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Compared to other professions in recent years, 
architecture has lagged woefully behind in 
attracting and retaining a diverse population, as 
defined by class, race and gender. This research 
investigates the extent to which architecture 
culturally reproduces itself, specifically examin-
ing the socialisation process of students into the 
subculture of architecture during formal educa-
tion. The work of French sociologist and anthro-
pologist Pierre Bourdieu, who has written exten-
sively on the subject of socialisation in 
education, serves as a theoretical framework for 
this research. Specifically, two factors are exam-
ined in this study: a student’s level of cultural 
capital and the organisational habitus of the 
architecture programme. Using a comparative 
case study research strategy of two US schools 
of architecture, both quantitative and qualitative 
tactics are employed to provide a rich descrip-
tion of architecture students’ and faculties’ 
experiences. Building upon cultural reproduc-
tion and cultural mobility theories, findings from 
this research present a more nuanced under-

standing of students’ backgrounds, beyond the 
typical dichotomous definition of high vs low 
cultural capital. Recommendations are made for 
architectural education to consider meaningful 
curricular reform in an effort to attract and 
engage a more diverse student population.

Keywords
architectural education, sociology of education, 
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Introduction
It is readily apparent from a brief perusal of the 
sociology of education literature that no formal 
education is exempt from socialising its students 
Karabel & Halsey 1977). This is not to say that 
students are solely passive receivers in this 
process, but instead, they do enter formal educa-
tion with past experiences, a history and an accu-
mulated body of knowledge, as well as multiple 
identities. Sociologists have addressed the issue 
of inequalities and socialisation in professional 
programmes of higher education, such as law 
and medicine, but this subject has been rela-
tively overlooked in architecture. In the present 
research, I am solely focused on the realm of 
architectural education to investigate the extent 
to which inequalities exist in the cultural repro-
duction of architectural education, employing 
quantitative and qualitative methods at two US 
public schools of architecture. The work of 
French sociologist and anthropologist Pierre 
Bourdieu serves as a framework and lens of anal-
ysis in this research. Students inevitably have 
varied experiences throughout their educations 
and this work researches the extent to which 
such variations are systematically related to a 
student’s level of cultural capital or habitus, 
which may either foster or hinder his or her ability 
to acclimate to the subculture of architecture. 

Context of research 
Using a Bourdieuian lens, I am specifically ques-
tioning the extent to which a student’s level of 
cultural capital and the organisational habitus of 
the student’s school of architecture (that is situ-
ated within a particular university) shape a 
student’s socialisation in architectural educa-
tion. These two factors of cultural capital and 
organisational habitus originate from Bourdieu’s 
theory of cultural reproduction and will be 
defined as they relate to this study.

Cultural capital
‘Cultural capital’ is broadly defined as a represen-
tation of one’s cultural value, and includes a vari-
ety of traits and behaviors, such as posture, 
dress, language, preferences, academic creden-
tials and social networks that ultimately describe 

who we are and where we are located in the 
greater social strata (Bourdieu 1977). Whereas 
‘class’ refers to one’s economic standing and 
financial wealth, ‘cultural capital’ is a much 
broader, inclusive descriptor to account for all the 
other cultural resources we hold. The term ‘habi-
tus’ is an expansion on the notion of cultural capi-
tal, referring to all of the dispositions and atti-
tudes one possesses, that are both learned, and 
in a sense, inherited from one’s upbringing; 
one’s habitus functions as a guide through life, 
informing decisions, behaviours and habits 
(Reed-Danahay 2005). Bourdieu conceptualised 
habitus as a strong and stable system, yet still 
flexible enough to shift and adapt given new 
experiences throughout one’s lifetime (Bourdieu 
1977). Another broad descriptor often used to 
approximate habitus is that of ‘worldview’ 
(Dobbin 2008, 58). 

Bourdieu’s work is premised on the notion 
that systems of cultural privilege exist and repro-
duce themselves without anyone’s conscious 
effort or even awareness. In order fully to under-
stand the pervasiveness and depth of such 
reproduction in the greater society, Bourdieu 
argues that the norms and practices of educa-
tional institutions must first be examined, as he 
believed that those institutions held the most 
power in perpetuating one’s level of status and 
privilege (Swartz 1997). It is Bourdieu’s position 
that schools ‘misrecognize’ elevated levels of 
cultural capital as ‘natural’ talent and in turn 
reward such students for simply being cultured 
and having a privileged family background. 
Bourdieu (1996, 21) referred to the idea of ‘natu-
ral’ talent as ‘ease’ and discussed it as follows: 

what we call ease is the privilege of those who, 
having imperceptibly acquired their culture 
through a gradual familiarization in the bosom  
of the family, have academic culture as their 
native culture and can maintain a familiar rapport 
with it that implies the unconsciousness of  
its acquisition. 

