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I grew up and studied architecture in another country, 
and then came to the United States thirty-some years 
ago to attend graduate school. I soon started working 
as an architect and became licensed in the State of New 
York. Having practiced architecture in two different 
countries and cultures, I have come to see many of the 
differences and similarities in the way we practice our 
profession across the world.

Having been asked to write about common problems 
architects face every day, I could immediately think of 
more than a dozen. For now, I will focus on just five. Some 
of them may not even merit the label of “problem”, but 
they are insightful observations based on a few decades 
of experience practicing architecture in this country. 

OUR IMPRACTICAL EDUCATION
Early in my academic career, I learned of the “first” 
architect (or, rather, the first author of a book on 
architecture), the Roman Marcus Vitruvius Pollio (born 
c. 80–70 BC). Vitruvius is famous for asserting in his 
book that a structure must exhibit the three qualities 
of firmitas, utilitas, and venustas – that is, it must be 
well built, useful, and beautiful.  If it is beautiful, but not 
useful, it is art, but not architecture. If it is well built, but 
not beautiful, it is mere construction, not architecture.

One thing I remember from my days as a student was 
how many professional architects complained about 
the lack of a “practical” education in our schools of 

architecture. Graduates were often excellent designers, 
but seldom knew how to put a building together. During 
graduate school I learned that in the U.S. this was a 
common complaint in the early days of the profession, 
decried numerous times in the professional journals 
of the 19th century.  A quick Google search also shows 
articles from Australia to Zimbabwe commenting 
on this missing practical component in architectural 
education which continues today. One of my colleagues, 
who teaches at a prestigious university, tells me how 
shocked he was to discover how many students nearing 
graduation didn’t know the actual size of a concrete 
block, or of a two-by-four.

Education is not a one-time event, it is an activity that 
architects must constantly pursue in order to stay in 
top form. Today we have a significant gap in education 
where more senior architects who have the knowledge 
and experience can no longer effectively “draw” since 
they don’t know how to use Building Information 
Modeling (BIM) tools. On the other hand, the talented 
young architects who excel at several kinds of design and 
modeling software and can produce beautiful renderings 
almost magically, don’t know how to draw a wall section, 
nor understand when and where a door needs to be fire 
rated.
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CLIENTS WHO WANT IT ALL
One of my first jobs in the U.S. was working for a 
residential home builder. His clients often came with a 
clipping of a floor plan taken from a magazine and told 
us that’s what they wanted to build. More often than not, 
they didn’t even have the land to build it, so there was no 
concern about which rooms might have a view or which 
ones would be sunny in the morning or in the afternoon. 
The main design criteria seemed to be the length of the 
driveway to the three-car garage.

These clients, who would never argue with their doctors 
about fees, or tell them how to perform surgery, 
felt qualified to make every design decision before 
approaching a builder. After all, they only needed an 
architect because the law requires stamped drawings for 
homes of a certain size. They usually wanted the most 
space possible, with the highest quality finishes, for the 
least cost.  I learned a lot from my boss, who had a poster 
with a triangle behind his desk. He would always tell our 
clients that the triangle represented the relationship 
between size, quality and cost. “You pick two, I decide on 
the third”, he would tell them.  Surprisingly, he had a lot 
of business!

I AM NOT A NERD!
Many of us chose to study architecture because we 
are creative people who like to express our ideas 
artistically by playing with shapes, volumes, textures, 
and light. Little did we realize how important physics and 
chemistry would become. Many of us wish we had taken 
more science courses in high school or, even better, in 
architecture school.

How many of us understand the invisible actions of 
air and moisture, so critical to the durability of our 
buildings and the comfort of their inhabitants? Do we 
really understand what vapor retarders do? Or what the 
impacts on our designs are of a project being located in 
the northeast, or in Texas, or in another country? Can we 
figure out where the dew point in a wall is without the 
help of an engineer? Do we understand the difference 
between acid and alkaline masonry cleaners?

Some of us have realized the importance of building 
science in the last few years (thank you Dr. Lstiburek!) 
but, again, it seems to be the more experienced 
architects who understand this and not the recent 
graduates of architecture school.

CONTRACT ADMINISTRATION
The value of paying the architect to be there during 
construction is often underestimated. People seem to 
think the architect’s job is over once the building permit 
is issued, and the rest is up to the builder.  Why spend 
more money paying the architect to review the work 
every now and then if the builder has a good reputation? 
I can think of two reasons: 

First, the architect can hopefully serve as an unbiased 
intermediary between owners and contractors when 
conflict arises. I remember a friend who had a beautiful 
Victorian home built by a well-known local builder from 
plans purchased online. When problems arose, there was 
no one to mediate between them, and the experience left 
everyone with a sour taste in their mouths. This friend 
swore that next time she considered building something, 
even a deck, she would hire an architect. I am still waiting.



bautexsystems.com

Five Common “Problems” Architects Face

Second, the architect is the person most familiar with 
the reasons certain decisions were made during the 
design process. If a builder makes a perfectly reasonable 
decision to locate a heating unit where the sofa was 
meant to be, no one might realize it until it’s too late. 
Or the architect may understand the building codes and 
accessibility requirements better than the owner and the 
builder, and foresee conflicts that may be costly to fix 
later and which could prevent the issuance of a certificate 
of occupancy.

STARCHITECTS
In architecture school, we all dreamt of becoming 
the next Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier, or Bjarke 
Ingels. We love their buildings and envy their fame and 
recognition.  That’s why certain wealthy institutions 
or corporations hire the stars of our profession, to 
benefit from their prestige and reputation.  But, often, 
these talented architects don’t understand the culture, 
regulations, or even the market of the city or country 
where their masterpiece will be built.

I had the opportunity to help in a project designed by 
one of the best architectural firms in the U.S., to be 
built in a different country.  My American colleagues 
seemed oblivious to some technical issues (the metric 
system, for example), the fact that there might not be 
the same regulations we have here (what’s a certified 
landfill?) or that not every location needs the “H” in 
HVAC (no need to provide heat in a building that will be 
in a location where the temperature rarely goes below 

80°F). They also specified materials and products listed 
in MasterSpec that are easy to get in the U.S., but may be 
cost-prohibitive to import in another country. But their 
client was very pleased to be able to say “my building was 
designed by a Starchitect”.

Our profession, and that of builders, is always changing. 
Long gone are the days of the state-of-the-art Leroy 
lettering sets, electric erasers, and zip-a-tone. Now 
almost everyone uses at least Computer Aided Design 
and Drafting (CADD), but in a few years (or months) even 
CADD will be obsolete, replaced by Building Information 
Modeling (BIM) and whatever comes next.  Similarly, the 
independent carpenter or mason is being replaced with 
larger contracting companies, that can afford the latest in 
construction management software, new electronic, GPS-
guided equipment, and (if Facebook is right), 3D “printed” 
buildings generated from a keyboard, with little human 
labor involved.

We architects, builders and construction product 
manufacturers need to keep learning, and developing 
new ways to do things, helping each other achieve work 
that is beautiful, useful, and well built.

Firms like Bautex, who research and develop products 
that make our projects (as architects, engineers and 
builders) safer, less costly, faster, better performing, 
easier to inspect, and more profitable, will play an 
increasingly important role in our industry. Others will 
become history.
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