institutionalized af-
ter it became a fixed program 
at the Cooper Union, taking on 
a special institutional function 
and receiving support from 
the school and other outside 
sources. By 1978, ten years 
after its founding, it had be-
come an integral part of the 
art and architecture educa-
tion at the Cooper Union. The 
range of the Saturday program 
was expanded to five courses: 
drawing, painting, sculpture, 
calligraphy, and architecture. 
The focus was on instrumen-
tal learning objectives, i.e. the 
teaching of fundamentals and 
the individual development of 
elementary skills and practices. 
In 1981, Marina Gutierrez, who 
studied fine arts at the Cooper 
Union from 1978 to 1981 and 
had already taught art classes 
in the Saturday Program as a 
student, took over the direc-
tion of the program, a position 
she still holds today.

The architecture and art 
classes at the Cooper Union 
were gradually expanded. 
Starting in 1985, in addition to 
the Saturday Program, there 
was a course organized dur-
ing the summer, which took 
place three days a week, from 

distinguished itself from the 
beginning by offering its ed-
ucational programs free of 
charge. The education of the 
students was paid from a fund, 
which Cooper had set up es-
pecially for this purpose, as a 
public service, so to speak.

Because the Cooper Union 
gradually expanded its train-
ing programs in the twentieth 
century, in the 1960s it con-
sisted of three faculties: ar-
chitecture, art, and engineer-
ing. By the end of the decade, 
architectural education at the 
Cooper Union was closely as-
sociated with the person of 
John Hejduk, who joined the 
department in 1964. As head 
of architecture (1965) and 
later as dean of the School of 
Architecture (1975), Hejduk 
shaped the teaching of archi-
tecture and the advancement 
of its professionalization like 
no other. In the early 1970s, he 
was responsible for the rebuild-
ing of the Foundation Building 
on Cooper Square, one of the 
few projects he ever realized 
as an architect. Based on the 
increased attention within the 
architectural community and 
the greater visibility in the 
city, the Cooper Union soon 
gained a stronger position in 
the competitive landscape of 
higher education.

The Start of the Saturday 
Program

The Saturday Program at the 
Cooper Union was established 
as a socially responsible alter-
native educational program at 
a time, when only a small per-
centage of students still came 
from the East Village, despite 
its initial relationship with the 
neighborhood. A group of ar-
chitecture students at the Coo-
per Union, possibly inspired by 
Peter Cooper’s original vision, 
began recruiting high school 
students directly from the pub-
lic high schools of the neighbor-
hood and gave them lessons in 
architecture on their free Sat-
urdays. Their central goal was 
to give students from low- and 
middle-income families, who 
mostly belonged to ethnic mi-
norities, access to higher edu-
cation, by providing them with 
the opportunity to acquire ba-
sic skills for further academic 
studies in architecture or art—
the type of skills for which they 
elsewhere would have had to 
pay a tuition fee. The new ar-
chitecture class was offered 
free of charge, similar to all 
course offerings at the Cooper 
Union. The Saturday Program 
aimed at the empowerment of 
minority youth and the promo-
tion of equal opportunities in 
the education market. As an 

alternative, self-organized edu-
cational program, it questioned 
the authority and responsibil-
ity of the educational institu-
tion above all.

Two basic trends can be 
seen at universities in the 
1960s, including the Cooper 
Union. Firstly, admission poli-
cies became more competitive 
and the educational environ-
ment more elite, in order for 
institutions to remain compet-
itive on the market of higher 
education. Secondly, ethnic 
minorities were not represent-
ed at any level—neither in the 
faculty, the student body, nor 
the administration. As a re-
sult, following the events of 
1968, measures were taken at 
the different New York uni-
versities to explicitly promote 
students from minority groups 
who were previously systemat-
ically excluded from any aca-
demic education.

In its founding years, the 
Saturday Program had a com-
plex relationship with the Coo-
per Union, since the school 
administration supported the 
educational program financial-
ly but at the same time criti-
cized the educational qualifica-
tions of the teaching students. 
One of the criticisms was that 
the quality of architectural 
education was being degraded 
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East River in the periphery of 
the neighborhood. Advertised 
as a “free arts and architecture 
program,” the Saturday Pro-
gram has an attendance of over 
two hundred students—there 
are six to eight hundred ap-
plications each year—and is at 
full capacity. Gutierrez empha-
sizes that the selection favors 
a balance of ages and genders. 
According to her, the selection 
process also aims to include 
students from schools from all 
parts of city in the Saturday 
Program. She explains that the 
high demand is due to the fact 
that in New York today, there 
are few opportunities for free 
education for young people.

In terms of pedagogy, the 
Cooper Union’s architecture 
course is still notable because it 
is taught by five students. Since 
architectural design, both in 
school and in the profession, 
is a process that, for the most 
part, requires teamwork, the 
architecture classes for high 
school students are based on 
collaborative organizational 
and social formats. Therefore, 
the high school students par-
ticipating in the Saturday Pro-
gram, as well as those teaching 
at the Cooper Union, are well 
prepared for the social inter-
actions of architectural praxis. 
The fact that the architecture 

course displays the greatest 
continuity among classes in the 
Saturday Program, not only 
in terms of staff and faculty 
but also in terms of curricu-
lum, speaks to its success. It is 
also significant that some high 
school students have signed up 
multiple times for the architec-
ture course, rather than enroll-
ing in other courses.

Once a response to the 
social transformations of the 
late 1960s, the offerings of the 
Saturday Program are now 
considered part of the educa-
tional landscape of New York. 
On average, about 80 per-
cent of the participants of the 
various courses offered un-
der the Saturday Program at- 
tend college afterward, and 15  
percent go on to study at the 
Cooper Union.

2 THE INSTITUTE FOR 
ARCHITECTURE AND 
URBAN STUDIES: 
THE HIGH SCHOOL 
PROGRAM

In 1975, architecture courses 
for youths were introduced at 
the Institute for Architecture 
and Urban Studies, which was 
founded in 1967, in midtown 
Manhattan. The High School 
Program was initiated in the 
course of a reorganization of 
the Institute’s policy and its 

reinvention as an architecture 
school.10 The Institute was 
originally founded by Peter 

10 In my dissertation on the 
Institute for Architecture and 
Urban Studies (in the following 
I will use the shorter term “the 
Institute”), I have analyzed, 
based on archival research, an 
oral history, and textual analy-
sis, the four institutional roles 
that the Institute performed 
over the course of its existence 
as research center, architec-
ture school, cultural institution, 
and publishing house. See Kim 
Förster, “The Institute for Ar-
chitecture and Urban Studies: A 
Cultural Project in the Field of 
Architecture” (PhD thesis, ETH 
Zurich, 2011). On the history of 
the Institute, see also Suzanne 
Frank, The Institute for Ar-
chitecture and Urban Studies: 
An Insider’s Memoir (With 27 
Other Insider’s Accounts) (New 
York, NY: self-published, 2010). 
In addition to Frank’s personal 
recollections on the social rela-
tions and the everyday life at 
the Institute, her interviews with 
former fellows, staff, and friends 
are an especially valuable 
source. On the role of the Insti-
tute in architectural education, 
see also, Mary McLeod, “The 
End of Innocence: From Politi-
cal Activism to Postmodernism,” 

Tuesday to Thursday. In 1987, 
the Outreach Program, a new 
professional program, was 
launched. In 1991, it was es-
tablished as a year-round edu-
cational program to altogether 
replace the student-run Sat-
urday Program. In retrospect, 
Gutierrez describes the story 
as difficult—as “kind of an in-
stitutional war.”9 In 1995, the 
Saturday Program and the 
Outreach Program were even-
tually merged after public pro-
tests. Gutierrez, in an interview 
pointed out that the outcome 
was the best of all possible 
solutions, and that is secured 
the continuation of both pro-
grams. Apparently, Hejduk 
personally advocated that in-
tended budget cuts eventually 
not be implemented.

In 1999 the newly created 
Saturday Outreach Program 
applied for support from the 
Community Arts Partnerships 
(CAP) program and collabo-
rated with two partner orga-
nizations—ABC No Rio, the 
self-organized art facility in the 
Lower East Side, and the Ja-
maica Center for Arts & Learn-
ing. The program was thereby 
able to expand its sphere of 

influence and reached out to 
young people from poor fami-
lies in Queens, who could not 
afford public transportation 
to Manhattan every Saturday.  
As director of the Saturday 
Outreach Program, Gutierrez 
was able to make good use of 
community arts as an educa-
tional tool.

Over the last few years, the 
architecture and art classes 
for high school students at the 
Cooper Union have also been 
instrumentalized for the ad-
vancement of the next genera-
tion of artists and architects. 
Following the typical career 
trajectory in architecture and 
art education, a course exclu-
sively for senior students was 
added, which was dedicated 
to the production of a port-
folio for college applications, 
or for application directly to 
the Cooper Union. Successful 
participation in the Saturday 
Program provided students 
who took several courses in se-
quence with valuable skills that 
enabled them to pursue studies 
in architecture and art in a fast 
and focused manner.

The Current Situation of 
the Saturday Program

Today, the Saturday Program 
promotes itself with its his-
tory of over 40 years. Overall, 

it consists of seven courses—
architecture, drawing, graphic 
design, painting and sculpture. 
Two new offerings were add-
ed during the 2008–9 term—a 
class in sound composition and 
a portfolio preparation. These 
courses are taught on 22 Sat-
urdays during the semester, 
each held from 10am to 5pm. 
All courses are still taught in 
team teaching. The five senior 
and twenty-five junior teachers 
get support from Charles Fam-
bro, the curriculum coordina-
tor of the Saturday Program. 
Not only is the professional 
teaching staff full-time, but the 
students are now also paid for 
their teaching. 

Over the years, the target 
area for the Saturday Program 
has been extended and is no 
longer restricted to students 
from the East Village. The ar-
chitecture and art classes are 
now directed at students from 
public high school grades nine 
to twelve throughout all of 
New York. This is certainly due 
to the fact that the East Village 
has changed over the past two 
to three decades and has gradu-
ally been gentrified. The neigh-
borhood’s Polish and Ukrai-
nian populations, which used 
to predominate, have largely 
disappeared. Latinos still live 
in the public housing on the 

9 Unpublished author inter-
view with Marina Gutierrez, 
June 10, 2010.



72   73  

Eisenman as a nonacademic 
institution in affiliation with 
the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA) and in cooperation 
with the Architecture Depart-
ment at Cornell University. 
The intention was to work pri-
marily on behalf of municipal, 
state, and national authorities 
on urban research projects, 
all aimed at major exhibitions 
and real building projects. 
From the outset, the Institute 
was registered as an educa-
tional institution at the New 
York State Education Depart-
ment (NYSED) and was thus 
defined as a nonprofit organi-
zation. But in the beginning 
it only partially functioned as 
a school of architecture. As a 
result, in the early years, rela-
tively few students and older 
graduates came to the Institute 
to serve as research assistants 
on the various projects and to 
work as interns for the fellows 
of the Institute.

It was not until 1974 that 
the Institute was reinvented 
as an educational and cultural 
institution, when the Insti-
tute’s direction had to react 

to the fact that in the wake of 
the economic crisis in the US, 
no further contracts for major 
building and research projects 
could be landed. From an en-
trepreneurial standpoint, it 
was a smart move by Eisen-
man, who pushed to offer  
programs of architectural edu-
cation to students from liberal 
arts colleges for the fall term of 
1974. Both the Undergraduate 
Program in Architecture and 
the Undergraduate Program 
in Planning established a new 
field of work for the Institute’s 
fellows and financed its opera-
tions. The Internship Program 
was developed into a commer-
cial offering, so that graduates 
were brought to the Institute 
to work and were guided in 
the preparation of portfolios 
for application to Ivy League 
schools. The Institute was 
thereby explicitly not compet-
ing directly with the existing 
architecture schools at Co-
lumbia, Princeton, and Yale, 
nor was it competing with the 
Cooper Union, but instead it 
addressed student groups out-
side of the established schools 
of architecture. Additionally, 
beginning in the fall of 1974, 
public events were organized 
for each evening of the week, 
with the help of grants from 
two major art foundations, 

New York State Council on 
the Arts (NYSCA) and the 
National Endowment for the 
Arts (NEA). Over the course 
of these events, the weekly 
evening lectures were devel-
oped into extensive lecture se-
ries, advertised as a continuing 
education program, and, mix-
ing high and popular culture, 
catered not only to students of 
architecture and young profes-
sionals, but a bourgeois as well 
as a liberal, alternative public 
in New York.