One self-proclaimed ‘architectural sociologist’, 
Garry Stevens, has effectively appropriated 
Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital and habi-
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tus in the realm of architectural education, seek-
ing to dispel the myth of ‘creative genius’ by high-
lighting the advantages afforded to students 
who enter this particular system of education 
with high levels of cultural capital. Stevens (1995, 
1998) asserted that Bourdieu is especially useful 
to studying this situation, for his work on societal 
status considers how the subtleties of one’s 
being reinforces his or her status in life and 
membership to a closed, homogeneous group. 
He argued that the subjective nature of architec-
tural education, unlike law, medicine or engineer-
ing, ‘requires not only knowing something, but 
being something’ (Stevens 1995, 112). Further-
more, the unique features of architectural educa-
tion:– for example, the studio system, extensive 
one-on-one interaction between students and 
faculty and the reliance on public presentations 
for student evaluations – continually offer oppor-
tunities for students to put themselves, or more 
aptly in Bourdieuian terms, their habiti, on 
display. 

Stevens (1995, 1998) argued that architec-
tural education seeks to, and indeed does, 
attract and train those individuals whose habitus 
is already in alliance with the discipline of archi-
tecture: that is, those individuals who possess 
and exhibit high cultural capital inherited from 
the circumstances of their upbringing. Those 
who do not come from such a background would 
quickly and intuitively feel the social unease of 
being out of one’s element in architectural 
education and, as Stevens suggested, would 
self-select out. Stevens’ work serves as a spring-
board for the present research, but instead of 
primarily citing broad sociological data from 
Australia and the UK to support this position that 
architectural education serves to ‘privilege the 
privileged’ as Stevens did, I have employed a 
case study approach, with quantitative and qual-
itative measures to document the experiences 
of graduating architecture students as individu-
als in a system preparing them for the discipline 
of architecture. Although theoretically compel-
ling, Stevens’ work has approached the issue of 
socialisation in architectural education as a 
dichotomy of high vs low cultural capital, claim-
ing those students with high amounts of cultural 

capital are likely to reap the benefits of being 
more prepared for and more at ease in the realm 
of architectural education. Building upon 
Stevens’ work, I will present evidence of a more 
complex situation at the two case study sites 
under consideration, one in which students 
cannot be simply categorised into either high or 
low levels of cultural capital. 

Organisational habitus
‘Organisational habitus’ is a concept that has 
been adapted from the social reproduction 
theory of Pierre Bourdieu and refers to ‘the class-
based dispositions, perceptions, and apprecia-
tions transmitted to individuals in a common 
organizational culture’ (Horvat & Antonio 1999, 
320). McDonough (1997) was one of the first 
researchers of higher education to employ the 
concept of organisational habitus in her work on 
the college selection process. In addition to 
considering a student’s level of cultural capital 
and habitus, she also acknowledged the role that 
the students’ high schools, which varied in 
resources and prestige, played in shaping a 
student’s college selection. Accounting for a 
school’s organisational habitus allows for a more 
comprehensive understanding of how schools 
contribute to reproducing social inequalities in 
the present research. 

Rationale for research
There are two primary concerns motivating this 
research on socialisation in architectural educa-
tion: (1) the perpetuation of a lack of diversity in 
terms of class, race and gender in the larger 
architecture discipline and (2) the broader issue 
of class-based differences in access and equity 
in systems of US higher education. While both of 
these issues may have separately received 
attention among certain academic circles (either 
architecture or sociology of education, with the 
latter having more effectively reached out to 
broader non-academic audiences), previous 
research has generally not made a connection 
between the two. I aim to weave these bodies of 
research together in the present work, drawing 
on the strengths of both with the intent to 
encourage all relevant participants in architec-
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tural education (students, faculty and adminis-
trators) to be self-critical and question the 
implicit values inherent in their particular system 
of education. 

