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by the M.Arch program director to evaluate scholarship amounts, and a final determining round by the 
vice dean.  
 
While all entering graduate students must complete the required 64 units of advanced study outlined 
above, which cover the majority of SPC criteria, we expect all incoming M.Arch +2 students to have 
completed some portion of the SPC requirements within their basic study course work at their previous 
institutions. For this assessment, a much lengthier, in-depth analysis is conducted for each entering 
student. After a student accepts an offer of admission, it is the M.Arch associate director who assesses 
and recommends to the M.Arch director any appropriate waivers for required Basic Studies courses 
granted for prior professional studies. The M.Arch associate director also determines, in collaboration with 
Student Services staff, which Basic Studies courses will be taken at USC by each individual student.  
 
The detailed pre-professional education evaluation described above is assisted by the following: 
 
Record Generation: A computer server that connects and consolidates student information was created in 
2010. Our graduate admissions coordinator creates a folder on the server for each admit who has 
confirmed his or her intent to attend. This folder becomes the primary receptacle for all student degree 
and academic tracking data, and is accessible to and utilized by both SOA administration and Student 
Services. At this stage, each folder contains all available transcripts in a single PDF file, as well as a 
student worksheet that contains important student information from our database. 
 
Transcript Evaluation: The associate director then evaluates each student’s transcripts. This is scheduled 
in June so that a compiled summary of required basic courses can be made available for course and 
facilities planning based on new demand. The 1st step is to generate a copy of the transcript that is used 
to record the evaluation (see: http://arch.usc.edu/naab/MArch_Waiver_Petition_forms-ALL.pdf). Each 
course in the transcript is marked as being potentially applicable to a waiver, or conversely applicable to 
general education units. A standardized set of markings, and their explanations, is produced. An example 
is shown below, from the file used as a reference for transcript review (descriptions shown in green text 
boxes):  
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Below are excerpts from student transcripts. The top is an excerpt from a 2013 initial review; the bottom is 
a transcript that has been updated to incorporate evidence of waiver review. These are working 
documents; as more information becomes available, new notes are added. 
 

 
 
-- 

 



University of Southern California 
Architecture Program Report 

September 2013 
 

 162 

 
An important resource at this stage is the Equivalencies Granted Worksheet. This document, originally 
created for the 2011 evaluation, gathered course waiver data from 2009 and 2010 evaluations and 
represents a transition from paper-based documentation of equivalencies to a digital database. The data 
records precedent and, in doing so, reflects past verification efforts. As more evaluations occur, data is 
continually updated.  
 
The table below represents 1 segment of the 2013 file that consolidates course waiver history per 
undergraduate institution from 2009 onward. The data is organized 1st by review year, then by 
geography, and finally by institution. Some institutions have multiple columns showing different student 
course equivalency scenarios.  
 

 
 
Student Worksheet: Information from the transcript evaluation is then put into the Student Worksheet. 
Generally, applications for waivers are treated conservatively and rely on the student to supply additional 
information such as syllabi or examples of completed work. For instance, for a non-English-language 
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course, a translated course syllabus plus a work sample will be requested. Below is a sample worksheet 
supplied to students with explanatory notes. This Basic Studies portion is provided to the student via 
email well in advance of his or her arrival. The accompanying email notes that all applications for waivers 
of Basic Studies courses with required units—as noted in the “Units Req’d” column or with the notation 
“Check Topics” in the “Transcript Review Comments” column—will require a syllabus review. In addition, 
a working .xls version of the worksheet is provided to the student for planning. 
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Summaries: All required Basic Studies course information is compiled into a single document. This 
document is used to allow us to cross-check our evaluation process. In the example shown below 
(showing the most recent graduating class), the summary is organized by pre-professional school (the 
row containing students’ names is cut off). For each student, it indicates which courses are required and 
the total number of required Basic Studies units—here they are color-coded to identify high-to-low 
requirements. Also color-coded is the general education requirement. Note that the example below is 
incomplete, as it is based upon a set of transcripts available during the June assessment period. 2 
separate rows at the bottom separately assess structural requirements. Not shown is the right column 
that provides total demand for courses, and averages. The average number of required Basic Studies 
units at this stage is 18.1. 

