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to the school or some other part of the university; and if it belonged to 

the school, if the students could use it. They had none of our facilities 

accessible to them as architecture students--none of our copy cameras, typositors, 

enlargers, cameras .•. no press~ no Cage to disburse Kodalith and PMT papers, 

slide projectors and four-track tape recorders. We complain about the Cage 

hours, but they don't have a Cage to complain about. And they spoke of our 

Shop with awe. 

It is only once our students have gone, on to Yale or Columbia, that 

they begin to appreciate the facilities offered by the Cage, the Shop, our 

computer room, even our "sad" "little" library (you have to see the others 

to appreciate ours); to appreciate the easy access they are vouchsafed, the 

openness of the system and the school. Maybe we can't speak nationally, 

but we can say there isn't a design school that can touch us in these regards, 

from Montreal to Tulane. We have the space, the facilities, the access--

all wrapped up in one well-maintained and comfortable (again, you have to 

experience the competition) three-building complex that an indulgent administration 

permits and encourages us to use for things like Bash, the Outdoorgasm and 

TGIF. Talk about something that blows visiting dignitaries away: "What 

are all these students and teachers doing consorting together drinking beer?" 

they ask. "We have nothing like this at (Washington) (Berkeley) (Oxford 

Polytechnic) (Case) (you name it)." 

Of course a superb physical facility without a useful faculty and curriculum 

to complement it is nothing but an empty shell, pretentious in its vacuity 

(like the ill-fated California School of the Arts). To hear about us from 

each other you would think our faculty consisted of a bunch of inept jerks 

who stole their sinecures through blatant political machinations reminiscent 

of the most decadent days of the Roman Empire, knives and daggers and blood 
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flowing through the corridors. And, yes, there is some of this, and, yes, 

it's not all necessary, but our acrimony tends to obscure the fact that it 

is our diversity--if not our divisiveness--that is our greatest asset. There 

is no School of Design philosophy, not even fundamental agreement about the 

advantages of diversity! There are those who would like to see a school 

dogma, and those who think it's too tight already. There are those who are 

convinced we don't teach the tools of the trade, and those who know we spend 

too much time on them as it is. There are those who won't be able to teach 

next semester unless their studio is vertically integrated, and those who 

won't be able to manage if it is. There are faculty members who believe 

form is where it is at, and others who can prove conclusively that the issue 

is social utility, and still others who imagine that it is some of both, 

and other things to boot. Because there is no willingness on the part of 

some to accept this range of views and practice, and because we are all steamed-up 

opinionated vocal hot-heads, we fight over precisely what our students doing 

graduate work elsewhere--and the practitioners that end up hiring them--recognize 

as the thing that especially distinguishes education here: those students 

who can take advantage of it do not find a stultifying single way here, but 

a plurality of way~--actively fought over and discussed--among which they 

must fight their way, their own way. Of course it's a struggle and not always 

pleasant, but then, growing and learning rarely is. Our students capable 

of exploiting what's here are forced to be open, not closed; forced to explore 

and try, not just rely on last semester's formula; forced to construct themselves, 

not as educated products of some factory-school, but as ever-educable designers. 

Recent polling of alumni in architecture and landscape architecture 

bears this view of the school out. As practitioners, many of them have the 

usual gripes, the same ones they have always had about any school and always 
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will (graduates can't--sigh--draw, and require more supervision than can 

be afforded); but, by and large, their view of the school is positive and, 

rumor to the contrary notwithstanding, growing increasingly so. Far from 

seeing the school going down the tubes, they see the school getting better 

and better. Nor is this the case only with alumni. Our graduates from the 

four-year programs experience little difficulty snagging real plums wherever 

they go. Recall the experiences David Tobias described in one of last year's 

Polemics about getting jobs and working Boston. Think about the factthat 

our students have the capability of walking out of here with the BED and 

walking right into a reaonably responsible job with a top firm like Milton 

Glazer's. That these are not simple matters of luck is borne out by the 

fact that they happen--in Atlanta, Cleveland, Boston, New York, Washington-

year in and year out; as well as by the quality of the graduate programs 

that snap our students up. One graduate of the landscape concentration will 

be studying (geography no less) at Penn State next year on an $11,000 a year 

research grant. If it weren't for the regular testimony of letters such as 

that of Ken Diener's (which follows),~·< you could say it was just her, that 

she was special. She wasn't. It's the school that's special, the school 

that's getting better and better with every passing year, the school that's 

attracting increasing numbers of applicants from all over the eastern half 

of the country, applying to our undergraduate program from Connecticut and 

Florida, Ohio and Louisiana, Canada and Venezuela. Why, we ask them, are 

they interested in seeking admission to an out-of-state school when they 

have the Rhode Island School of Design (or Parsons or Rennselaer or Georgia 

or you name it) in their backyard. "I hear the School of Design is better," 

they say. 

*This letter was printed in the original Polemics, but does not appear here. 
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It's time we admit it is, and accept the fact that one of the things 

that has made it so is the school's commitment to a variety of viewpoints 

and unending debate--and polemic--about them. If the heat of this ferment 

is too great, the rigor of absolute zero Kelvin is waiting at any number of 

other less well respected institutions. 

(This last piece was signed by both Vernon Shogren and myself; and though 

the sentiments were shared, and the point of the piece the outcome of mutual 

discussion, I actually wrote it myself.) 