Lack of diversity in architecture
The discipline of architecture has had a long-
standing reputation of being a predominantly 
white, upper class, male profession (Anthony 
2002; Groat & Ahrentzhen 1996). Statistics from 
the American Institute of Architects (AIA) 
collected in 2004 at first lead one to believe that 
schools of architecture have made great 
progress, at least in the realm of attracting 
women (American Institute of Architects 2004). 
The AIA estimates that 40–50 per cent of gradu-
ates of architecture schools in the United States 
are female. However, the numbers steadily 
decline as women enter (or perhaps more accu-
rately, do not enter) the profession. The AIA esti-
mates that women comprise 33 per cent of asso-
ciate AIA membership, which includes students 
and interns, 11 per cent of licensed AIA member-
ship and 20 per cent of all registered architects. 
Minorities (defined and grouped as ‘people of 
color’ by the AIA) are represented even less in 
the profession, in that they constitute only 19 per 
cent of associate AIA members, 6 per cent of AIA 
licensed members and 11 per cent of all regis-
tered architects. As one programme director of a 
US school of architecture said, ‘Almost any place 
in the world is more diverse than an architecture 
school’ (May 2004). Although there are quite 
possibly a number of other variables that contrib-
ute to a lack of diversity in the discipline of archi-
tecture (e.g. relatively low pay compared to other 
professions, job insecurity, difficult work hours 
and schedules), this research is primarily 
concerned with the extent to which differing 
levels of cultural capital play in perpetuating such 
homogeneity. 

 
Uncovering inequalities in higher education
There is a larger theme of identifying inequalities 
in higher education that is embedded within the 
present research, questioning the perpetuation 
of privilege within higher education, that is, the 
substantial numbers of predominantly white, 

upper class students at institutions of high pres-
tige and similarly large proportions of racial 
minorities and lower socioeconomic status 
students at community colleges and less pres-
tigious universities and colleges (Kingston & 
Lewis 1990; McDonough 1997). One researcher 
described this condition thus: ‘the academically 
and socioeconomically “rich” become richer 
while the academically and socioeconomically 
“poor” become poorer’ (Hearn 1984, 22). 
Although I am focusing specifically on 
programmes of architecture in this research, the 
context within which these architecture 
programmes are operating cannot be ignored. 
The two universities I selected for data collection 
represent different points on a continuum of 
prestige, with School A being relatively high and 
School B being relatively low, and they do indeed 
follow the patterns described above when 
student demographics are examined. For exam-
ple, 71 per cent of the entire student body repre-
senting all disciplines at School A are white, 5 per 
cent are Hispanic and 7 per cent are African-
American; in contrast, at School B, 51 per cent of 
the student body are white, 35 per cent are 
Hispanic and 3 per cent are African-American 
(US News World Report 2007). Additional infor-
mation from both schools’ financial aid depart-
ments indicates a large difference in the percent-
age of students receiving Pell grants, which are 
US federal grants awarded to economically 
disadvantaged students, with only 12 per cent at 
School A compared to 28 per cent at School B. 

Research design
In addressing the question of to what extent a 
student’s cultural capital and architecture 
school’s organisational habitus shape his or her 
experiences, I have employed a case study 
research design at two US public schools of 
architecture. As described by Robert Yin, one of 
the leading authorities on case study research, 
this particular research design follows a ‘repli-
cation logic’ in that multiple cases should be 
considered analogous to multiple experiments; 
this is in contrast to how case study designs 
have been mistakenly interpreted in the past 
using a ‘sampling logic’ in that multiple cases 
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are analogous to multiple respondents (Yin 
1994, 47). For this research, the two case study 
sites should be conceptualised as replications, 
not as a sample size of two. Choosing two case 
study sites for this research allowed for an 
in-depth, comprehensive examination of two 
architecture programmes, giving me the oppor-
tunity to examine their unique dynamics in their 
real world context (Yin 1994). These two case 
study sites were carefully selected for their 
differing levels of organisational habiti, with 
School A being relatively high and School B 
being relatively low. Measures used to docu-
ment the schools’ organisational habiti included 
university resources, six year graduation rates, 
percentage of Pell grant recipients, and enter-
ing freshman GPA and SAT scores.

After receiving approval from both schools’ 
Institutional Review Boards, I sent an email 
request to each programme’s architecture 
student listserv, offering them a brief description 
of the research and requesting their participa-
tion. A written survey was distributed to all grad-
uating architecture students, including both 
undergraduate and masters’ students, at the end 
of the Spring 2008 semester. Survey questions 
were primarily modeled after instruments used 
in previously published research on architectural 
education such as Groat & Ahrentzhen (1996), 
Spreckelmeyer et al. (1985) and Boyer & Mitgang 
(1996). In addition to demographic questions and 
measures of cultural capital, the survey included 
five banks of questions: Perceived & Ideal curric-
ulum, Studio experiences, Satisfaction, Prob-
lematic experiences and Goals & Motivations. It 
also incorporated open-ended questions regard-
ing the strengths and weaknesses of the 
programme, which helped to further support 
students’ responses to the quantitative survey 
questions. Response rates for the survey are 

shown in Table 1. There is a discrepancy to 
explain between the Total students sampled and 
the Total 2008 exiting School B students. Since 
the programme was much smaller at School B 
than at School A, I invited all students who were 
in their final studio to participate in the research 
at School B. Therefore, not all of the students 
who were sampled in Spring 2008 graduated in 
that semester, but rather were on schedule to 
graduate within the following year.