 
 
Reviewing our records for the past 2 years clarifies that most students had to enroll in at least 1 structures 
course to fulfill seismic requirements, ARCH 611 Advanced Building Systems Integration, and our 
Professional Practice sequence (ARCH 525, ARCH 526), as this course content is not required in 4-year 
non-professional undergraduate programs. General education units may usually be satisfied in an 
undergraduate curriculum. Of the 48 students evaluated for general education units this past year, 3 did 
not meet the 45-unit threshold at point of arrival at USC. Each student meets with the director and 
associate director of the M.Arch program each semester. These meetings provide an opportunity to 
review progress and to discuss means by which the student can strengthen his or her skills and 
knowledge, thereby taking full advantage of SOA and University offerings. 

 



University of Southern California 
Architecture Program Report 

September 2013 
 

 165 

II.4. Public Information 
 

 II.4.1. Statement on NAAB-Accredited Degrees 
 
The following statement appears on our website at the following locations and in our current 
bulletin on pages 55 and 67: 
http://arch.usc.edu/programs/bachelor-architecture  
http://arch.usc.edu/programs/master-architecture  

 
NAAB Catalog Statement 
In the United States, most state registration boards require a degree from an accredited 
professional degree program as a prerequisite for licensure. The National Architectural 
Accrediting Board (NAAB), which is the sole agency authorized to accredit U.S. professional 
degree programs in architecture, recognizes 3 types of degrees: the Bachelor of Architecture, the 
Master of Architecture, and the Doctor of Architecture. A program may be granted a 6-year, 3-
year, or 2-year term of accreditation, depending on the extent of its conformance with established 
educational standards. 
  
Doctor of Architecture and Master of Architecture degree programs may consist of a pre-
professional undergraduate degree and a professional graduate degree that, when earned 
sequentially, constitute an accredited professional education. However, the pre-professional 
degree is not, by itself, recognized as an accredited degree. 
  
The University of Southern California School of Architecture offers the following NAAB-accredited 
degree programs: 
  
B.Arch (160 undergraduate credits) 
Next accreditation visit for B.Arch: 2014 
  
M.Arch (pre-professional degree + 64 graduate credits) 
Next accreditation visit for M.Arch: 2014 
 
 II.4.2. Access to NAAB Conditions and Procedures 
Copies of the NAAB Conditions and Procedures can be downloaded from our website: 
http://arch.usc.edu/information/current-students  
 
 II.4.3. Access to Career Development Information 
The USC School of Architecture website offers links to career development information as well as 
documents to download at the following links: 
http://arch.usc.edu/information/current-students/career-development  
http://arch.usc.edu/information/current-students  
 
 II.4.4. Public Access to APRs and VTRs 
A copy of the APR is located in the Architecture and Fine Arts Library. Copies of APRs and VTRs 
are available by request in the Main Office of the School of Architecture. The current Visiting 
Team Reports can be downloaded from our website: http://arch.usc.edu/programs/bachelor-
architecture , http://arch.usc.edu/programs/master-architecture  
 
 II.4.5. ARE Pass Rates 
A link to ARE pass rates on the NCARB site is available on our website at the following link: 
http://arch.usc.edu/information/current-students/career-development  
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Part Three (III). Progress Since Last Site Visit 
 

Note: We have separated the responses for the M.Arch and B.Arch programs, listing them 
sequentially in that order.  

 
M.Arch  
 
III.1. Summary of Responses to the Team Findings  
 

A. Responses to Conditions Not Met 
 

  B.2 Accessibility  
 
Ability to design sites, facilities, and systems to provide independent and integrated use 
by individuals with physical (including mobility), sensory, and cognitive disabilities. 
 