The Motivation to 
Organize the High School 
Program

As part of this reinvention of 
the Institute, the further devel-
opment and diversification of 
the offerings in architectural 
education, and the concomi-
tant restructuring, architec-
ture classes for students from 
private high schools in New 
York City and even New York 
State were offered for the first 
time during the fall semester 
of 1975. The idea for this still 
unconventional educational 
opportunity came from Peter 
Eisenman. The Cooper Union, 
where Eisenman had taught 
design and theory since 1968, 
may have served as a role mod-
el. However, the High School 
Program at the Institute had a 

in Joan Ockman (ed.), Architec-
ture School: Three Centuries of 
Educating Architects in North 
America (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2012).
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methodology, and thus to com-
bine different organizational 
and social formats. Still, the 
High School Program did not 
generate the expected interest, 
which may have resulted from 
the fact that only students from 
affluent homes could afford the 
course fee of $400. Nonetheless, 
some youths experienced their 
initiation and first socialization 
in relation to architecture at the 
Institute.13 The advancement of 
youth at the Institute thereby 
took on a different form than 
at the Cooper Union and was 
thus not a competitor. Despite 
the limited number of partici-
pants, the summer course was 
ultimately seen as a success 
by the Institute’s leadership 
and it formed the backbone of 
the High School Program in 
the following years.14 After all, 

the intended goal had already 
been achieved in advance by 
the extensive PR, namely to 
have made academic advisors 
at the high schools and colleg-
es in New York State aware of 
the new educational project of  
the Institute.

The new offering of the 
High School Program was clev-
erly utilized and promoted for 
years in order to present the In-
stitute as an educational institu-
tion and, by appealing to a wide 
range of age groups enhancing 
its reputation in public percep-
tion. When in the summer of 
1976 an article appeared in The 
New York Times, in which the 
architecture critic Paul Gold-
berger exclusively focused on 
the High School Program, he 
supported, not for the first 
time, the transformation of the 
Institute into a serious institu-
tion, and gave the program the 
publicity it needed to attract 
a sufficiently large number of 
students.15 Because it was never 

accredited as a school of archi-
tecture, the Institute was de-
pendent, during tough econom-
ic times, on its high visibility 
throughout the New York met-
ropolitan area, even beyond the 
closed circles of academia and 
the architecture and art worlds. 
The Institute, which presented 
itself as an alternative institu-
tion, contributed to the priva-
tization of architectural edu-
cation, with its wide range of 
offerings, addressed to a dif-
ferentiated audience, all made 
possible with public funding 
and private sponsorship.

The Organization of the 
High School Program

When the Institute positioned 
itself as a cultural institution 
in 1977 and expanded its pub-
lic events with funding from 
the two major national arts and 
cultural foundations—in those 
days, the evening lectures fol-
lowed a liberal arts approach 
and the exhibitions became 
more regular and larger—the 
leadership of the Institute nev-
ertheless continued to sup-
port the High School Program. 
Grant applications and the im-
age cultivated by the Institute 
demonstrate that one intention 
was to show that it was capable 
of offering a comprehensive ed-
ucation and—according to the 

15 Paul Goldberger, “Young 
Summer Class Students Learn 
Architecture by ‘Building,’” 
The New York Times, July 27, 
1976. See also, Paul Goldberg-
er, “Midtown Architecture In-
stitute Flowering as a Student 
Mecca,” The New York Times, 
October 30, 1975.

different educational mission 
and social function than the 
offering of the Saturday Pro-
gram. The architecture classes 
at the Institute were organized 
by Andrew MacNair, who, as 
the youngest fellow, had di-
rected all public programs 
since 1974, and who was then 
also responsible for organiz-
ing exhibitions and evening 
lectures. MacNair and Eisen-
man jointly taught students, 
initially one afternoon a week, 
in grades ten to twelve. The 
students were recruited via 
the Interschool program, a 
consortium of private schools 
in New York.11 With the High 
School Program, a new edu-
cational service was launched 
at the Institute that targeted 
teenagers, after its previous 
success with the launch of con-
tinuing education and under-
graduate programs.

Unlike the more practical-
ly oriented architecture classes 
at the Cooper Union, the In-
stitute’s High School Program 
was conceived as an ambitious 
introductory course on archi-
tecture and design, comparable 
to the specialized courses in 
art, literature, and music that 
were already offered in estab-
lished universities in the city 
as summer courses for teenag-
ers. The new educational pro-
gram followed the pedagogical 
direction of the Institute and 
influenced the intellectual de-
velopment of its student body, 
based on a humanist under-
standing of architecture. The 
High School Program was not 
dedicated to affording educa-
tional opportunities to mem-
bers of socially disadvantaged 
groups, but was rather dedi-
cated to the advancement of 
young individuals. Similar to 
the organizational and social 
dynamics of the Institute’s fel-
lows in general, the architec-
tural education at the Institute 
was a form of meritocracy. The 
range of programs, however, 
was seemingly also based on 
institutional and personal mo-
tives. Although it was clear 
that the High School Program 
would not contribute to the In-
stitute financially, Eisenman 
hoped to win wealthy parents  

as either potential sponsors,  
or even as clients for his  
neo-avant-garde, experimen-
tal projects. While the other 
educational programs at the 
Institute provided a steady 
source of income, along with 
grants and sponsorships, dur-
ing second half of the 1970s, 
architectural education for 
youths was primarily initiated 
as an instrument of public re-
lations—as a kind of disguised 
advertising for the Institute’s 
other programs.

The six-week course that 
MacNair organized for the first 
time in the summer of 1976 was 
advertised by posters at schools 
and ads and articles in The New 
York Post and New York Maga-
zine. Under the heading “Man-
hattan: Capital of the Seven-
ties,” the High School Program 
was now organized as a kind 
of mini-institute.12 The course 
included a design studio in the 
morning, talks by architects 
and planners at noon, and af-
ternoon trips to specific loca-
tions in Manhattan, followed 
by optional thematic lectures 
and film screenings. It seemed 
a good idea to apply the basic 
didactic principle of a mixed 

12 High School Program leaf-
let, 1976. Source: Sarah Law-
rence College Archives.

13 See Jessica Helfand, com-
mentary on my online slide 
show “Massimo Vignelli: Op-
positions, Skyline, and the In-
stitute,” in “Places: Forum of 
Design for the Public Realm,” 
September 16, 2010, http://
places.designobserver.com/en-
try.html?entry=15508 (last ac-
cessed on March 14, 2012).
14 “Report on the High School 
Program to the Trustee,” June 
10, 1976. Source: Sarah Law-
rence College Archives.

11 In the report on the High 
School Program in Architecture 
and Planning to the trustees of 
the Institute, the following pri-
vate schools were listed: Spence, 
Chapin, Collegiate, St. Ber-
nards, Nightingale-Bamford, 
Brearly und Trinity. See “Re-
port on the High School Pro-
gram to the Trustees,” June 10, 
1976. Source: Sarah Lawrence 
College Archives.
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asked to provide sketches dur-
ing the site visits. The level of 
the course was extremely high, 
as evidenced by the intellectu-
ally challenging reading assign-
ments. Using tabulated course 
outlines, Kutnicki and Berke 
optimized the conception of the 
whole program and each time 
tailored the content, methods, 
and aims. In the end, the High 
School Program was intended 
to convey an idea of what it 
means to work as an architect, 
critic, theorist, and historian.

The senior fellows and staff 
of the Institute had contribut-
ed to the High School Program 
in the beginning. Peter Eisen-
man, Diana Agrest, and Mario 
Gandelsonas dropped by in 
their spare time and gave pre-
sentations on their approaches 
and projects. Robert Silman, 
who taught the construction 
courses in the undergraduate 
program, was a regular guest 
and held engaging seminar 
sessions, accompanied guided 
tours in Manhattan, and also 
organized a bridge-building 
competition. Above all, it was 
important that Kutnicki and 
Berke saw themselves as equal 
instructors; they taught as a 
team, divided up lectures, de-
pending on the personal in-
terest, supervised the design 
studio together, and jointly led 

the excursions. In this way they 
were able to ensure intensive 
guidance. Over the years they 
increasingly included friends 
and former fellow students as 
teachers. The faculty was char-
acterized by its low average 
age and was at times strongly 
influenced by graduates of the 
Cooper Union.

The High School Program, 
with its small budget, did not 
contribute financially to the 
Institute but was used primar-
ily as a tool of public relations. 
Each time, it had a specially 
designed poster based on the 
graphic identity of the Insti-
tute. It also continued to be ad-
vertised in the local press. The 
High School Program found 
a supporter in Guy Trebay, a 
critic for the Village Voice, who 
was not personally known by 
Kutnicki and Berke. As pro-
gram directors, they wrote to 
the schools in the city, target-
ing mostly private schools, but 
also some public high schools, 
where they collaborated with 
local art teachers. And in No-
vember 1978, the High School 
Program was presented at the 
career day of the National In-
stitute of Architectural Educa-
tion, which was then honored 
by Philip Johnson. Thus, it is no 
surprise that, in a brochure from 
1978, the High School Program 

was not advertised as one of  
the institute’s “educational pro-
grams” but was viewed instead 
as a “public program.”16

The Content and  
Methods of the High 
School Program

The High School Program re-
flected the intellectual debate 
and social networks of the In-
stitute, but the notion of archi-
tecture being conveyed there 
was not as doctrinaire and ex-
clusive as that which was being 
conveyed in the other educa-
tional programs, exhibitions, 
lectures, and publications. The 
design of the courses in 1979 
alone offers a reasonable in-
sight into the range of topics 
and approaches.17 Kutnicki 
and Berke designed perhaps 
the most experimental course 
at the Institute in the spring of 
1979, called “Architecture and 
the Arts,” in which they tried  
to illustrate a reciprocal and 

ideal of continuing education—
catering to different age groups, 
teenagers, students, and adults 
alike, with specific didactics.

As Andrew MacNair was 
being entrusted with other 
tasks, Lawrence Kutnicki and 
Deborah Berke, two young ar-
chitects, were brought on board 
in the summer of 1977, initially 
appointed as teachers and lat-
er put in charge of the archi-
tecture youth program, even 
though both were fresh out of 
school and without teaching 
experience. In the fall of 1977, 
under the guidance of Eisen-
man and with the active in-
volvement of long-serving fel-
lows of the Institute, the High 
School Program was expanded 
into a comprehensive, didacti-
cally well-conceived program, 
with courses held on Saturdays 
during the fall and spring se-
mesters. The core of the pro-
gram was a course of several 
weeks that took place during 
the summer holidays. Not long 
after, Kutnicki and Berke di-
rected the High School Pro-
gram on their own and were 
relatively independent from 
the other teaching activities 
at the Institute. Together they 
were responsible for planning, 
organizing, and implement-
ing the program. They had the 
full support of Eisenman, the  

Institute’s director, and were 
able to use the Institute’s fa-
cilities and resources. Accord-
ing to both Kutnicki and Ber-
ke, Eisenman only gave them 
advice, which they considered 
helpful, in the beginning.

The success of the High 
School Program can be ex-
plained by the time and ener-
gy that the two program direc-
tors, who complemented each 
other well, invested in the ed-
ucational program. Kutnicki 
brought with him as qualifi-
cations a bachelor degree in 
architecture from the Cooper 
Union and a masters in urban 
planning from City College; 
Berke had an undergraduate 
degree in architecture and art 
from the Rhode Island School 
of Design. The Institute of-
fered them an ideal frame-
work to develop an ambitious 
program. Over the next three 
years, the courses were each 
devoted to a main theme, fo-
cusing on the fundamentals of 
architecture, issues in urban 
planning, the place of archi-
tecture among the arts, and the 
heroes of modernism, as well 
as the architecture of Manhat-
tan. But there was no set cur-
riculum. Since the Institute 
did not make any educational 
commitments with the High 
School Program, unlike with 

the undergraduate programs 
in architecture and planning, 
Kutnicki and Berke were free 
to conceive the courses as ex-
periments in terms of content 
and methodology.

In lectures, students were 
taught the fundamentals of 
architecture and urban plan-
ning, both from a theoretical 
and a historical perspective, 
explicitly relating to principles 
and protagonists, with top-
ics such as construction and 
symbolism. The design studio 
followed a formal and artistic 
approach, similar to the ar-
chitectural education at the 
Cooper Union, because of 
Kutnicki’s background. At the 
Institute, Hejduk’s design prin-
ciples were adapted to the life 
and language of younger stu-
dents. The students of the High 
School Program, working on 
individual and group projects, 
learned to express concepts of 
form and space through the 
preparation of drawings, mod-
els, and collages. The goal of 
the High School Program was 
that the students start to think 
spatially and acquire architec-
tural knowledge on the basis of 
learned skills and abilities. Ad-
ditionally, trips were organized 
to view current exhibitions 
and to visit selected buildings, 
and students were frequently 

16 IAUS Catalog, 1978. Source: 
CCA Montréal, IAUS Archives: 
C.3-2/3-3.
17 See the course outlines for 
“Architecture and the Arts” 
(Spring 1979), “Five Architects” 
(Summer 1979), and “Mapping 
Manhattan” (Fall 1979). Source: 
private archives of Lawrence 
Kutnicki.
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the architectural training at the 
Institute, perhaps comparable 
to the architectural education 
at the academic level, contrib-
uted to the formation of a cer-
tain (architectural) disposition 
at an early age, as well as the 
development of values, habits, 
language, and practices specific 
to the profession.