There were 11 measures of cultural capital on 
the survey, primarily adapted from the studies by 
Aschaffenburg & Maas (1997) and Dumais (2002) 
on the interaction of cultural capital with 
academic success. Questions of student partici-
pation in extracurricular classes (art, music, 
dance, creative writing) as well as measures of 
parental cultural capital (highest level of educa-
tion achieved) and parental involvement (listen-
ing to classical music in the home, going to the 
public library, attending art museums, attending 
plays, being encouraged to read books outside 
of school) served as indicators of a student’s 
level of cultural capital.

In addition to the quantitative survey data, I 
also collected qualitative data in semi-structured 
interviews with a smaller sample of students and 
faculty. Initially, only eight students at School A 
and two students at School B volunteered to 
participate in interviews. To substantially 
increase this sample size, I employed a snowball 
sampling strategy, which involved asking inter-
viewees for further recommendations on identi-
fying fellow graduating students who would be 
willing to participate in an interview. I also 
conducted a second round of interviews in the 
Spring 2009 semester ending with a total of 48 
student interviews (Table 2). Five questions were 
asked during the interview, with each interview 
lasting between 25 and 60 minutes.

Jennifer  
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n Total possible students Response rate

School A 81 130 62.3%

School B 46 33 100%

Table 1 Student survey sample response rates
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I sent an email request to all architecture faculty 
(tenured, tenure-track and adjunct) who taught 
Design Studio at Schools A and B to participate 
in an interview for research on socialisation in 
architectural education. Demographics of the 
final faculty interview samples are listed with a 
total of 22 faculty interviews (Table 3). Five ques-
tions were asked during the interview, with each 
interview lasting between 40 and 70 minutes.

Findings
In order to categorise students according to 
differences in cultural capital, I employed a 
K-Means Cluster analysis. Cluster analysis is a 
statistical method used to group individual cases 
into homogeneous subgroups (Hair et al. 1992). 
All student responses to the 11 survey questions 
of cultural capital from both schools were 
included in the cluster analysis, producing both 
two-cluster and three-cluster solutions. The 
two-cluster solution produced two distinct 
groups, one with consistently higher mean 
responses to cultural capital measures and one 
with consistently lower mean responses to 
cultural capital measures. Although at first this 
solution might have seemed most useful for this 
research question, the three-cluster solution 
offered a richer, more nuanced description of the 

students. In the three-cluster solution, unex-
pected differences emerged between Clusters 
1 and 2, which were lost in the two-cluster solu-
tion that only produced a simple dichotomy of 
high vs low cultural capital. The three-cluster 
solution produced enough differentiations 
among the three groups that I selected it as the 
preferred solution. 

The final cluster centres (mean responses) for 
the 11 cultural capital measures of the three-
cluster solution are graphically displayed in 
Figures 1–3. Cluster 3 shows the most clear and 
consistent pattern in that it has the highest mean 
responses on all 11 variables; this cluster can 
confidently be conceptualised as High cultural 
capital. One might expect with a three-cluster 
solution that if Cluster 3 students represent High 
cultural capital that Clusters 1 and 2 would fit into 
either the categories of Low or Medium cultural 
capital, but that is not the case. On some items, 
the two clusters have similar means and on other 
items, they answer quite differently. It is the 
differentiations in responses between Clusters 1 
and 2 on a number of items, e.g. Dance classes 
and Encouraged to read books by parents, that 
reinforces the selection of a three-cluster solu-
tion over a two-cluster solution. 
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Under-
graduates

2yr  
March

3.5yr  
March

Males Females Racial/ 
Ethnic 
Minorities

Total 
interviews

School A 14 7 8 14 15 9 29

School B 10 4 5 10 9 5 19

Adjunct Tenured/
tenure- 
track

Male Female Racial/ 
Ethnic 
minority

Total 
interviews

Total 
possible

School A 5 7 7 5 1 12 23

School B 3 7 6 4 2 10 12

Table 2 Student interview sample demographics

Table 3 Faculty interview sample demographics 
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Figure 1 
Final cluster centers 
(Mean responses) to 
questions of level of 
parental education. 
Response choices: 
1=Some elementary 
or high school,  
2=High school 
graduate, 3=Some 
college, 4=College 
graduate, 5=Some 
graduate school, 
6=Graduate/
Professional degree