Comment from previous VTR [2011] (quoted in full): Evidence of this ability was not 
seen in the student work. Of all projects reviewed, one indicated an ability to design 
facilities for use by individuals with disabilities. Accessibility course material is found in 
Arch 315, Design of Luminous and Sonic Environment, in the reading material and 
lectures, which indicates an understanding of the topic; however, little evidence of an 
ability to integrate wide-ranging aspects of universal design was found in Arch 505b, 
Graduate Architecture Design Studio projects (the targeted studio course). 

 
Response from Program [2013]: The issues of accessibility are directly addressed in 
our design studio sequence (ARCH 505abL, ARCH 605abL) and reinforced by course 
exposure in both ARCH 315 (with respect to critical access code requirements) and the 
Professional Practice sequence (ARCH 525, ARCH 526), where the laws and regulations 
that affect architecture and professional ethics are discussed. The ability to design sites 
and buildings to accommodate varying physical abilities is a basic criterion for all design 
studios. In ARCH 315, students continue to learn about ADA requirements and Building 
Codes (Minimum Plumbing Fixtures Count, Accessibility and Space Requirements for 
ADA-Compliant Fixtures). This knowledge is now clearly demonstrated in ARCH 505aL, 
which focuses on the fundamentals of accessibility through demonstrating a path of travel 
that exercises basic geometric and usage criteria [Exercise 6, “Egress, Access,” 
demands a demonstration of an accessible path of travel], which is incorporated into the 
Circulation lecture. The accessible path is required to be re-demonstrated in the final 
project. This is followed by ARCH 505bL, in which students evaluate and analyze real-
world examples of accessible features and then apply this knowledge to the development 
of their own design projects. In the following year, ARCH 605aL requires students to 
analyze their sites, identifying physical access challenges that may inform design 
decisions. In both building design and site design, students are encouraged to employ 
issues of access, not as simply resultant of compliance, but of a responsibility of the 
designer to the public-at-large. Integrating accessibility is seen as both a technical and a 
social goal, and students are expected to demonstrate their ability to achieve this through 
explanatory diagrams and final design representations. 

 
  B.5 Life Safety 
   
  Ability to apply the basic principles of life-safety systems with an emphasis on egress. 

 
Comment from previous VTR [2011] (quoted in full): Students are exposed to codes 
and their application in Arch 315, Design for the Luminous and Sonic Environment; 
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however, no evidence was found of the students’ ability to apply basic life-safety 
concepts in their design work - particularly egress concepts. 
 
Response from Program [2013]: Life-safety responsibilities are recognized to be 
among the primary aspects of an architect’s education. Structural system design is 
emphasized in the technology courses required as part of the M.Arch Basic Studies 
curriculum (particularly ARCH 315, as well as ARCH 213ab, ARCH 313, and ARCH 411). 
In addition, the Building Systems courses (ARCH 511, ARCH 611) look extensively at 
construction system development and integration. Studio courses require students to 
incorporate fire and emergency egress requirements, identification and understanding of 
occupancy types, and understanding of construction types. Code information is 
presented in both studio and technology courses and is further presented and examined 
in the Professional Practice sequence: ARCH 525 Professional Practice: Pre-Design, 
Project and Office Administration and ARCH 526 Professional Practice: Legal and 
Economic Context, Project Documentation. Students are expected to apply this core 
knowledge to their design projects throughout the M.Arch studio sequence (ARCH 
505abL, ARCH 605aL). In ARCH 315, lectures and homework focus on building codes, 
egress and compartmentation, performance-based design, and fire suppression systems. 
In ARCH 505aL, Exercise 6, paired with the Circulation lecture, teaches methods for 
determining occupancy load, and the resulting minimum egress widths and maximum 
distances associated per code. Students are required to diagrammatically demonstrate 
the occupancies, required egress widths, and paths early in the development of their 
projects, and to integrate an egress strategy as part of the design process. The 
methodology is required to be repeated with the students’ final designs and represented 
in the form of comprehensive and lucid diagrams on their final boards. In ARCH 505bL, 
students receive a lecture on Life Safety from an expert in the field and complete a code-
compliance report for their design proposals. The exercise requires students to identify 
the appropriate occupancy group(s), produce egress diagrams, calculate the required 
size for all egress components, and diagram an egress path. In ARCH 605aL, students 
learn life-safety concepts including occupant load, number and separation of exits, 
required widths and distances, construction influences, and correct discharge locations. 
Through diagrams, calculations, and plans and sections, fully developed schematic 
design-level egress systems are implemented and integrated.  
 