After Eisenman resigned 
as the Institute’s director in 
the summer of 1982, as the In-
stitute was being subjected to 
a major restructuring due to 
internal strife, the High School 
Program and the other educa-
tional offerings remained, un-
like the publications and the 
public events. In the academic 
year 1982–3, the leadership 
of the High School Program 
was taken over for two years 
by Deborah Gans, who con-
tinued it in a format that was 
only slightly altered until the 
Institute finally closed its doors 
in May 1985. After the Insti- 
tute dissolved, universities and 
nonacademic educational in-
stitutions adopted the legacy 
of its educational and cultu- 
ral mission.

The Transformation of  
the Education Market in 
the 1970s

Ultimately, the architectural 
education provided for young 

people at the Institute for Ar-
chitecture and Urban Stud-
ies was no real alternative to 
schooling in the US, and it did 
not result in the emergence of 
new values of the type that Il-
lich, for example, demanded in 
his essay “Why We Must Abol-
ish Schooling,” first published 
in July 1970 in The New York 
Review of Books and then re-
printed in the volume of texts 
entitled Deschooling Society. 
The High School Program at 
the Institute and the Saturday 
Program at the Cooper Union 
were both seen as supplements 
to the existing school system. 
Both promised the acquisition 
of additional skills and abilities 
and were addressed to a spe-
cific student population. Both 
were, however, deeply rooted 
in the American educational 
system, even though Cooper 
Union was an established uni-
versity and the Institute was 
an alternative educational 
institution. These programs 
were representative of larger 
transformations, but they were 
also only a sideshow compared 
to the increasing academiza-
tion and intellectualization of 
architectural education, which 
ran parallel to the profession-
alization and commercializa-
tion of the education market 
in the 1970s.

The conceptual differenc-
es, relating to target audience 
and didactics, between the ed-
ucational programs for teen-
agers at the Institute and the 
Cooper Union were ostensibly 
illustrated by the posters that 
advertised the architectural 
education offered by each.18 
What is striking is that, graph-
ically speaking, the posters did 
not differ that much from each 
other: both made use of a styl-
ish large-size sans serif font 
for the logo and both were also 
very similar in their color se-
lection of black and red. There 
is, however, a difference in pro-
duction and choice of subject. 
While the silk-screened poster 
for the Saturday Program at 
the Cooper Union presented 
a multiethnic group of youths, 
addressing them as potential 

productive relationship between 
architecture and the other arts. 
Artist friends presented their 
work—poetry, drawing, paint-
ing, collage, sculpture, photog-
raphy, film, video, dance, music, 
and literature—and discussed 
the relationship to architecture 
with the high school students. 
Also on the agenda were stu-
dio visits with artists, as well as 
museum and exhibition visits. 
In the summer course “Five 
Architects,” some heroes of 
modern architecture were pre-
sented, including Europeans 
Le Corbusier, Ludwig Mies van 
der Rohe, and Alvar Aalto, as 
well as Americans Frank Lloyd 
Wright and Louis Kahn. These 
were opposed to contemporary 
architects, including the office 
of SOM, I.M. Pei, Philip John-
son, Paul Rudolph, Arata Iso-
zaki, Robert Venturi, and Peter 
Eisenman, as well as Michael 
Graves. Only to some extent 
did the High School Program 
reproduce the stylistic disputes 
on a postmodern vs. a neomod-
ern architecture, which were 
fought at the Institute and in 
its publications. The design ex-
ercises came directly from the 
teachings at the Cooper Union. 
In the fall of 1979, the course 
“Mapping Manhattan” was of-
fered, which was based on ex-
cursions in the city and was an 

integral part of the program. In 
lectures, the students acquired 
a basic knowledge of the his-
torical development of certain 
building types and urban pat-
terns in New York. The trips 
took them to various urban 
areas, exemplifying the differ-
ent periods of urban develop-
ment—for example, the rise of 
the department stores in mid-
town Manhattan and landfills 
and shoreline designs in lower 
Manhattan.

Although the High School 
Program was fairly structured 
in its approach, it offered some 
room for cooperation. Kutnicki 
and Berke did considerable 
work in the three years they di-
rected the program and estab-
lished a close relationship with 
the students. Ultimately, how-
ever, the teaching of architec-
ture emulated the ceremonial 
or ritual of institutionalized ar-
chitectural education. The stu-
dents’ work was presented in a 
final review, where architects 
were invited as guest critics, 
and subsequently the projects 
were exhibited at the Institute 
for a week with parents and 
friends invited to the openings, 
at which wine and cheese was 
served. Kutnicki and Berke 
treated their students like col-
lege students, because it was 
important to them that their 

creative work was valued. As a 
newly established educational 
institution the Institute per-
formed as a school of architec-
ture and forced its way onto the 
education market. With the or-
ganization of the High School 
Program, it had taken over an 
pedagogical mission that the 
educational system, because 
of its specific societal function 
(in particular that of control), 
could not offer.

The Objectives and 
Success of the High  
School Program

The High School Program 
was very consistent during the 
ten years it was being offered. 
Even if it was a relatively small 
course with an average of ten 
to fifteen participants, both 
course formats, Summer Ar-
chitecture and Saturday Ar-
chitecture, were popular with 
the students. Many of them re-
turned for a second time, and 
under the direction of Kut-
nicki and Berke, there were 
even two students who were 
continually enrolled. The stu-
dents could follow, for a fee, 
their individual desires outside 
of the school setting, allowing 
personal, creative, and, to a 
degree, independent develop-
ment. For youths participating 
in the High School Program, 

18 See “Saturday Program” 
poster. Source: archives of Sat-
urday Outreach Program. See 
also “High School Program” 
poster. Source: private archives 
of Lawrence Kutnicki. Massimo 
Vignelli, who had decisively in-
fluenced the graphic identity 
of the Institute and that of its 
publications, was personally re-
sponsible for the graphic design 
of the poster for the High School 
Program during the last two 
years of the Institute’s existence.
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participants, the offset-print-
ed serial posters produced for 
the High School Program at 
the Institute reproduced plans 
and views of the canonized 
classics of architectural his-
tory. As educational services, 
the High School Program and 
the Saturday Program, wheth-
er run commercially or non-
commercially, eventually both 
fulfilled a particular institu-
tional function.

Even with the 
offer of free ar-
chitectural educa- 
tion, the Cooper 
Union could not  
change the si-
tuation in 
New York; 
a r c h i t e c -
ture is a 
profession 
that pro-
tects itself 
by giving 
the illusion  
that its edu- 
cation is 
very costly. 
With all of 
its educa-
tional pro- 
grams, the 

Institute clearly demonstrated 
that its notion of teaching archi- 
tecture was based on a bour-
geois ideal and had little criti-
cal potential—both in terms of 
what architecture means and 
what teaching means. In retro-
spect, the Institute can be seen 
as the dominant educational 
institution that focused on his-
tory, theory, and criticism of 
architecture, but it also pro-

moted a cer-
tain strand 
of American 
postmodern-
ism. With its 

offerings of educational ser-
vices, it has certainly made a 
contribution to the commodi-
fication of education in the 
field of architecture in late 
capitalism, even though it was 
never officially accredited as 
a school of architecture. Ow-
ing to a lack of finances and 
capacity, it never offered any 
recognized degrees. The in-
stitutionalization of teaching 

architecture to youths at 
academic or quasi-aca-
demic institutions in New 
York in the 
1970s was 

symptomatic of the emergence 
of a consumer and know- 
ledge society under a post-
Fordist regime, which de-
manded flexibility and creati- 
vity, and required lifelong 
learning as a basis for work 
and reproduction.

At the beginning of the 
1970s, in an essay published 
under the headline “School-
ing: The Ritual of Progress,” 
Illich had further identified 
the status education enjoyed 
in (post)modern society as  
a ritual game and the new 
world religion. “No one,” he 

wrote in The New York Re-
view of Books, “completes 
school—yet. It never closes  
its doors on anyone without 
first offering him one more 
chance: at remedial, adult, and 
continuing education.”19 Be-
cause knowledge, in his opin-
ion, was brought into the  
educational market as a com- 
modity, Illich regarded the ex-
pansion of educational offer-
ings as the deterioration of  
a perpetual consumption of 
services. In terms of the archi-
tectural education at the Insti-
tute and at the Cooper Union, 

which ran under the banner  
of preparatory education, it 
should nonetheless be point-
ed out that both brought to-
gether interested students 
with qualified teachers, even 
beyond the confines of school, 
allowing teenagers a first  
socialization and accultura-
tion with architecture as art.  
With the Saturday Program 
and the High School Program 
in New York, there was at  
least the opportunity for stu-
dents from middle- and even 
lower-class families to acquire 
new skills and abilities, to  

gain architec-
tural knowl-
edge, and to 
be initiated 
with this ritu-
al into the 
field of archi-
tecture. With 
regard to fu-
ture careers 
as architects, 
they were not 
dependent on 
school as the 
only place for 
knowledge and 
advancement.
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to collectively encourage local 
at-risk youth through practi-
cal, architectural, and artistic 
projects, and to communicate 
architectural knowledge, en-
vironmental issues and urban 
history.20 The Lower East Side 

was, in this respect, instrumen-
talized in two ways, as a focus 
and as a inspiration; acknowl-
edging that the built environ-
ment decisively shapes the lives 
of children and adolescents.

In addition to the typical in-
strumental and cognitive learn-
ing objectives, the architecture 
classes at the Abrons Arts 
Center distinguished them-
selves by increasingly pursuing 
affirmative learning objectives 
so children and adolescents 
could develop an awareness 
of both architecture and com-
munity and take responsibility 
for their immediate physical 
environment. The Architecture 
& Design / Community Stud-
ies Program, developed in the 
1990s, was understood as ac-
tive neighborhood work.

Consequently, the architec-
ture classes at the Abrons Arts 
Center, which were thematical-
ly open, aligned well with the 
principles of the Henry Street 
Settlement, where the arts—
seen as entertainment, in-
struction, or self-expression—
from the very beginning were 
linked with human services. 
The Settlement was founded 
in 1893 by Lillian Wald and 
Mary Brewster, initially to en- 
sure nursing and basic health 
care for the most disad- 
vantaged in the neighborhood.  

3  THE ABRONS ARTS 
CENTER: THE 
ARCHITECTURE & 
DESIGN / COMMUNITY 
STUDIES PROGRAM

Architectural education for 
children and adolescents has 
been offered at the Henry 
Street Settlement on the Lower 
East Side, since 1985. However, 
the construction of the Abrons 
Arts Center on Grand Street in 
1975, which manifested an idio-
syncratic pedagogical approach 
of combining art performances 
and art education, was contem-
poraneous with the establish-
ment of the two educational pro-
grams for youths at the Cooper 
Union and the Institute for Ar-
chitecture and Urban Studies. 
The architecture classes in the 
Arts-in-Education Program at 
the Abrons Arts Center, which 
included collaborations with 
public schools in the neighbor-
hood as well as courses held at 
the Center, differed fundamen-
tally in their didactics from the 
existing educational programs 

for children and adolescents 
in the established architecture 
and art schools though, less 
with regard to their contents 
and methods, but more with re-
gard to the general objective of 
“community building.”