Figure 2 
Final cluster centers 
(mean responses) for 
childhood participation 
in extracurricular 
classes. Response 
choices: 1=Never, 
2=One-two times, 
3=Three-four times, 
4=Five or more times

Figure 3 
Final cluster centers 
(mean responses) for 
childhood participation 
in activities requiring 
parental involvement. 
Response choices: 
1=Not at all,  
2=Only occasionally, 
3=Somewhat 
frequently,  
4=Quite often
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Cluster demographics at each case study site
The student samples of Schools A and B are 
distributed quite differently among the three 
clusters (Figure 4). Cluster 3 is overwhelmingly 
represented by School A students, constituting 
over 80 per cent of that cluster; the chi-square 
analysis for this distribution is statistically signifi-
cant [X2=7.816, df=2, p= 0.02]. The chi-square 
statistic is used to determine if there is a relation-
ship between two categorical variables; in this 
research the variables are ‘Cluster membership’ 
and ‘School’. 

Formatting the data from Figure 4 in such a 
way to examine how the clusters are distributed 
within each school, clear differences emerge 
between the schools (Figures 5–6). Clusters 1 
and 3 each represent a little more than one-third 
of the student sample at School A, with Cluster 2 
students (those from a presumably less cultur-
ally privileged background) having the smallest 
representation there. At School B, Clusters 1 and 
2 constitute approximately the same proportion, 
and Cluster 3 (those from a presumably more 
culturally privileged background) has the small-
est representation there.

Survey questions of organisational habitus
In addition to documenting the organisational 
habitus of each case study site through meas-
ures of university resources, graduation rates, 
and entering GPA and SAT scores, there were 
two survey questions that also defined each 

school’s organisational habitus. The first ques-
tion asked students to evaluate the extent to 
which 14 particular subject areas were empha-
sised in their curriculum, with choices on a four-
point scale: (1) Not at all emphasised, (2) Mini-
mally emphasised, (3) Somewhat emphasised 
and (4) Strongly emphasised. Mean responses 
to this question of Perceived Curriculum from 
the two schools were overall quite similar with 
the largest difference being between their 
perceptions of emphasis on Theory and Criti-
cism, with School A students perceiving much 
more emphasis than School B students (Figure 
7). Out of 14 items, seven produced statistically 
significant differences between School A and B 
students in one-way analysis of variances 
(ANOVAs) with p<0.05 and are marked with 
asterisks (Figure 7). ANOVAs are used to deter-
mine if there is a statistically significant differ-
ence between two groups’ mean responses 
(School A and B).

The other survey question that contributed to 
defining the organisational habitus of each archi-
tecture programme related to the students’ 
college choice intentions, which has been a 
subject of interest to researchers who have used 
a Bourdieuian framework in the study of higher 
education (McDonough 1997; Hossler et al. 
1989). The survey question asked, ‘What initially 
attracted you to this particular university?’ 
Students were given a list of 13 items from which 
to select their top three reasons. Responses are 
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Opposite page:

Figure 4 
Distribution by school 
within each cluster

This page:

Figure 5 
Distribution by cluster 
within School A

Figure 6 
Distribution by 
cluster within  
School B

Figure 7 
Comparison of 
School A and B 
survey responses to 
curricular emphases 
in aggregate form  
*: p<0.05, **: 
p<0.01, ***: 
p<0.005. Response 
choices: 1=Not at all 
emphasized, 
2=Minimally 
emphasized, 
3=Somewhat 
emphasized, 
4=Strongly 
emphasized 
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given in aggregate form for each school to 
compare overall percentages for both schools 
(Figure 8). Clearly, School A students are drawn 
to their university primarily because of its 
academic reputation, which is in great contrast 
to School B students who attended their univer-
sity primarily because of cost.

Survey questions of Satisfaction, Studio 
Experiences and Problematic Experiences
When cluster responses were compared within 
each school to survey questions of Satisfaction, 
Studio Experiences and Problematic Experi-
ences, there was a consistent pattern of more 
negative responses from Cluster 1 students at 
both schools. Overall, all of School B’s responses 
were more negative than School A’s responses, 
but School B’s Cluster 1 responses were still 
markedly more negative than School B’s Clus-
ters 2 and 3. All statistically significant differ-
ences (p<0.05) from one-way ANOVAs for the 
two schools on the 50 questions of Satisfaction, 
Studio Experiences and Problematic Experi-
ences are listed (Figures 9–10). 