  B.6 Comprehensive Design 
 
Ability to produce a comprehensive architectural project that demonstrates each student’s 
capacity to make design decisions across scales while integrating the following SPC: 

 
A.2. Design Thinking Skills 
A.4. Technical Documentation 
A.5. Investigative Skills 
A.8. Ordering Systems 
A.9. Historical Traditions and Global Culture 
B.2. Accessibility 
B.3. Sustainability 
B.4. Site Design 
B.5. Life Safety 
B.8. Environmental Systems 
B.9. Structural Systems 

 
Comment from previous VTR [2011] (quoted in full): The team did not find evidence 
of student work indicating the ability to develop a comprehensive project integrating the 
designated SPC. Many SPC falling under Comprehensive Design are understood 
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through course work; however, studio projects feature building envelope systems and 
façade articulation while equally relevant building systems are not as intensely pursued 
(Life Safety, Accessibility, and Environmental Systems’ Integration). The program’s focus 
on a performative design methodology and emphasis on enclosure systems, though 
laudable, does not obviate the need for minimum ability in the other designated SPC, 
creating a comprehensive scheme.  
 
The program has a history of not meeting this specific criterion, which disturbs the team. 
Previous teams’ reports echo similar symptoms to those found by this team - in the 2002 
VTR Comprehensive Design was not met; in the 2005 VTR it was not met; in the 2007 
FER it was not met.  
 
The team feels the past pattern of not meeting this criterion is now a serious shortcoming 
which affects both the students’ educational preparedness and the accreditation 
credential. 
 
Response from Program [2013]: A fundamental objective of the M.Arch professional 
degree programs is the continued development of each student’s ability to identify basic 
programmatic needs of a project and to use appropriate strategies for developing 
responsive, evocative, and meaningful designs consistent with a project’s context and 
design criteria. Critical to this process is the understanding of basic technology 
information required as part of the core courses and Basic Studies curriculum. While 
these courses inform the comprehensive design process, it is within the design studio 
sequence (ARCH 505abL, ARCH 605aL) that the comprehensive design of a building is 
studied and developed in relationship to a program. At each step of the design 
development process, students are required to reaffirm, in ever greater detail, their 
decisions regarding program layout, structure, environmental systems, building 
assemblies, life-safety, material choices, and wall section development. Only those 
students who are judged to have made satisfactory progress and who have shown 
proficiency in handling analysis (as well as the other design skills) are allowed to proceed 
to the next design level. Thus, all students must demonstrate sufficient progress to 
exercise analytical judgments that carry to completion architectural projects of ever-
increasing complexity. In addition to understanding the issues involved with resolving 
design, program, and building systems, students develop an understanding of parallel 
project management issues in the year-long, 2-course sequence in Professional Practice 
(ARCH 525 and ARCH 526), which covers the responsibilities of the professional 
architect (from pre-design including programming, to budget development, feasibility 
studies, documentation, construction economics, and project scheduling). In ARCH 
505aL, an exercise, paired with the Structure and Building Systems lecture, presents 
methods to assess basic sizing of structural and mechanical systems as a means to 
incorporate these critical dimension-defining elements into the schematic design process. 
The product is a series of diagrams that are repeated as a final presentation requirement 
at the end of the term. ARCH 505bL requires students to synthesize all relevant data, 
generative strategies, and exercises into a comprehensive design proposal. The 
completed projects include the development of the building envelope and skin systems, 
materiality, structural systems, and environmental systems. In the ARCH 605aL 
comprehensive design studio, all of the various aspects involved in a true comprehensive 
project are covered: research, context, site, programming, regulatory influences, 
structure, tectonics, environmental control systems, sustainability, and documentation. 
Integration of these issues and others prepares the student for a career that insists on 
broad, comprehensive appreciation for the ramifications of complex decision-making 
processes. These collective courses provide a total engagement with comprehensive 
design.  
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  B.7 Financial Considerations 
  