In contrast to the Saturday 
Program at the Cooper Union 
and the High School Program 
at the Institute, as well as to the 
educational opportunities for 
youths in other disciplines at 
various New York institutions 
such as the Pratt Institute, the 
Fashion Institute of Technolo-
gy, or Parsons, the architectural 
education at the Abrons Arts 
Center did not offer prepara-
tory classes for studying art or 
architecture. The Architecture 
& Design / Community Stud-
ies Program was conceived as a 
form of youth and social work, 
an empowerment by means of 
architecture and art education, 
with generally a wide age group 
being addressed. The architec-
ture classes at the Abrons Arts 
Center were not limited to high 
school students only, but nine 
to twelve-year-olds, sometimes 
even third grade students were 
approached. The overarching 
goal of place-based learning 
and youth advocacy, which fol-
lowed the pedagogy and philos-
ophy of Sharon Sutton, an Af-
rican-American architect, was 

20 Sharon Sutton initially re-
ceived a classical education as 
a musician. She started her sec-
ond career as an architect and 
educator in 1967 with a degree 
in interior design from Parsons 
School of Design, but she was 
recruited by Columbia Univer-
sity as a result of the student up-
rising of 1968. See Curriculum 
Vitae of Sharon Sutton, https://
secure.be.washington.edu/arch/
arch2010d6/sites/default/files/
SuttonVita.2011.pdf (last ac-
cessed on March 14, 2012). Sut-
ton chose a career in architec-
ture and education only after 
first receiving an MA in archi-
tecture from Columbia Univer-
sity in 1973 and subsequently 
studying for a masters degree 
in philosophy and completing a 
PhD in psychology. For an au-
tobiographical portrait of Sut-
ton, as well as her pedagogy 
approach and a political state-
ment, see Jack Travis (ed.), Af-
rican American Architects in 
Current Practice (New York, 
NY: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 1991), 13–5, 80–1.

19 Ivan Illich: “Schooling: The 
Ritual of Progress,” The New 
York Review of Books, De-
cember 3, 1970, www.nybooks.
com/articles/archives/1970/
dec/03/schooling-the-ritual-of-
progress/?pagination=false (last 
accessed on March 14, 2012).
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Most inhabitants of the Lower 
East Side tenements had a mi-
grant background, many com-
ing from Central and Eastern 
Europe, who upon their ar-
rival in the US initially joined 
the ranks of the working class. 
It was not until the early 
twentieth century that Henry 
Street became “a neighbor-
hood center for civic, social 
and philanthropic work.”21 In 
1913, the Settlement managed 
seven buildings on the Lower 
East Side, which served the 
local population. It also had 
branches in uptown Manhat-
tan and in the Bronx. At that 
time, it already included 

a dance school, where na-
tional and folk dances 
were revived, a playground 
(one of the first in the na-
tion), a gymnasium, debat-
ing clubs, literary societies, 
a kindergarten, a savings 

and loan fund and a coop-
erative food store. 

The prestigious Playhouse 
opened its doors in 1915, the 
Music School was founded  
in 1927.

Arts-In-Education
The new building of the Henry 
Street Settlement, designed 
by Lo-Yi Chan, was opened 
in 1975 by the executive direc-
tor of the Henry Street Settle-
ment, Bertram M. Beck. “The 
Arts for Living Center,” the 
building’s initial name which 
was later changed to the 
Abrons Arts Center after Lou-
is Abrons, offered a flexible 
architecture and spatial frame-
work with modern classrooms, 
offices, studios and galler-
ies, two theaters and an open 
courtyard in the shape of an 
amphitheater, which faced the 
street making outdoor public 
film screenings, as well as the-
ater performances possible. In 
the new building all art pro-
grams were housed under one 
roof, and subsequently a com-
prehensive range of courses 
on music, dance, theater, and 
the visual arts was offered.22  

The post-modern interpretation 
of architectural Structuralism, 
combined with the use of local 
materials and formal elements 
such as the red brick, made the 
building into a unique meeting 
place for the different groups 
in the neighborhood. The Arts 
for Living Center, as a social 
institution, always emphasized 
the role of the arts in the ev-
eryday life of the multiethnic 
population in one of Manhat-
tan’s poorest neighborhoods 
with its considerable program 
of cultural events, professional 
performances and concerts, as 
well as exhibitions, courses and 
workshops, even when the lo-
cal housing stock experienced 
its lowest investments in the 
course of the financial and fiscal 
crisis in New York.

In 1985, the year the mod-
ernist-styled building had 
its tenth anniversary, Henry 
Street Settlement began offer-
ing architecture classes. Previ-
ously, art classes had already 

been expanded to schools in 
the neighborhood in 1975, af-
ter having received an initial 
grant of more than $35,000 
from the Edward John Noble 
Foundation. In 1977, the Arts-
in-Education Program (AIE) 
was founded by Steven Ten-
nen, and an Artist-in-Residen-
cy Program (AIR) was added 
in the following year. The new 
community and educational 
center provided the spaces 
and structures for a unique 
neighborhood related teach-
ing experiment, because of its 
public architecture and its in-
stitutional form. Fleminger, 
who had directed the Visual 
Arts Program since 1982, and 
who in 1984 additionally took 
over the direction of the AIE 
Program, and played a crucial 
role in diversifying the range of 
architectural and art education 
for children and adolescents in 
the underprivileged neighbor-
hood. Being personally com-
mitted, Fleminger, with funding 
from the Empire State Partner-
ship, allocated by the NYSCA, 
the Center for the Arts Educa-
tion and the NYC Annenberg 
Arts Initiative, successively ex-
panded the AIE Program at the 
Abrons to a broad educational 
offering, having a social agenda.

In 1985, the architectural 
education at the Abrons Arts 

Center started off with a col-
laboration with PS 110 on 
Delancey Street; more schools 
in the Lower East Side fol-
lowed, such as PS 20 on Essex 
Street. Henry Street collabo-
rated with elementary and mid-
dle schools in the immediate 
neighborhood, and later also 
with high schools in other parts 
of the city, in order to promote 
the practical and social skills 
of students early on with a fo-
cus on architecture. Already in 
1986, “A Walking Tour of the 
Area Around Henry Street 
Settlement” was conceived at 
the Center, with stops at sites 
of interest, communicating top-
ics such as urban development, 
the neighborhood’s growth and 
change over time. It focused on 
street names and on housing 
types, which developed in the 
course of the nineteenth cen-
tury.23 The children (aged eight 
to twelve) attending visual arts 
classes and workshops at the 
Abrons Arts Center learned 
about the history and architec-
ture of the neighborhood they 

lived in. It was recognized that 
for school children, mainly the 
physical environment of their 
everyday life, next to the insti-
tutions of family and school, 
informs their personal develop-
ment. As a final result, the stu-
dents’ drawings were mounted 
on a large-scale street collage, 
which was at one point pro-
posed to be publicly exhibited.25 

The architecture classes at 
the Abrons Arts Center were, 
unlike the other offerings in 
New York, primarily about 
empowerment, based on the 
assumption that the concept 
of self and place are closely 
linked. Applying a mix of cogni-
tive, instrumental and affective 
learning objectives to neigh-
borhood surveys—classroom 
activities included examining 
historic maps, mapping build-
ings, drawing façades, studying 
architectural elements, inter-
viewing local residents, writ-
ing newsletters, constructing 
dioramas—they encouraged 
youths in developing an un-
derstanding of their immedi-
ate environment and pointed 

21  For information on the his-
tory of the Henry Street Settle-
ment, see www.henrystreet.org/
about/history/ (last accessed on 
March 14, 2012). See also Kar-
en Buhler-Wilkerson, “Henry 
Street Settlement,” in Kenneth 
T. Jackson (ed.), The Encyclo-
pedia of New York (New Ha-
ven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1995), 540.

22 Ada Louise Huxtable, 
“Henry Street’s New Build-
ing—An Urban Triumph,” The 

New York Times, August 10, 
1975. The building program 
had initially also consisted of a 
“space for a child care service 
for mothers attending classes … 
a lounge and a coffee shop …  
a community-owned cable TV 
station … [and] a glass-enclosed 
outdoors garden.”

23 “A Walking Tour of the 
Area Around Henry Street Set-
tlement,” Learning Through 
an Expanded Arts Program, 
Henry Street Settlement, 1986. 
Source: Archives of the Henry 
Street Settlement.

24  “Visit Our Neighborhood: 
a Children’s Walking Tour of 
the Lower East Side,” Henry 
Street Settlement, 1992. Source: 
Archives of the Henry Street  
Settlement.
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ethnically mixed, multicul-
tural neighborhood it became 
evident, particularly in the  
late 1980s, that the social  
consequences of disinvestment  
in the building stock and  
the devaluation of an entire  
neighborhood could be active-
ly addressed through politi- 
cal opposition.

During the 1990s, the 
Abrons Arts Center, as part of 
the New York City Partner-
ships for Arts in Education 
(NYCPAE), which sought to 
restore the arts to school cur-
riculums and programming, 
collaborated with four partner 
schools, the two schools in the 
Lower East Side, but also 
schools in other boroughs such 
as the Brooklyn New School 
and the Leon Goldstein High 
School for the Sciences in 
Manhattan Beach. The initia-
tive came mostly from teach-
ers at the schools, who bene-
fited from the educational 
experience and institutional 
structures of the community 
and educational center, and 
the networks of artists and ar-
chitects. At PS 20 in the Lower 
East Side children not only 
designed walking tours, they 

out various ways to improve it 
proactively through visual arts, 
architecture and design.

During times of a conserva-
tive turn of society, a true alter-
native to the educational pro-
grams at the established 
architecture schools was being 
conceived at the Abrons Arts 
Center. In 1990, a curriculum 
guide was developed by Henry 
Street architects and artists in 
collaboration with a team of 
elementary school teachers, ti-
tled “The Lower East Side 
History and Culture Through 
the Arts,” which was imple-
mented in New York City Pub-
lic School Districts 1, 2, 7, and 
12, serving about ten thousand 
children each year.25 As part of 
this new pedagogical approach, 
the Architecture & Design / 
Community Studies Program 
was in subsequent years fur-
ther expanded with funding 
from the NYSCA and the 
NYSED.26 Fleminger recalls 
that the focus on the Lower 

East Side was crucial to the di-
dactic concept, “as we explored 
place related learning, [we 
used] the community itself as a 
teaching and learning re-
source.”27 The overall objective 
of the architectural education 
at the Abrons Arts Center was 
to give the disadvantaged and 
at-risk children and adoles-
cents an awareness of the role 
and relevance of the neighbor-
hood in their life and also to 
teach them values such as re-
sponsibility for the built envi-
ronment and the social com-
munity. In addition to working 
on the physical improvement 
of local school buildings, the 
Lower East Side and the East 
Village itself were both subject 
and classroom, at a time when 
the neighborhood was being 
increasingly exposed to the 
commercial interests of real es-
tate speculators as part of the 
urban restructuring which was 
highly contested by the local 
population, particularly the al-
ternative art scene.28 In the 

25  Ibid.
26 “Architecture & Design / 
Community Studies: The Em-
pire State Partnership (ESP),” 
Henry Street Settlement, 2001, 
http://support.henrystreet.org/
upload/5.2Arch&DesignComm 
Stud.pdf (last accessed on July 
11, 2012).

Village,” The New York Times, 
September 2, 1984, www.ny-
times.com/1984/09/02/reales-
tate/the-gentrification-of-the-
east-village.html (last accessed 
on March 14, 2012). On the 
alternative art scene’s critique 
of the gentrification in the East 
Village, see Alan Moore & Mark 
Miller, ABC No Rio Dinero: 
The Story of a Lower East Side 
Art Gallery (New York, NY: 
ABC No Rio and Collaborative 
Projects, 1985). On the embat-
tled history of the East Village, 
see Janet Abu-Lughod, From 
Urban Village to East Village: 
The Battle for New York’s Low-
er East Side (Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1994). On an eco-
nomic critique of the gentrifica-
tion in New York, especially in 
the East Village, see Neil Smith, 
The New Urban Frontier: Gen-
trification and the Revanchist 
City (London: Routledge, 1996), 
especially chapter 9, “Mapping 
the Gentrification Frontier,” 
190–209. Smith points out that 
after decades of disinvestment, 
the Lower East Side was reval-
ued again. At that time, a close 
connection between the develop-
ment of the art scene and gen-
trification was argued. In the 
1980s, the bohemian art scene 
was at home on the Lower East 
Side, which can be shown by 
the number of gallery openings. 

Smith argues that in the 1980s, 
reinvestment began significantly 
and the population rose again.

27 From an e-mail by Susan 
Fleminger to common room, 
April 29, 2010.
28 See the essay by Alan Moore 
in this book. For information 
on the gentrification of the East 
Village, see also Lisa Belkin, 
“The gentrification of the East 
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The driving force at the 
Abrons Arts Center definitely 
was Fleminger, who for two and 
a half decades, until 2008, acted 
as director of both the Visual 
Arts and the Arts-in-Education 
Program. In addition to the 
collaborations with schools and 
the specific school improve-
ment projects, she advocated 
for the Architecture & Design / 
Community Studies Program 
to also offer after school cours-
es for students from middle and 
high schools at the Abrons Arts 
Center. Another key person 
was Julie Maurer, whom Flem-
inger had hired in the mid 
1990s, initially as her assistant 
in the Visual Arts. Maurer, who 
had studied Fine Arts at Pratt 
Institute and gained some  
experience teaching environ-
mental issues and architectural 
history in Brooklyn, soon took 
over the architecture classes in 
the AIE Program. In the five 
years she was active at the 
Abrons, the educational offer-
ings were expanded, aiming at 
meeting the New York State 
learning standards.