Multi-dimensional scaling
The one-way ANOVAs were followed up with a 
multi-dimensional scaling (MDS) procedure to 
further understand how the clusters related to 
each other both within and between schools. In 

MDS analyses, points that are closer to one 
another are interpreted as having similarities in 
their patterns of response. The eight points in 
the plot represent mean responses for the three 
clusters at each school and as well as overall 
mean responses for each of the entire School A 
and School B samples to questions of Problem-
atic Experiences (Figure 11). There are three key 
points to make when interpreting this MDS plot. 
Firstly, there are two distinct regions for School A 
and School B, as indicated by the dashed line in 
Figure 11. Secondly, the School A cluster points 
are much closer to each other and their overall 
mean than the School B clusters are to each 
other. Thirdly, although the School A points are 
closer to each other than the School B points, 
School A’s Cluster 1 is clearly separate from 
School A’s Clusters 2 and 3 and Overall mean.

Although none of the one-way ANOVAs were 
statistically significant for these items of Prob-
lematic Experiences, both schools’ Cluster 1 
students generally reported experiencing more 
frequent problems than Cluster 2 or 3 students. 
The most frequent problem reported by any 
group at School A was Cluster 1 on Financial 
problems with a mean response of 2.54 which 
falls in between Only Occasionally and Some-
what frequently. The highest mean response at 
School B to questions of Problematic experi-
ences was Cluster 1’s response of 3.18 to the 
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Opposite page:

Figure 8 
What attracted you to 
this university 
comparing samples 
of School A and 
School B

This page:

Figure 9 
School A statistically 
significant differences 
among clusters on 
one-way Anovas 
(p<0.05) on 
questions of 
Satisfaction, Studio 
Experiences and 
Problematic 
Experiences. 
Response choices: 
1=Not at all/Strongly 
disagree, 2=Only 
occasionally/
Somewhat disagree, 
3=Somewhat 
frequently/Somewhat 
agree, 4=Quite often/
Strongly agree

Figure 10 
School B statistically 
significant differences 
among clusters on 
one-way Anovas 
(p<0.05) on 
questions of 
Satisfaction, Studio 
Experiences and 
Problematic 
Experiences. 
Response choices: 
1=Not at all/Strongly 
disagree, 2=Only 
occasionally/
Somewhat disagree, 
3=Somewhat 
frequently/Somewhat 
agree, 4=Quite often/
Strongly agree 
**p<0.005

Figure 11 
MDS plot by cluster 
means on questions 
of Problematic 
Experiences 
Stress=0.04135 
RSQ=0.99096
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item Lack of positive contact with the dean, 
meaning that these students reported this prob-
lem happening more often than Somewhat 
frequently.

The findings reported thus far have relied 
upon results from quantitative measures to illus-
trate two points: one, when examining differ-
ences between schools, there is a relatively 
greater dissatisfaction of School B students 
compared to School A students and two, when 
examining differences within each school, Clus-
ter 1 students report a greater frequency of prob-
lems and higher levels of dissatisfaction in their 
educations. Results from qualitative data 
collected in interviews with School A and B 
faculty offer another perspective to examine the 
dynamics specific to each school as well offer-
ing insight into the interaction of students’ habiti 
with their respective architecture programme’s 
organisational habitus. 

Interviews with faculty
One interview question in particular prompted 
faculty carefully to consider who the students 
are in their programme and how they fit in within 
the larger system of architectural education: 
‘How important do you think students’ back-
grounds are, for example, their artistic, cultural or 
educational backgrounds?’ About 75 per cent of 
both schools’ faculty responded that they 
believed their students’ backgrounds to be ‘very 
important’ in shaping students’ educational 
experiences. 

One School A tenure-track studio instructor 
(undergraduate and masters’ level), Mira, 
discussed having two types of students during 
her eight years of teaching at School A (all inter-
viewees have been assigned pseudonyms). She 
described one group of students who had grown 
up in the state in which School A is located and 
have never left the state, but were brought up 
with a mentality to be open to everything, ‘they 
absorb everything open-mindedly’. In contrast, 
the other group she described included those 
students who have been raised by ‘travelling to 
Switzerland every winter to go skiing and they 
are so closed-minded, it’s unbelievable’. Another 
School A adjunct studio instructor (undergradu-

ate), Mark, echoed Mira’s sentiment that 
students’ financial and cultural upbringing is not 
nearly as important as their curiosity, desire to 
learn and openness to new ways of thinking. In 
his experiences, some of his best students have 
been from the ‘backwoods and have never even 
seen a city with two stoplights’, but have an 
inventive, creative, problem-solving ability that 
has flourished nonetheless.