Understanding of the fundamentals of building costs, such as acquisition costs, project 
financing and funding, financial feasibility, operational costs, and construction estimating 
with an emphasis on life-cycle cost accounting. 
 
Comment from previous VTR [2011] (quoted in full): In Arch 525 Professional 
Practice - Pre-Design, Project and Office, Part 3, Chapter 7, the syllabus indicates a 
lecture covering the fundamentals of building costs; however, no evidence was found to 
indicate understanding in the form of handouts, quizzes, or student work. No evidence 
was seen in the studio (Arch 505a).  
 
Response from Program [2013]: ARCH 525 Professional Practice: Pre-Design, Project 
and Office Administration addresses the responsibilities of the architect to provide budget 
estimates as part of the design process and leads students through a budget-generation 
process that identifies scope, quality, and time constraints. Building development and 
financing are also addressed, as are life-cycle costs. ARCH 526 Professional Practice: 
Legal and Economic Context, Project Documentation reviews the constraints and 
fundamentals of building economics. Lessons from these courses inform decisions made 
in the M.Arch studio courses (ARCH 505abL), broadening social and economic 
influences on the design process. Particularly in ARCH 505aL, students are asked to 
complete a cost exercise during the design process. In addition, specific topics offered in 
the ARCH 605bL final studio semester give insight into the process of development 
financing and building economics. Cost impact on design is also discussed in several of 
the technical Basic Studies courses, such as ARCH 511 and ARCH 313. In ARCH 313, 
students learn about factors affecting the financial cost of a building structure, as related 
to the acquisition of land and materials, project financing and funding, financial feasibility 
evaluation, operational life-cycle costs, and the process of construction estimating. 
Homework and examples show how materials and labor are quantified; how unit costs 
are affected by regional market conditions, material and labor types, and structural 
systems; and how engineering economy can help in making project financial decisions. 
ARCH 525 addresses financial considerations affected by project management issues. A 
history of construction process management covers a wide range of project management 
models (Design-Bid-Build, Design-Bid, Fast-Track, Integrated Project Delivery, etc.), 
which are reviewed with respect to the differing financial implications of each for project 
delivery costs, life-cycle costs, building operation costs, potential litigation, and legal 
issues. Students are tested after each lecture on their basic knowledge as well as on 
specific details about project delivery and its effect on financing. In ARCH 526, through 
case studies and examples, students are introduced to various approaches to determine 
both the financial feasibility of a project and the associated cost (unit costs, area costs, 
building type estimates, material costs, etc.). Current software that links building 
information modeling (BIM) to a series of cost and estimating models is introduced and 
explained, along with costs associated with the operation of the project over time. In 
ARCH 505aL in 2012, program area and efficiency were required to be illustrated on 
students’ final project boards. In 2011, these requirements were paired with a lecture and 
exercise that required area and efficiency analysis, FAR calculations, and probable 
construction cost calculations. In ARCH 511, students examine the construction 
operations costs for various architectural, structural, and MEP systems, focusing on 
payback and life cycle cost analysis for the final class project.  
 

B. Responses to Causes of Concern 
 
General Cause for Concern (No Title Was Provided in VTR)  
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Comment from previous VTR [2011] (quoted in full): Previous teams’ reports (2002, 
2005, and 2007) cited the same Student Performance Criteria as being Not Met. This 
pattern of failure to deliver the same Student Performance Criterion(ia) can erode the 
credibility of the NAAB-accredited degree offered.  
 