In the years from 1995 on-
ward, class exercises coordi-
nated at the Abrons Arts Cen-
ter included the following: 

measuring the classroom 
to scale; painting and 

sculpting the ‘the climates 
and shelters of the world’; 
creation of a New York 
City Landmarks ceramic 
mural;... building a model 
of an African community; 
building models of a local 
synagogue [by then] used 
as a cultural center; de-
signing a dictionary of  
architecture and design vo-
cabulary and concepts for 
the school’s library; and 
creating art based on An-
cient Greece and Roman 
architecture, and world  
architecture.30

A report to the Empire State 
Partnership in 2001 pointed 
out, that a fourth grade class 
had worked with the Green 
Map System and created their 
own map of the Lower East 
Side that was exhibited at a 
city wide festival.

In the context of the Ar-
chitecture & Design / Commu-
nity Studies Program, the 
Abrons Arts Center was used 

worked on school improve-
ment projects, including the 
design of a school guard desk 
(1996–7), the redesign of the 
school courtyard (1997–98), 
the design of a concession 
stand (1998–9), the redesign 
of the school’s main office 
(1999–2000) and the design of 
an exhibition/storage case 
unit for the school’s main of-
fice (2000–1). 

This project at PS 20 be-
gan with the entire fifth 
grade in full year experi-
ences with architecture and 
visual arts and … has also 
involved the fourth grade 
in an interdisciplinary ap-
proach that integrates archi- 
tecture & design / commu-
nity studies with language 
arts, social studies, math, 
science and technology and 
the sixth grade in a career 
awareness component.

At PS 110, the school improve-
ment projects became the  
architectural legacy of the  
sixth graders for the students 
of the following years. Often, 
projects included aesthetic or 
even constructive interven-
tions in the school building or 
the entire school area, improv-
ing the school environment 
through active measures. At 

each school, architects and ar- 
tists from the Henry Street  
Settlement cooperated with 
classroom teachers, school ad-
ministrators, staff developers 
and school cluster teachers in 
art, science and technology to 
integrate art and architecture 
in the school curriculum. Addi-
tionally, professional develop-
ment for teachers was provided 
in workshops and seminars led 
by the New York State Alli-
ance. It is striking that the 
teaching staff at the Abrons 
Arts Center was for a long time 
composed almost exclusively 
of women.29

29 Sherry Ahrentzen, in an ar-
ticle on feminism in architec-
ture, written in 1996, refers to 
the fact that the alternative edu-
cational program at the Abrons 
Arts Center was taught by Su-
san Fleminger, together with 
Ann deVere, Janet Sygar, and 
Joanne Yoshida, who, in the first 
half of the 1990s, attended the 
Artist-in-Residency Program. 
See Sherry Ahrentzen, “The F 
Word in Architecture: Femi-
nist Analyses in / of / for Archi-
tecture,” in Thomas A. Dutton 
(ed.), Reconstructing Architec-
ture: Critical Discourses and 
Social Practices (Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1996), 103.

30 “Architecture & Design / Com- 
munity Studies: The Empire 
State Partnership (ESP),” Henry 
Street Settlement, 2001, http:// 
support.henrystreet.org/upload/ 
5.2Arch&DesignCommStud. 
PDF (last accessed on July  
11, 2012).
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early 1980s Sutton turned to 
architectural education, she 
started to focus on “communi-
ty-based participatory research 
and design with a special em-
phasis on low-income and mi-
nority youth and other disen-
franchised populations.”

After Sharon Sutton had 
been appointed as Associate 
Professor at the College of Ar-
chitecture and Urban Planning 
at the University of Michigan, 
she increasingly developed in-
structional materials for teach-
ers to implement their own  
design projects into the class-
room.33  In 1985, she published 
the education manual “Learn-
ing Through the Built Environ-
ment: An Ecological Approach 
to Child Development.”34  With 

her approach to teaching ar-
chitecture as a form of social 
and environmental activism, 
Sutton took on a pioneering 
role not only in New York City, 
but nationwide. In 1988, Sutton 
founded the Urban Network, a 
national outreach program 
that as an educational initia-
tive aimed “to enhance chil-
dren’s development through 
place related activities.”35  Sut-
ton successively organized 200 
public and private schools, as 
well as individuals and non-
profit community organiza-
tions across the country, to 
generate community and in-
volve youths in environmental 

as a historical case study and as 
a social space, with student’s 
work being exhibited in the 
gallery and in the amphithe-
ater. The community and edu-
cational center itself even be-
came the object of architectural 
improvement. As part of a 
hands-on workshop, the task 
was to transform an adjacent, 
previously vacant lot framed 
by the Abrons Arts Center and 
the Bialystok Synagogue and 
opening out to Abrahams 
Place into a summer garden. 
Through a collaborative effort, 
Maurer taught her students not 
only how to actively use urban 
derelict land, they also created 
a new space at the Abrons Arts 
Center that was used as an ad-
ditional classroom in summer 
next to the artists’ studios and 
the gallery space. While there 
was previously no greenery at 
all, the garden is now shaded 
by newly planted trees.

From 1995 to 2000 Julie 
Maurer had a defining influ-
ence on teaching architecture 
as part of Architecture & De-
sign / Community Studies Pro-
gram, receiving the full support 
of Fleminger. In the period 
from 1997 to 2000 the Abrons 
Arts Center was awarded ex-
tensive funding from the Em-
pire State Partnership through 
NYSCA for the expansion of 

the Architecture & Design / 
Community Studies Program 
and its projects with PS 110 
and PS 20, totaling over 
$150,000.31

Place-Based Learning
The architecture classes at the 
Abrons Arts Center, with their 
focus on placed-based learn-
ing, which went beyond the de-
sign studio and aimed at criti-
cal awareness and social 
justice, referred explicitly to 
the work and teaching of Sha-
ron Sutton, who back in the 
mid 1970s, had already worked 
on construction projects in 
several elementary schools 
and community arts organiza-
tions in New York with a grant 
from NYSCA.32 When in the 

31 NYCSA: Henry Street Set-
tlement Grants 1989–2010. At 
NYSCA, Gary Dayton was re-
sponsible as program officer for 
awarding funding to the Abrons 
Arts Center.
32 As part of NYSCA’s Archi-
tect-in-Residency Program, Sut-
ton over a period of four years 
had worked with fourth, fifth, 
and sixth graders, most from 
minority and lower-class fami-
lies, and built large three-dimen-
sional structures in the school-
yards. At the same time, Sutton 
also taught design in 1975 at the 

Pratt Institute and worked as 
an architect from 1976 onward. 
See Sharon E. Sutton, “Where 
This Story Begins,” in Weaving 
a Tapestry of Resistance: The 
Places, Power and Poetry of a 
Sustainable Society (Westport, 
CT: Bergin and Garvey Pub-
lishers, 1996), xiv.
33 In 1994, Sharon Sutton was 
promoted as the first African-
American woman to become a 
full professor at the University 
of Michigan.
34 Sharon E. Sutton, Learn-
ing Through the Built Envi-

ronment: An Ecological Ap-
proach to Child Development 
(New York, NY: Irvington Press, 
1985).
35 Sharon E. Sutton, The Ur-
ban Network: An Urban De-
sign Program for Elementary 
Schools. Instructional portfo-
lio (Ann Arbor, MI: University 
of Michigan College of Architec-
ture and Urban Planning). Also: 
Sherry Ahrentzen, “The F Word 
in Architecture: Feminist Analy-
ses in / of / for Architecture,” in 
Thomas A. Dutton (ed.), Recon-
structing Architecture: Critical 
Discourses and Social Practic-
es (Minneapolis, MN: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1996), 103.
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activism: “During a one-year 
sequence of activities, students, 
teachers, parents, neighbor-
hood residents, and volunteer 
professionals work as a team to 
envision, organize, and imple-
ment improvements in their 
school community. They study 
their environment, select an 
area of focus, develop a plan, 
then raise money to implement 
the plan.”36  In addition to the 
coordination of projects, which 
were intended to achieve an 
improvement of the physical 
environment, the Urban Net-
work also had the role of a 
multiplier, to reach out to ar-
chitects and organizations and 
to engage in a dialogue about 
their role and responsibility in 
terms of creativity and the 
built environment.

In 1996, Sutton published 
the book with the program-
matic title Weaving a Tapes- 
try of Resistance: The Places, 
Power and Poetry of a Sustain-
able Society that explained the 
method of placed-based learn-
ing, referring to two schools 
that were organized within the 
framework of the Urban Net-
work as case studies.37 In her 

publication, she pointed to the 
fundamental issues of social 
change and the reproduction 
of the status quo. Her peda-
gogical approach was princi-
pally based on developmental 
approaches such as that of the 
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget 
or the pedagogy of learning 
with all senses, according to 
which the youth should couple 
abstract knowledge with prac-
tical action to arrive at a prob-
lem’s solution. She combined 
insights from environmental 
psychology, which view the en-
vironment of children and ad-
olescents as the text and  
context of teaching, with an 
engaged and responsible per-
spective that is informed by 
critical theory, feminism, and 
activist research.

In Sutton’s pedagogy, the 
physical environment is cen-
tral, as it affects the learning  
experience and carries certain 
values, attitudes and norms. 
Over the years, she has postu-
lated empowerment as the prime  
educational goal of all ar- 
chitectural and environmental  

education. Students should 
learn to understand and to deal 
with their socioeconomic sta-
tus, that is conveyed by their 
neighborhood i.e. the residents 
and their activities, and ex-
pressed by the physical struc-
tures. Ultimately, the core of 
Sutton’s critical approach in 
the mid-1990s was a complex 
notion of sustainability, which 
included the demand for social-
ly engaged and ecologically re-
sponsible behavior. While she 
was committed to the develop-
ment of sustainable relation-
ships, based on participation, 
cooperation and inclusion, Sut-
ton criticized the “hidden cur-
riculum of separateness,” any 
form of hierarchical power 
structures, which also produce 
destructive roles and behavior 
in the form of domination, 
competition and materialism. 
Against the backdrop of con-
temporary urban development, 
urban sprawl on the one hand 
and the neglect and gentrifica-
tion of whole neighborhoods 
on the other hand, as well as 
the concurrent changes in so-
cial relations and family struc-
tures, and the transformation 
of society through the medial-
ization and commodification 
of all spheres of life, Sutton 
focused on making productive 
the paradox of encouraging 

youths to show their individu-
al talents and, at the same 
time, strengthening their sense 
of community.

In the last part of Weaving 
the Tapestry of Resistance  
Sutton thus developed a vision 
of education in a sustainable 
society that through a wide 
range of cultural activities is 
able to create new individual 
and collective identities. As an 
illustration, she offers three in-
novative programs as paradig-
matic examples, all based in 
New York, which to her mind 
represent oppositional models 
to the education system: the 
Young Architects Club at PS 
110 as a conventional solution, 
the City-as-School as an alter-
native solution, and finally, The 
Children’s Art Carnival as a 
transformative solution.38

Since to her mind the coop-
eration of the Abrons Arts 
Center with PS 110, which was 
part of the Urban Network dur-
ing the 1989–90 school year, 
fundamentally differed from 
the other projects in the net-
work, Sutton discussed it as a 
special case in her publication. 
For Sutton, Architecture & De-
sign / Community Studies Pro-
gram presented a model of how 

educational change within the 
conventional school system 
could actually improve the 
learning environment of all stu-
dents. She was full of praise for 
the work of Janet Sygar, who 
worked as enrichment resource 
teacher at PS 110, and of Joanne 
Yoshida, who joined the team as 
the architectural consultant of 
the Abrons Arts Center. Their 
work started with the renova-
tion of the entrance area and 
then the entire ground floor, 
and eventually the redesign  
of the playground. Sutton em- 
phasized that the architectural  
improvements were regarded 
as meaningful by all par- 
ticipants, and also men- 
tioned that alumni returned to  
their former school, to support 
new projects.