Michelle, a tenured studio instructor (under-
graduate), who had been teaching at School A 
for over 15 years, raised the issue of how a 
student’s background may hinder him or her 
from fitting into the culture of architecture. She 
proposed that there is an ‘elitist air around archi-
tecture’, where ‘it is its own little world and some 
students have a much easier time slipping into 
that or at least pretending they are part of it and 
some have a much harder time feeling like they 
can start to talk about anything’. Michelle specu-
lated that those students who have encountered 
more difficulties ‘slipping’ into this world are 
those who perceive architecture as a ‘scientific, 
technical, puzzle solving endeavour’ and resist it 
being ‘an abstract endeavour’. In her teaching 
experience, such students were more likely to 
‘come from a culture where things are more 
direct, you know what they are and you are 
getting through them day by day’. This is in 
contrast with the students she has witnessed 
who embrace architecture as ‘an abstract 
endeavour’ and likely ‘come from a culture where 
metaphors are a part of life experience’.

School B faculty did not make as explicit 
connections between students’ backgrounds 
and educational experiences as the majority of 
School A faculty did. In contrast to School A, 
interview responses among School B faculty 
had a slightly negative tone when discussing 
their students. Several instructors felt that the 
state in which School B is located lacked in 
resources and interesting works of architecture 
for students to experience. One undergraduate 
instructor described in-state students as 

at a disadvantage. There’s not a lot of great archi-
tecture to look at or a different kind of architecture 
[in this state]. There’s a sameness to everything. 
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So they can’t imagine that a door could be any 
other size than a standard door. They just can’t 
imagine; their imaginations are stunted. 

Other undergraduate studio instructors at 
School B discussed a lack of initiative that they 
observed in their students. A tenure-track 400 
level studio instructor expressed her frustration 
with her students who were ‘not necessarily will-
ing to go [to the library] and pull out a book to see 
how they can better their own project, but are 
instead relying solely on professors to see what 
the professors can give them’. Another part-time 
undergraduate instructor echoed this sentiment 
about her students: ‘they think the internet is 
God … and I think a lot of them haven’t even been 
to a library’. These negative perceptions of 
students were not unique to undergraduate 
instructors at School B. Garrett, a tenured gradu-
ate student instructor, did recognise a few 
‘outstanding’ students in the recent past, but 
even they were described as ‘self-limiting’. 
Speaking of these students, he said that 

they really could push themselves further out 
there in terms of being a designer and open 
themselves up to the possibilities. [But] for what-
ever reason … they don’t want to press it and I’m 
somewhat disappointed. I understand because 
maybe if they really were that student they’d be 
off at Columbia [University] or somewhere really 
pressing themselves to the limits.

The contrast in the faculty interview excerpts 
between Schools A and B are indicative of how 
differently each school’s faculty perceives its 
students and contribute to differences between 
the schools’ organisational habiti. One definition 
of organisational habitus as ‘a pervasive stream 
of beliefs, expectations and practices that flow 
through a school’ underscores the importance of 
faculty perceptions of students in this research 
(Diamond et al. 2004, 76). The slightly disap-
pointed tone with which the majority of School B 
faculty used in describing their students is an 
indicator of an organisational habitus that is 
marked by lowered expectations and a belief 
that their students are limited to some extent by 

their circumstances. At School A, faculty 
responses reflected high expectations regard-
less of a student’s background with a perception 
that the most important characteristic an archi-
tecture student can have is an openness and 
willingness to learn. 

Discussion
This work highlights the importance of student 
backgrounds, specifically their habitus or levels 
of cultural capital, in shaping student experi-
ences in architectural education. Previous 
research in architectural education has focused 
exclusively on race and/or gender (e.g. Anthony 
2002; Frederickson 1993), whereas the present 
work accounts for a more comprehensive under-
standing of architecture students. Furthermore, 
in considering students’ levels of cultural capital, 
students could not be categorised simply into 
‘low’ and ‘high’ cultural capital groups, which 
resulted in a more nuanced conceptualisation of 
student backgrounds. An unexpected third 
group (Cluster 1) emerged from the analysis, 
which encompassed similar attributes to both 
the ‘low’ and ‘high’ cultural capital student 
groups. This group of students was the most 
dissatisfied at both schools. Even though I 
cannot make claims to explain such dissatisfac-
tion in this particular group based on the present 
data analysis, the fact that such a group emerged 
is a call to raise awareness and recommend new 
directions for the future of architectural educa-
tion, specifically considering the importance of 
students’ cultural capital. 