Response from Program [2013]: In the initial years of Dean Ma’s tenure with USC, the 
M.Arch program was steered by high-profile adjunct faculty with varying commitments to 
the School and the NAAB responsibilities. While there were long-tenured faculty in 
various leadership positions within the long-standing B.Arch program, the dean was quite 
interested in increasing the M.Arch’s external profile and did not have the appropriate 
tenured faculty available to guide this relatively new and growing program. Yet, with the 
successful promotion of key tenure-track faculty a few years ago, we now have skilled 
full-time faculty able to provide the type of leadership and ongoing focus that such a 
program requires. Over the past 3 years since the last visit, the current director of the 
M.Arch program has been—and continues to be—a tenured faculty who is highly 
respected as an educator and a practitioner. His dedication to the program has provided 
the attention and direction to address critical NAAB issues with diligence and excellence. 
The identified criteria, the unidentified criteria, and all of our pedagogical and academic 
agendas have been methodically revisited and rejuvenated to the highest standards of 
performance and excellence.  
 
In addition, the School has been committed to having a 2nd full-time faculty member 
assigned as associate director of the M.Arch programs for the past 4 years. This critical 
administrative decision has been essential in making sure that all SPC criteria are met for 
each +2 student as he or she is guided through the program all the way through 
graduation. The partnership between the 2 full-time faculty assigned to lead the M.Arch 
+2 program has corrected the problems of past leadership. 
 
In addition, the M.Arch director has, since the last accreditation, targeted the School’s 
best faculty—those with deep and meaningful professional knowledge and longtime 
academic standing—to coordinate each studio in the M.Arch +2 studio sequence. These 
faculty have focused much of their efforts over the past several years to coordinate the 
studio experience with the non-studio support courses (ARCH 411, ARCH 511, and 
ARCH 611 as well as ARCH 525 and ARCH 526) to address past failures of the +2 
program to ensure that specific SPC are met with full compliance.  
 

III.2. Summary of Responses to Changes in the NAAB Conditions  
 
As the last accreditation visit for the M.Arch program occurred in 2010, and adjustments 
to the program occurred at that time to the new Conditions, there have been no changes 
since the NAAB Conditions of 2009. In the Spring of 2013, we renamed our Post-
Professional Master of Architecture [M.ARCH PP] program to become a Master of 
Advanced Architectural Studies [M.AAS] program. The new name will become effective 
with the onset of the 2013–14 academic year. 
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B.Arch 
 
III.1. Summary of Responses to the Team Findings [2007] 
 

A. Responses to Conditions Not Met 
 

  3.1.5 Architectural Education and Society 
 

The program must demonstrate that it equips students with an informed understanding 
of social and environmental problems and develops their capacity to address these 
problems with sound architecture and urban design decisions. In the APR, the accredited 
degree program may cover such issues as how students gain an understanding of 
architecture as a social art, including the complex processes carried out by the multiple 
stakeholders who shape built environments; the emphasis given to generating the 
knowledge that can mitigate social and environmental problems; how students gain an 
understanding of the ethical implications of decisions involving the built environment; and 
how a climate of civic engagement is nurtured, including a commitment to professional 
and public services. 
 
Comment from previous VTR [2007] (quoted in full): Although the students and 
faculty currently address aspects of the issues included in this perspective through 
lectures, professional practice coursework, and normative studio exercises, the level of 
social engagement that prompted TIME Magazine to name USC (with special mention of 
the school of architecture) College of the Year in 2000 is no longer apparent in the 
program.  
 
Since 2000, the school’s nationally lauded community design and outreach program has 
been abandoned. The team found limited evidence that the ethos of that highly 
celebrated program survives in any of the sustained and current engagements of the 
school—or that it has been replaced by an alternative vision. Although the program 
devotes one of its fourth year topic studios to social issues each year, the team found 
limited evidence that ALL students were consistently introduced to these (or analogous) 
explorations in the course of their tenure in the program. 
 