Of interest in the context of 
this essay is, that Sutton in 
Weaving the Tapestry of Re-
sistance next to the Cooper-
Hewitt, National Design Mu-
seum, also included the Henry 
Street Settlement as an institu-
tion, that through its activism 
connected schools with their 
surrounding neighborhoods. It 
became apparent for her, that 
through the work of these two 
New York educational institu-
tions, artistic approaches could 
be used as a powerful tool in 
the training of youths to both 

initiate social changes outside 
the schools, as well as changing 
the immediate school environ-
ment. In the late 1990s, Sutton 
herself apparently paid a visit 
to the Abrons Arts Center, 
when she was in New York at 
the Cooper-Hewitt as part of 
the “A City of Neighborhoods” 
workshops, an offering of 
teacher training with regard to 
a place-based, multi-disciplin-
ary teaching, which since 1991 
each year focused on a differ-
ent neighborhood as a case 
study.39 It is not surprising, that 
Fleminger and Julie Maurer 
both describe Sutton as a great 
influence on their own work. 
For their notion of teaching ar-
chitecture, Sutton’s work and 
publications offered a practical 
example as well as a theoreti-
cal basis.

In-Sites
The Lower East Side was the 
protagonist of the exhibition 
series In-Sites, organized at the 
Abrons Arts Center since 1995 
by various guest curators un-
der the direction of Flem-
inger.40 For six consecutive 

38  Sutton, Weaving a Tapestry 
of Resistance, 210.

39  For information on the “A 
City of Neighborhoods” work-
shops, see www.cityofneighbor-
hoods.org/about.html (last ac-
cessed on March 14, 2012).

36 Sutton, Weaving a Tapestry 
of Resistance, 23.
37 The two case studies that 
Sutton discusses in detail are the 

Frederick Douglas Elementary 
School in Oaks Hills and the 
Gardendale Institute of Science 
and Technology in San Lupe. 
See Sutton, Weaving a Tapestry 
of Resistance, 29.
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years, artists were invited to 
show their works from and 
about the neighborhood. All 
exhibitions were neighborhood 
themed—such as the design 
and function of public spaces, 
streets and sidewalks, the use 
of vacant lots as neighborhood 
gardens, the improvement of 
school buildings in the Lower 
East Side, or religious rituals in 
urban space. In addition to its 
artistic claim, of being local- 
ly produced and presented,  
the In-Sites series also had a  
pedagogical function for the 
neighborhood. Each of the ex-
hibitions was conceived and ad-
vertised as an educational of-
fering. Every year, classes from 
collaborating public schools in 
the Lower East Side were invit-
ed to come to the Abrons Arts 
Center to learn about the artis-
tic interventions at unique  
locations and to gain a specific 
perspective on the neighbor-
hood. Along with each exhibi-
tion, a poster was produced in-
troducing the topic and its 
relevance and giving an over-
view of the individual projects.

The exhibition In-Sites IV 
from 1998, titled “Opening the 
Streetscapes: Schools to Com-
munities,” curated by Yolanda 

Yoshida was dedicated to the 
relationship of art in public 
space and schools.41 As part of 
the exhibition, artistic interven-
tions were made in various 
schools in the Lower East Side, 
where the artists sometimes 
collaborated with teachers and 
students. Specific interventions 
dealt with public space and the 
school grounds for instance the 
beautification of adjacent side-
walks, the schools’ entrance ar-
eas, as well as its façades, but 
also the design of playgrounds 
and schoolyards. Other contri-
butions followed a nature and 
ecology-oriented educational 
approach, with the installation 
of bird houses, bird baths, or 
nesting boxes, or experiments 
with aquariums and chicken 
farms, which were powered by 
solar energy and addressed is-
sues of recycling, or workshops 
on urban farming. One artist to-
gether with students analyzed 
the relationship of the school to 
neighborhood gardens, in aes-
thetic and social terms. Another 
proposal envisaged the conver-
sion of a vacant building and 
the foundation of a school, the 
so-called PS Green, whose cur-
riculum focused exclusively on 

the relationship between man 
and nature. Other projects in-
cluded the establishment of a 
speakers’ corner and the design 
of supplements to the free 
newspapers, which were avail-
able in the neighborhood. Each 
of theses various artistic inter-
ventions took on a different or-
ganizational and social format.

Fleminger had two objec-
tives with the exhibition: first to 
show that schools are not closed 
institutions, but have “poten-
tial for extending into the  
community” and, secondly, of  
“expanding our notion of  
community through art and de-
sign.” On the exhibition poster 
she quoted Sutton saying: “For 
children, the neighborhood is 
more than a physical setting, it 
defines a social universe.” Over 
the course of In-Sites IV stu-
dents initially came in contact 
with artists and learned from 
them. Subsequently, schools 
were invited to the Abrons Arts 
Center to see the exhibition.

The exhibition In-Sites VI, 
titled “Making our Cities Live-
able / Community Design Proj-
ects by and for Youth,” was the 
sixth and last exhibition in the 
series, shown from June 9 to 
July 22, 2000 at the Abrons 
Arts Center, and was curated 
by Julie Maurer.42 Parallel to 
her classes at the Abrons Arts 

Center and other institutions 
Maurer had, with a $10,000 
grant from NYSCA, at that 
time, already been working for 
two years on “Kids Take Ac-
tion,” a research project on 
educational opportunities for 
youths in New York that dealt 
with architecture and the envi-
ronment offered in the 1990s. 
The exhibition presented twen-
ty-five design projects from the 
entire New York metropolitan 
area, in which teachers worked 
with children and adolescents. 
It also included twelve propos-
als for interventions by artists. 
In-Sites VI for the first time 
left the thematic framework of 
the neighborhood and, as the 
exhibition also had other out-
door locations, the Abrons 
Arts Center as its venue.

The projects all assumed 
an active role of the designer, 
but differed in their fields of 
activity, content, objectives 
and the skills and abilities that 
were taught. The range of top-
ics was broad, and included, 
among other things, environ-
mental protection, architec-
ture, history and gardening.  
Although architecture classes 
were underrepresented (the 

42 See the poster for In-Sites 
VI (2000). Source: Archives of 
the Henry Street Settlement.

41 See the poster for In-Sites 
IV (1998). Source: Archives of 
the Henry Street Settlement.

40 See Susan Fleminger’s text 
in this book.



96   97  

Saturday Program at the Coo-
per Union, for example, was 
not even considered) and mu-
rals and gardens were over-rep-
resented, projects researched 
by Maurer and presented in the 
exhibition, all had a common 
objective, namely the active 
participation of children and 
adolescents in bringing about 
social change and to delegate 
the power of decision making 
to youths.

With the exhibition Julie 
Maurer, according to her cura-
torial statement, intended to 
give the design projects a 
greater public visibility specifi-
cally addressing educators, 
youth leaders and neighbor-
hood organizations. Another 
goal was to provide students 
with tools for greater responsi-
bility and empowerment, to 
“implement their own ideas of 
how to improve neighborhoods 
and make our city livable.” Ac-
cordingly, community design 
projects should teach students 

how to think critically, 
solve problems creatively, 
work in teams, and value 
the built environment. 
Most importantly, students 
feel pride, confidence, con-
nection with the world 
when they see the tangible 
results of their efforts. 

The projects on view were by 
various groups, organizations 
and institutions active in the 
New York metropolitan region 
in the 1990s.43 The poster also 
highlighted, that the exhibi-
ted art projects were all  
very imaginative; they includ-
ed green spaces for recreation 
and solitude, playgrounds with 
music and sound, chairs  
made from natural materials 
and undulating benches and  
platforms. Despite its rather 
fragmentary character, this 
compilation of architectural 
and environmental education 
in New York aimed at serving 
as a reference for those educa-
tors, schools and other institu-
tions being interested.

One of the few projects, 
which had a direct relation-
ship to architecture, was by the 
Salvadori Educational Center 
of the Built Environment 
(SECBE).44 As part of In-Sites, 

Maurer exhibited a skate park 
that was designed by architects 
organized at the Salvadori Cen- 
ter, along with high school stu-
dents from Harlem and the  
Manhattan Valley, and built in 
a little-used open space in the 
Riverside Park along the  
Hudson River. Although the 
Salvadori Center, when it was 
founded by Columbia Profes-
sor Mario Salvadori in 1987, 
originally pursued a rather 
mathematical and scientific ap-
proach toward teaching archi-
tecture, the construction of the 
Riverside skate park promoted 
the practical skills of students 
and was well-received, especial-
ly since it was a design project, 
which directly and tangibly af-
fected the lives of children and 
adolescents, perhaps even more 
than the improvement of school 
buildings, the transformation of 
entrances areas, or the refur-
bishment of schoolyards.

With the exhibition of Ju-
lie Maurer’s research at the 
Abrons Arts Center, the center 
positioned itself with its long-
standing commitment to youth 
and their education in the edu-
cational landscape; with the re-
search contributing to Maurer’ 

Salvadori Center, see www.salva-
dori.org/history-and-vision (last 
accessed on March 14, 2012).

43 On the poster, the following 
organizations and institutions 
were listed: New Jersey Insti-
tute of Technology (since 1997), 
City Parks Foundation, Cooper-
Hewitt National Design Museum, 
Council on the Environment 
of New York City (since 1978), 
Green Map System, Henry Street 
Settlement (since 1985), Learn-
ing by Design: NY, American  

Institute of Architects (since 
1991), Municipal Art Society 
(since 1997), Open Road (1990), 
Project Grow / City-as-School 
(since 1992), Salvadori Educa-
tional Center on the Built Envi-
ronment (since 1987), School of 
Visual Arts (since 1994), Union 
Settlement Association.
44 The Salvadori Center dates 
back to the engagement of 
Mario Salvadori, a civil engi-
neer, who since 1958, had been  
professor of architecture and 
civil engineering at the GSAPP 
at Columbia University. In 1976, 
Salvadori began teaching in mid-
dle schools as part of the initia-
tive of the New York Academy of 
Science, to enhance the natural 
sciences and mathematics. Start-
ing in 1987, he worked on proj-
ects as part of a middle school 
program with a nonprofit educa-
tional organization, founded by 
him on the campus of City Col-
lege. Salvadori himself created 
teaching materials, which were 
subsequently used in many oth-
er states, but he also led courses 
and trained teachers. On the bi-
ography, teaching, and vision of 
Mario Salvadori, see Mario Sal-
vadori, “A Life in Education,” in 
The Bridge, 27, 2, Summer 1997, 
21–7. See also Abby Bussel, “Su-
per Mario,” Progressive Archi-
tecture, March 1995, 52–5. For 
information on the history of the 
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own education.45 On the exhi-
bition poster, the cooperation 
with four public schools in the 
Lower East Side, in Brooklyn 
and in Manhattan Beach was 
listed, in particular the work-
shops with teachers to inte-
grate architecture in the cur-
riculum of languages, social 
studies, mathematics, science 
and technology as well as the 
projects with students and the 
interventions to improve the 
school environments. Even 
though Maurer’s research was 
not conceived as a historical 
study, but was gathering infor-
mation using a comparative 
method, and the history of ar-
chitectural education in New 
York was ignored for good rea-
son, In-Sites VI was a snap-
shot that nevertheless offered 
a good overview of the al- 
ternative teaching experi- 
ments in and outside of  
the school system and seen 
from today’s perspective pres-
ents an extraordinary histori-
cal document.

Coming Up Taller
In 2002, the Abrons Arts Cen-
ter received the prestigious 
Coming Up Taller Award for its 
Architecture & Design / Com-
munity Studies Program. The 
prize is awarded for outstand-
ing humanistic and artistic edu-
cation programs that promote 
the creativity of children and 
adolescents in a joint effort of 
major national institutions and 
endowments, the President’s 
Committee on the Arts and 
Humanities, the NEA, the Na-
tional Endowment for the Hu-
manities, and the Institute for 
Museum and Library Services 
since 1998.46 With the award, 
the neighborhood-oriented ar-
chitecture afterschool classes 
organized at the Abrons Arts 
Center received national rec-
ognition for opening up new 
educational opportunities for 
children and adolescents, facili-
tating their active engagement 
in the social environment, and 
identifying ways to acquire so-
cial and technical competences.

After the departure of Ju-
lie Maurer, Howard Stern, a 

trained architect, worked as a 
teacher in the Architecture & 
Design / Community Studies 
Program in the 2000s.47 Stern 
had previously taught in vari-
ous programs at the Salvadori 
Center and at the Center for 
Architecture’s Learning by De-
sign: NY. Job opportunities for 
architects and artists dedicated 
to making a living by means  
of architectural education of 
youths are few and far between; 
so much that Stern was  
associated with a number of in-
stitutions, where he taught con-
currently in order to support 
himself. At the Abrons, he con-
tinued the cooperation with the 
two elementary and public 
schools in the Lower East Side 
in the context of the AIE Pro-
gram, and maintained the 
school improvements project 
there with funds from the Em-
pire State Partnership, although 
after the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001, public 
funding was decreased com-
pared to the previous decade.