Limitations of the study 
In selecting a case study strategy, employing 
both quantitative and qualitative tactics, this 
research sought to produce a comprehensive 
evaluation of two schools of architecture. Never-
theless, every research strategy has its limita-
tions. There were three key limitations specific to 
this study, that ideally future research could 
address: (1) This research provided a snapshot at 
one particular point in time, unable to track 
changes over time as a longitudinal design 
could. (2) It would have been desirable to 
conduct more inferential statistics such as 
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MANOVAs to quantitatively document the inter-
action of cluster with gender, programme type, 
race and ethnicity, but small sample size was 
prohibitive for such analyses. (3) Each case study 
site was only representative of a particular type 
of university, that is, School A known as a public 
ivy and School B as a less selective university.

Implications of research
This research found clear evidence that the habi-
tus of both students and the schools in which 
they study matter in shaping students’ experi-
ences in architectural education. Considering 
this interaction of a student’s habitus with the 
organisational habitus of his or her architecture 
school, it is understandable that some students 
will quite readily feel a match between them-
selves and their architecture programme, and for 
other students it will be a more difficult process 
to find common ground between themselves 
and their programme. Following this sentiment, 
I suggest two key implications for architectural 
faculty and administrators to consider, based on 
the findings from this research. 

Implication one: diverse student populations
There has been a fair amount of attention 
devoted to identifying the issue of a lack of diver-
sity in the architectural profession and even 
some well-intentioned initiatives to attract 
minority youths to the discipline (e.g. Charter 
High School of Architecture & Design in Philadel-
phia), but yet the numbers of women and minori-
ties practising in the profession are still grim. 
Various explanations have been offered regard-
ing the particular barriers to women and minori-
ties in entering architecture, including lack of 
visibility, lack of support and lack of sensitivity to 
particular needs (DeGraft-Johnson et al. 2005; 
McCann 2007). I am expanding on this previous 
research by focusing solely on the education of 
future architects, urging architectural educators 
and administrators to ask themselves ‘What 
does the discipline of architecture have to offer 
to people of a diverse background?’ One School 
A faculty member, prompted a discussion on 
this topic in his interview, recognising that the 
select aspects that architecture privileges (i.e. 

theory and design) may not be of interest to a 
broad spectrum of people. Building upon his 
sentiment, architectural education could ‘rein in’ 
the present studio-dominated curricular hierar-
chy to validate other worthy aspects of its curric-
ulum, potentially to present itself as an attractive 
possibility to people of various backgrounds and 
interests. Even beyond curricular reform, it is 
more the niche that architecture has carved out 
for itself that needs reform, as more concerned 
with architects being arbiters of taste rather than 
members of a professional body that holds valu-
able expertise in pressing issues such as envi-
ronmentally sustainable design, housing and 
infrastructure (Brain 1991; Fisher 2004; Boyer & 
Mitgang 1996). 

Implication two: self-assessment for each 
school
In demonstrating the importance of students’ 
cultural capital in this research, I have highlighted 
how such a factor interacted differently at two 
case study sites with two different organisa-
tional habiti. The recommendation to other archi-
tecture schools is to complete a self-assessment 
of the dynamics particular to their programme, 
identifying the larger context of organisational 
habitus in which such interactions play out. 
There cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ recommenda-
tion for architectural education from this 
research, for it demonstrated the importance of 
considering and understanding particular 
student populations; furthermore, it empha-
sised the need to investigate the extent to which 
students’ values and interests mesh with those 
of their education. It is the responsibility of each 
architecture school to identify the problematic 
issues specific to their programme; this research 
design offers a set of tools for them to do so.

Conclusion
The purpose of this research is strongly to urge 
schools of architecture to know their students, to 
understand their students’ values and to identify 
where points of conflict may lie between their 
mission as an architecture school and their 
students’ desires and expectations as architec-
ture students. I am not advocating that architec-
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ture schools should employ a simple approach 
of catering to their students’ every whim and 
desire; rather I am suggesting that schools 
recognise the differences between their inten-
tions as an architecture programme and their 
students’ values, ultimately leading to asking 
‘How can such differences be addressed?’ If 
students’ interests and values in architectural 
education are at least recognised and under-
stood and therefore validated, then faculty and 
administration can make an effort to engage all 
students on a common meeting ground.
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