Response from Program [2013]: Since the last team visit in 2007, the B.Arch program 
has methodically and proactively elevated social and community issues to the forefront of 
its core, as well as advanced, required curriculum—both in the design studio and in its 
support courses. The 5 Perspectives section of this APR notes that social and community 
challenges (including those that focus on environmental challenges) are the foundation of 
the majority of design studio assignments tackled by all of our students, and that this 
foundation promotes an understanding of architecture as a service as well as an art. 
Indeed, community design and outreach are understood by students to be an integral 
part of the architect’s responsibility, no matter the size, scope, program, or site of a given 
project—and this understanding makes for empathic and contextually sensitive design in 
the studio, backed up by support course work. Some examples from our required 
curriculum are listed below: 

  
The required introductory ARCH 114 course teaches that architecture is a cultural product 
linked to a variety of external influences, including context, landscape, art, people, and 
culture. This begins to be more fully understood in the ARCH 202aL studio, in which site 
and community become critical parameters for developing the given design assignments. 
Increasing complexity wrought by social and community issues bring relevance to the 
work of the ARCH 302aL studio, in which the program of housing (at varying scales, over 
the course of 4 separate projects) becomes a catalyst for grappling with and resolving 
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issues of community and society. In this studio, real user groups and sites are fully 
engaged, and associated lectures focus on the processes of community outreach and 
social engagement. Students learn about nonprofit organizations and how they operate; 
about the codes and regulations that watch over the health, safety, and welfare of those 
who occupy the housing being designed; and about the various demographic and cultural 
factors that affect the design and use of housing. 
 
In the integrative 302bL studio that directly follows, students work with a complex, mixed-
use program that directly engages an urban site, a community user group (such as a 
district- or neighborhood-council office and its constituency), and the challenge of 
integrating building systems to satisfy the needs and comfort of these users. 
Environmental issues are also addressed through the incorporation of green materials 
and technologies, and their direct applicability to social and ethical challenges is forcefully 
brought home to all students. These achievements are reinforced over and over again in 
the following 402 design studio sequence, which includes the 402bL comprehensive 
studio, in which programs such as charter schools, urban transit stations, prefabricated 
and/or responsive housing, public libraries, community art galleries, and public 
recreational and athletic facilities (to name a few) require students to immerse themselves 
fully in the study of distinct and complex communities, considering their constituencies, 
lifestyles, needs, and cultural makeup.  
 
ARCH 501bL and ARCH 502bL together compose the 5th-year degree seminar and 
project sequence required for graduation from the B.Arch program. This sequence 
strengthens students’ understanding of how design is critically shaped by climatic, 
ecological, technological, socioeconomic, public health, and cultural forces—and in so 
doing, offers a clear and forceful argument for the responsibility of the architect to 
actively engage the community for which he or she designs.  
 
ARCH 525 and ARCH 526, which collectively compose the required Professional 
Practice course sequence, also address community outreach and societal issues. As an 
overall examination of the activities and skills that constitute the daily activities of the 
architect, the sequence introduces the student to the scope of services and areas of 
responsibility that are encountered in professional practice, including the risks and 
rewards associated with public and community work, and the ethical issues that 
foreground such commitment and responsibility. 
  