At PS 110, he worked pri-
marily with fourth and fifth 
graders, and as one project, for 
example, built benches with 
them. The benches were placed 

in the school corridors, which, 
according to a new pedagogy 
focusing on learning in clus-
ters, blurs the boundaries be-
tween the schools corridors 
and classrooms creating di-
verse and flexible learning and 
teaching spaces. Another proj-
ect was the decoration of the 
doorways to the classrooms. In 
an interview, Stern pointed out, 
that the intensity and extent of 
the cooperation was closely 
connected with the interests of 
the directors, Iriene Quvus at 
PS 110 and Dr. Leonard Gol-
ubchick at PS 20, both of which 
are now retired. At PS 20, also 
known as the Anna Silver 
School, Stern mainly super-
vised after school projects and 
was involved in learning fairs, 
during which individual classes 
focused on the Lower East 
Side, researching the history of 
buildings and making models. 
In one learning fair students de-
signed a model street, making 
street lighting from plywood 
with the help of Stern. In recent 
years, a cooperation with the 
Marte Valle High School on 
Stanton Street has been started. 
At the Abrons Arts Center, 
where Nellie Perera has taken 
over the direction of the AIE 
Program from Fleminger, work-
shops are still being organized, 
but the focus on architectural 

47 Unpublished common room 
and author interview with How-
ard Stern, April 30, 2010.

46 “Henry Street Receives 2002 
Coming Up Taller Award,” http://
support.henrystreet.org/site/
News2?page=NewsArticle&id= 
5528, January 15, 2003 (last ac-
cessed on March 14, 2012).

45 For Julie Maurer, In-Sites 
VI was her last assignment at 
the Abrons Arts Center. Since 
2000, she has taught at several 
other institutions, but she re-
turned to the Abrons Arts Cen-
ter on a regular basis as consul-
tant to the architectural classes.



100   101  

education seems to be less prev-
alent than before.

4  THE CENTER FOR 
ARCHITECTURE: 
LEARNING  
BY DESIGN: NY

Learning by Design: NY, which 
started in 1990, represents an-
other offering of architectural 
education for children and ad-
olescents, and cooperated with 
public schools in the whole 
city. In institutional terms, it 
was founded under the aus-
pices of the New York Chap-
ter of the American Institute 
of Architects (AIA), i.e. the 
professional association of the 
US architectural community, 
and thus was also not linked to 
one of the established univer-
sities in New York.48 With the 
support of the director of the 

local AIA chapter, an educa-
tional program was taken up 
that had previously existed in 
local variants in other US cit-
ies—such as Kansas City, Phil-
adelphia and Seattle. Learn-
ing by Design: NY was at the 
outset an unstructured educa-
tional program, but due to a 
strong personal commitment, 
an educationally and politically 
successful strategy and a large 
interest in architecture class-
es in New York, Learning by  
Design: NY developed into the 
most comprehensive program 
in the city.

A motley crew of architects 
and educators initially came to-
gether around Learning by De-
sign: NY in the early 1990s. In 
the first six years they cooper-
ated with various schools in the 
city, but offered no courses of 
their own—the reason being 
that the program was not recog-
nized by the New York City 
Board of Education as an  
official educational program. 
Learning by Design: NY re-
ceived initial funding from the 
AIA and the New York Foun-
dation for Architecture, which, 
as a charitable institution, it re-
ported to. On this basis, Cathe-
rine Teegarden was hired in 
1996 as a part-time coordinator, 
and the Architecture-in-the-
Schools Program was initiated. 

Teegarden, who earned a Mas-
ter in Architecture from Co-
lumbia University, had varied 
teaching experience from five 
years of teaching at an elemen-
tary school on the Upper West 
Side; a grant from the National 
Endowment for the Arts made 
it possible for artists and archi-
tects to teach in schools. Learn-
ing by Design: NY offered her 
the context to turn architectur-
al education into a profession 
and in the long run to influence 
the field of architectural educa-
tion in New York.

Catherine Teegarden there-
upon composed a small team, 
working on a voluntary basis, 
and instructed trained archi-
tects, mostly women, in teach-
ing architecture to students 
aged K-12 as part of the coop-
eration with public schools. 
Shortly after its institutional-
ization as an officially financed 
and structured program, Learn- 
ing by Design: NY was already 
awarded the Brooklyn Bor-
ough President’s Excellence in 
Educational Initiatives Award 
in 1997 for its educational work 
in the borough. The represen-
tatives of Learning by Design: 
NY, who performed as an advi-
sory committee, included, in 
addition to Teegarden, eight 
other members: Rosalie By-
ard, Polly Carpenter, Christine 

Hunter, Dorothee King, Jerry 
Maltz, Linda Yowell as well as 
Julie Maurer and Howard 
Stern, thus two educators, who 
were also teaching architecture 
at the Abrons Arts Center.

The declared goal of Learn-
ing by Design: NY was to give 
youths an appreciation of the 
built environment. In order  
to reach as many students as  
possible, more programs that 
served the continued education 
of teachers were developed in 
the second half of the 1990s. 
But architecture was not taught 
as a new subject. The program 
took advantage of the fact that 
both architecture and design 
were fundamentally inter-disci-
plinary fields, which were well 
suited to be integrated into ex-
isting curricula. The contents, 
methods and objectives of the 
architectural education conse-
quently differed from school to 
school and were related to the 
syllabus of each respective sub-
ject (social sciences, geography, 
mathematics, science, technol-
ogy and also languages, cre-
ative writing or rhetoric), or 
the individual interests of the 
teachers and the didactic con-
ception of their teaching.

Learning by Design: NY 
was able to establish collabora-
tions throughout the city, espe-
cially with public schools in the 

outer boroughs, in poor and 
multiethnic communities, which 
had only limited access to the 
cultural resources in Manhat-
tan. About 90% of the teaching 
took place in Brooklyn and 
Queens, where a majority of 
the students were African-
American or Hispanic, and the 
social composition of neighbor-
hoods was in flux with many 
new immigrants from South 
America, Eastern Europe, Asia 
and the Middle East arriving. 
Since Learning by Design: NY 
required little of its own fund-
ing, the program was institu-
tionalized indirectly by being 
taught in the public schools and 
could therefore, in the long 
term, be established as an alter-
native educational program.

The didactic concept of 
Learning by Design: NY also 
focuses on community-based 
learning, although the program 
pursues different goals than 
the Abrons Arts Center. In the 
context of Architecture-in-the-
Schools, various modules were 
designed by architects and teach- 
ers collaboratively: the original 
“partnerships” and the more 
comprehensive “residencies.” 
Learning by Design: NY thus 
includes classroom activities 
ranging from a few lessons to 
accompanying a class in one 
subject for an entire school 

year. Additionally, professional 
development workshops are 
offered, on applying methods 
and activities to integrate the-
matic issues on the built envi-
ronment into the curriculum 
individually.

Although Learning by De-
sign: NY is conceived as a mod-
ular educational offering, to be 
taught universally in different 
schools, fixed teaching materi-
als or lesson plans are not 
used.49 However, longer teach-
ing units usually follow the 
same format: after an introduc-
tion of concepts and vocabu-
lary there is often a walk 
through the respective neigh-
borhood, in combination with 
some historical and architec-
tural input. The core of an ar-
chitecture class at Learning by 
Design: NY is always a student 
designed project, which deals 
with the immediate urban con-
text, the physical environment 
of the neighborhood. Ultimate-
ly the goal is the application of 
and reflection on what is being 
learned. In the end, the use of 
architecture as a multi-disci-
plinary approach is justified  
by the fact that students will  

48 See the application for fund-
ing for the New York Foun-
dation for Architecture, draft 
from January 27, 1999. Source: 
private archives of Catherine 
Teegarden. According to the 
information on the webpage 
of the Center for Architecture, 
Learning by Design: NY today 
is the premier program of the 
Foundation, online available at: 
www.aiany.org/centerforarchi-
tecture/about.php (last accessed 
on: March 14, 2012).

49 See Learning by Design: NY. 
Teaching Methodology. Source: 
private archives of Catherine 
Teegarden.
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acquire 
prob-

lem-solving skills and develop 
creativity through the design 
process.

Without their own venue 
for a long time, 
Learning by De-

sign: NY from 
the 

beginning set up an institu-
tional network, by cooperating 
with museums and other edu-
cational institutions in New 
York. It collaborated with the 
Cooper-Hewitt, National De-
sign Museum on the “A City  
of Neighborhoods” workshop,  

an award-winning program 
for personal 

development, educating teach-
ers, since it was focusing on dif-
ferent areas of the city each 
year. Learning by Design:  
NY was able to register initial 
success quickly with the stra-
tegy of cooperating with  
public schools.50 In the late  
1990s, the program boasted ha- 
ving reached 2,000 stu- 
dents citywide 

and worked with 100 teachers. 
In 1998, they started a four-
year collaboration with The 
Renaissance School, an alter-
native school in Jackson 
Heights, Queens, which includ-
ed the creation of a curriculum  
in- cluding team 

teaching, 

workshops for parents and a his-
torical study of the neighborhood. 
In 1999, a total of 25 Residen- 
cy Programs and 8 Architec- 
ture-in-the-Schools Partnership  
Programs were im-plemented  
in Brooklyn and Queens 
alone.
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Learning by Design: NY 
benefited from the economic 
situation in the 1990s. After 
years of funding cuts,—the art 
classes at public schools were 
the first victims—it was time 
again for public spending on 
art and architectural educa-
tion. The program was funded 
by the Annenberg Challenge, a 
philanthropic foundation that 
since 1993 supported the re-
form of public schools nation-
wide as well as in New York. In 
1998, Learning by Design: NY 
started a collaboration with 
the Lincoln Center Institute, 
which coordinated a network 
of some 180 schools to guide 
workshops provided for teach-
ers, students, and parents. Co-
operating partners were the 
MoMA and the Brooklyn Mu-
seum of Art, two prestigious 
art institutions. The program, 
consisting of advice, support 
and training, was now financed 
through various funding sourc-
es, including the J.M. Kaplan 
Fund. Meanwhile, Learning by 
Design: NY was officially rec-
ognized by the New York City 
Board of Education. In 1999, 

the program received a grant 
from NYSCA, for its teacher 
training workshops in coopera-
tion with the Cooper-Hewitt 
and the Salvadori Center, 
among others, and for a one-
year cooperation with PS 114 
in Canarsie, Brooklyn.

Despite some ups and 
downs and limited funding 
since the September 11 attacks, 
Learning by Design: NY was 
able to consolidate its position 
as an alternative, extra-curric-
ular institution in New York’s 
educational landscape in the 
2000s. In 2003, Learning by 
Design: NY moved for the first 
time into its own premises at 
the Center for Architecture, 
where numerous educational 
programs take place today. 
Learning by Design: NY is still 
financed through the coopera-
tion with public schools. With 
Architecture-in-the-Schools, 
the New York Foundation for 
Architecture could in the long 
run establish itself as the first 
choice for architectural educa-
tion for children and adoles-
cents in New York.

In an interview, Catherine 
Teegarden pointed out, that 
Learning by Design: NY dif-
fers from the other nonschool 
educational institutions such as 
the Abrons Arts Center, but 
also the Salvadori Center or 

the Brooklyn Center for the 
Urban Environment, with 
which it constituted the People 
Learning About City Environ-
ments (PLACE) network in 
the 1990s, solely because of its 
expertise in teaching architec-
ture. The other alternative  
educational programs for 
youth put an emphasis on so-
cio-political or constructive 
approaches and focus on topics 
such as the city’s history and 
the environment in the class-
room. The Center for Archi-
tecture distinguishes itself, by 
claiming that only in the con-
text of Learning by Design:  
NY architecture is taught by 
trained architects.

On its webpage, Learning 
by Design: NY today presents 
itself as highly diversified. The 
range of current offerings in-
cludes “workshops, classroom 
residencies and programs for 
educators.”51 The program ad-
vertises itself by stating that 
“students’ skills in observa-
tion, critical thinking, visual lit-
eracy, problem solving and cre-
ativity through architecture 
and design education” are 
strengthened. The program has 
had continued success: in 2011, 

Learning by Design: NY made 
it into the last round of the Ar-
chitecture & Children Golden 
Cubes Awards of the Interna-
tional Union of Architects.

5  FINAL REMARKS: THE 
PRESENT SITUATION

Looking back at the history of 
architectural education of 
youth in New York, there have 
always been schools with vary-
ing philosophies that manage to 
coexist. Through the compari-
son of such programs: the Coo-
per Union, the Institute for Ar-
chitecture and Urban Studies, 
the Abrons Arts Center and the 
Center for Architecture, it is 
possible to key into the varying 
didactic concepts of the schools 
to learn from their teachings. 
Not only in terms of their moti-
vations and strategies, but also 
in terms of their practical orga-
nization. Starting from a limited 
offering in the mid-1970s, the 
time the Abrons Arts Center 
was built, and then in the mid-
1980s, when architectural edu-
cation was offered there as part 
of the Arts-in-Education Pro-
gram, a network of educational 
programs has developed today 
with a diversity of contents, 
methods and objectives. And as 
such programs have spread to a 
wide array of institutions, so 
has their audiences.

As alternative learning net-
works, all initiatives of youth 
oriented architectural educa-
tion should, in principle, be wel-
comed, even if, following Illich’s 
analysis and agenda of a “de-
schooling,” and the theory of a 
“place-based learning” in the 
sense of Sutton, they only 
changed the school system and 
thus society marginally. At best, 
educational programs of teach-
ing architecture represent a 
conventional alternative to the 
existing curriculum. Over the 
years, the new educational pro-
grams in New York have reached 
a wide range of students, offer-
ing them choices and augment-
ing the teaching at public and 
private middle and high schools. 
Some of them aimed at raising 
awareness for the social signifi-
cance of architecture. And in 
the end, all have enriched the 
architectural culture in the city. 
At all institutional levels—from 
state and federal authorities to 
public and private founda-
tions—it was realized that, with 
the right amount of financial 
support, art and architecture 
classes in the last few decades 
have not only kept society on an 
even keel but forced forward 
progress upon it.

The historical perspective 
and the institutional analysis 
has shown, that over the years 

every offering in teaching ar-
chitecture had betrayed some 
of its ideals and although the 
risk of change is always present 
due to the processes of in- 
stitutionalization and commer- 
cialization, the fundamental  
question is: What kind of insti-
tutional function do the exist-
ing programs have now and 
what social role do they as-
sume under different socio-po-
litical circumstances? It re-
mains to be clarified what 
content and method architec-
tural education should adopt 
today in order to offer an alter-
native, and to what end.

Another interesting player 
in the field of architectural ed-
ucation is the Center for Ur-
ban Pedagogy (CUP), a Brook-
lyn-based nonprofit organization 
that was founded by Damon 
Rich and others in 1997. Over 
the past few years CUP has 
been at the forefront of edu-
cating children and adoles-
cents, in civic engagement and 
architectural research, organiz-
ing, among other things, exhi-
bitions, public events, videos 
and publications and additions 
to high school curricula.52 In 

52 According to CUP’s web-
site, the cofounders were Ros-
ten Woo, Jason Anderson, A.J. 
Blandford, Josh Breitbach, Stel-

50 See the application for fund-
ing for the New York Foundation 
for Architecture, draft from Jan-
uary 27, 1999. Source: private 
archives of Catherine Teegarden.

51 www.aiany.org/centerforar-
chitecture/about.php (last ac-
cessed on March 14, 2012).
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and thus more successful than 
that of most other educational 
organizations in managing to 
promote a dialogue between 
different players and directly 
reaching their audiences. Most 
recently, CUP organized and 
supported so-called urban in-
vestigations, i.e. project-based 
curricula, which enable high 
school students who work with 
teaching artists and use collab-
orative research and design to 
analyze and visualize aspects 
of an urban geography, like 
“Power Trip,” an exploration 
of NYC’s energy infrastruc-
ture, “Are You Ready for a 
Ruckus?,” an investigation of 
the agencies in charge of disas-
ter preparedness, and “What 
the Cell?,” which examined 
cell phone policy.55

Today the long-established 
programs find themselves in 
differing situations. While 
Learning by Design: NY under 
the direction of Catherine Tee-
garden celebrated its twentieth 
anniversary earlier this year, 
the future of the Saturday Pro-
gram at the Cooper Union is 

uncertain.56 As of March 2012, 
it was not yet clear, whether 
the full range of architecture 
classes could be offered in the 
2012–3 academic year. Marina 
Gutierrez, who is active as the 
director at the Cooper Union 
now for over thirty years, found 
herself in the position of hav-
ing to call for public donations 
in order to continue the pro-
gram. Due to the financial cri-
sis, the continuation of tuition-
free education at the Cooper 
Union has for some time now 
been in jeopardy, which also 
affects the architecture classes 
for children and adolescents. 
Gutierrez has been able to re-
port success: the $20,000 re-
quired to continue the Satur-
day Program with its full 
offering of seven courses were 
secured on short notice.

In socio-political terms, the 
Architecture & Design / Com-
munity Studies Program at the 
Henry Street Settlement is a 
remarkable offering, deeply 
rooted in the neighborhood, 
and more specifically tailored 

to the needs of students in the 
local public schools, and to the 
artists and architects, orga-
nized at the Abrons Arts Cen-
ter. And there continues to be 
a strong need for place-based, 
identity-forming architecture 
classes to empower the chil-
dren and adolescents from the 
still-underprivileged, multi-
ethnic neighborhood, particu-
larly in light of the ongoing 
transformations of the Lower 
East Side.57 During the past 
decade, the progression of a 
further economic “gentrifica-
tion frontier” could be ob-
served. Its accompanying so-
cial and cultural change can be 
made out in the construction of 
new condominium apartment 
towers and hotels between 
Delancey and Houston Street, 
the opening of a Whole Foods 
market in the neighborhood 
and the completion of the New 
Museum on the Bowery. Again 
gentrification is expressed in 
an increased revaluation pres-
sure and a renewed displace-
ment process.

conceiving their educational 
programs for communities and 
youths in New York, CUP takes 
advantage of their expertise in 
design, media, politics and en-
tertainment. Thus, they not 
only educate, but lay the foun-
dations for an informed public 
participation. In 2002, Justyna 
Judyca and Damon Rich col-
laborated with students of 
City-as-School on “Garbage 
Problems” to investigate how 
New York deals with its gar-
bage shortly after the Fresh 
Kills landfill on Staten Island 
was closed. In this context, stu-
dents met face-to-face with 
professionals and studied tech-
nologies such as sanitary land-
fills and waste-to-energy incin-
erators to create a multimedia 
installation comprising a video, 
four educational posters, and a 
speculative design titled “New 
York City Garbage Machine.”53

In 2004, several projects 
represented CUP’s education-
al mission to engage young 

people in everyday politics, 
making use of interactive ele-
ments: exhibitions such as Sub-
sidized Landscapes, which was 
about the complex workings of 
subsidy programs in New York 
visualizing how the US govern-
ment shapes the built environ-
ment; the “Affordable Housing 
Workshop” as the accompany-
ing teaching tool; and “Urban 
Renewal Activity Tables,” de-
signed together with Interboro, 
which presented case studies to 
explore and understand ur- 
ban development.54 In recent 
years, CUP has created more 
structured collaborative frame-
works for advocacy organiza-
tions, designers and staff. They 
collaborated with students, or-
ganizers, advocates, educators, 
and visual artists on many 
projects in order to find an-
swers to how the city works, 
and what role architecture ulti-
mately plays in society (with 
topics raging from sewage sys-
tems to subprime mortgages). 
The aim was always to chal-
lenge the interaction of urban 
policy, the physical environ-
ment and the economic system. 
CUP’s pedagogy is interdisci-
plinary and multidimensional 

56 Eveline Chang, “Center for 
Architecture Foundation Cel-
ebrates 20th Anniversary,” Ocu-
lus, February 1, 2012, www.aia-
ny.org/eOCULUS/newsletter/ 
?p=11940 (last accessed on 
March 14, 2012).

57 Allen Salkin, “Lower East 
Side Is Under a Groove,” The 
New York Times, June 3, 2007, 
www.nytimes.com/2007/06/ 
03/fashion/03misrahi.html? 
pagewanted=all(last accessed on 
March 14, 2012).

55 See the website of “Urban 
Investigation,” as one of CUP’ 
school programs: www.wel-
cometocup.org/Projects/Urban-
Investigations (last accessed on 
July 31, 2012).

la Bugbee, Sarah Dadush, and 
Althea Wasow. An overview of 
CUP’s history and projects can 
be found at http://welcometo-
cup.org (last accessed on June 
21, 2012). For information on 
CUP, see also Damon Rich’s 
presentation on CUP at Criti-
cal Infrastructures, an event at 
the Architecture Foundation in 
London on February 2, 2012, 
www.architecturefoundation.
org.uk/programme/2011/criti-
cal-infrastructures/center-for-
urban-pedagogy (last accessed 
on June 21, 2012). See also the 
text on CUP in the database 
Spatial Agency, www.spatiala-
gency.net/database/centre.for.
urban.pedagogy (last accessed 
on June 21, 2012). In 2007, Da-
mon Rich was artist in residence 
at the Center for Advanced Vi-
sual Studies at MIT, where he 
researched the exhibition Red 
Lines. See Damon Rich, “Real 
Estate and Liquid Architec-
ture,” Perspecta 42, 2010, 46–
54. Afterward, Rich moved on, 
left CUP as director, and he now 
serves as the urban designer and 
waterfront planner of the city 
of Newark. In the fall of 2008, 
CUP’s projects were exhibited 
under the headline “Into the 
Open: Positioning Practice” at 
the US pavilion at the 11th Inter-
national Architecture Exhibi-
tion of the Venice Biennale.

53 See Justyna Judycka & 
Damon Rich, “New York City 
Garbage Machine” poster, and 
Damon Rich, “New York City 
Garbage Machine,” in: Lize 
Mogel / Alexis Bhagat (eds.): An 
Atlas of Radical Cartography, 
Journal of Aesthetic and Pro-
test, 2008, p. 122–3.

54 Damon Rich, “Big Plans & 
Little People,” Lotus Interna-
tional 125, 2005, 112–5.
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Contemporary didactics of 
teaching architecture, based on 
collaboration and interdiscipli-
narity, would provide a notion 
of architecture that extends be-
yond the purely aesthetic qual-
ities of buildings and the built 
environment to also focus on 
the social spaces that shape the 
lives of children and adoles-
cents. A possible answer to the 
question quoted above—“How 
to create spaces for teenag-
ers?”—might, in terms of con-
tent, relate to all processes of 
building, as well as of use. Ap-
propriation and transforma-
tion of architecture and the 
built environment in general, 
and in terms of methodology, 
would involve an open, partici-
patory form of teaching.
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In 1975 the Abrons Arts Cen-
ter opened as an extension of 
the Henry Street Settlement 
on Grand Street in New York’s 
Lower East Side, the year the 
city was hit hard by the finan-
cial and fiscal crisis. Though 
the idea for an arts center 
had been in the works since 
1961, it took 14 years to come 
to fruition. During this peri-
od, notions of urban renewal 
and traffic planning were up 
for debate in the wake of the 
abandonment of the Lower 
Manhattan Expressway proj-
ect. Large parts of the Seward 
Park neighborhood were bull-
dozed and streets widened 
as part of the federal urban 

renewal program. At Henry 
Street, decisions had to be 
reached concerning financing, 
programming, and naming of 
the new facility. The location 
for the site as well remained 
undetermined for some time, 
the old Music School was torn 
down, and at one point even 
the demolition of the now 
landmarked 1915 Playhouse 
was considered. The conclu-
sive decision for the construc-
tion of a new building came 
under the new leadership of 
Bertram Beck.

The new building, origi-
nally named Arts for Living 
Center, designed by Chinese-
American architect Lo-Yi 
Chan of the New York archi-
tecture practice Prentice & 
Chan, Ohlhausen Architects 
houses the settlements vari-
ous arts programs. As a com-
munity resource, it provides 
various spaces for art educa-
tion and production with the 
objective of reaching a multi-
ethnic audience from both the 
lower and middle classes, and 
primarily from the adjacent 
Seward Park Housing. The 
building includes classrooms, 
concert and rehearsal halls, 
exhibition and working spaces, 
studios, workshops, and above 
all an open-air theater, which 

was conceived as a courtyard 
opening to the street.

common room is located 
directly across the street from 
the Abrons Arts Center. As a 
neighbor we were always inter-
ested in the Abrons as a social 
and educational institution. 
But in the summer of 2009, we 
became directly involved in its 
programming when common 
room was invited to organize 
two workshops as part of the 
Center’s children’s Summer 
Arts Camp. The workshops 
were run as a photographic in-
vestigation of the Abrons Arts 
Center where the participants 
were asked to use digital pho-
tography to document places 
and activities within the exist-
ing building and its immediate 
surroundings. 

This second book in the 
common books series, edited 
by common room and Kim 
Förster, was developed di-
rectly out of these workshops. 
Its focus is not only on the 
architecture of the Abrons 
Arts Center, but also on the 
different interrelated aspects 
of the agency of the building: 
the programs in architectur-
al education, provided since 
1985 under Susan Flemmin-
ger as director of the Visual  
Arts and the Arts-in-Education 

Epilogue