The leadership of USC’s SOA believes that the true integration of societal concerns and 
needs is what elevates its B.Arch curriculum above that of so many others. Other specific 
examples of curricular efforts that focus on community service and ethics are described 
in our 5 Perspectives, and include tenured faculty James Steele’s global-study Design-
Build program in Malaysia, tenure-track faculty Victor Jones’s course work that engages 
the South Los Angeles community of Watts, and the work on USC’s 2013 Solar 
Decathlon competition entry. The latter has, since Spring 2012, drawn over 60 B.Arch 
students to participate in an active community and social engagement project. 
Extracurricular community service–related initiatives since 2010 have included 2 Victor 
Jones–led, annual day-long workshops sponsored by Worldstudio, which in sum provided 
training to over 30 B.Arch students in how to fund entrepreneurial projects that promote 
social change; 2 Top Fuel week-long master-class workshops in each of which 12–15 
B.Arch students (with an equal number of M.Arch students) engaged in the prototyping of 
a performative structure that addressed several specific environmental challenges; and 
Urban States, a week-long workshop in which 12 B.Arch students (with an equal number 
of M.Arch students) engaged in the study of complex cultural, community, and societal 
issues that effect dynamic and nuclear changes in urban centers. While the latter 
extracurricular initiatives were not required of all B.Arch students, the majority of B.Arch 
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students attended their associated lectures, exhibitions, and reviews. A heightened 
understanding of the architect’s ability to achieve community and social good through 
proactive design and outreach is an absolute and clear outcome of these efforts over the 
years since the last team visit.  

 
  3.2 Program Self-Assessment Procedures 
 

The accredited degree program must show how it is making progress in achieving the 
NAAB Perspectives and how it assesses the extent to which it is fulfilling its mission. 
The assessment procedures must include solicitation of the faculty’s, students’, and 
graduates’ views on the program’s curriculum and learning. Individual course evaluations 
are not sufficient to provide insight into the program’s focus and pedagogy. 
 
Comment from previous VTR [2007] (quoted in full): As noted under “Causes for 
Concern,” mechanisms for external and internal self-assessment which can lead to 
significant growth should be engaged and adopted by the program and the school. 
Recent master planning efforts by the faculty are one important though insufficient aspect 
of the recognition of the need for self-assessment on the part of the school. 
 
Currently, assessment occurs at a number of levels including: Program evaluation by the 
office of the provost, ongoing assessment of the curriculum by the faculty through its 
committees and retreats, and review of faculty performance by the executive committee, 
the dean and the students. Alumni have the ear of the dean through the board of 
councilors and the Architecture Guild. Student voices are heard through their evaluation 
of faculty and through student council representatives who sit on the various standing 
committees of the EXCOM. Staff expressed a concern that they have not been made a 
participant in this process. 
 
However, with the exception of the jury process, there are no clear and consistent formal 
mechanisms or procedures for external professional assessments of learning outcomes. 
Additionally, there is no general solicitation of graduate reactions to the overall quality 
and preparation afforded by their education for the world of professional practice (and/or 
continued graduate study). It is recommended that the program create opportunities for 
alumni and professionals to evaluate the course of studies in all aspects and on a regular 
basis. The program needs a well-articulated assessment plan, in which faculty, 
administration, students and alumni understand their respective roles.  
 
The program mission - its vision for the future, its strategic plan for attaining its goals, and 
its various modes of assessing progress toward those goals - is also unclear. The 
program is evaluated by the office of the provost against the four interdisciplinary themes 
of the university. At this time, the themes—or core values—of the architecture school are 
in flux, given the leadership transition of the past several years and the arrival of a new 
dean. The manner in which Dean Ma and his colleagues choose to position the school 
relative to the themes of the University will unfold in the months ahead.  
 
Response from Program [2013]: The VTR’s concerns in 2007 revolved around the lack 
of formal mechanisms through which alumni and professionals (as well as staff, briefly 
mentioned) can voice their assessments of the program, and the lack of a program 
mission. The relatively new structure involving a vice dean and 4 discipline heads has 
had the profound effect of opening up and expanding the structural mechanisms for 
evaluation and self-assessment. Prior to 2007 and Dean Ma’s arrival, the School was 
very “dean-centric,” requiring all requests and decisions to move through the dean. This 
established a solid control center for the School but also slowed down decision-making, 
and often disengaged others hoping to work more autonomously in order to advance a 
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particular area of the School. Dean Ma has, in contrast, set up a series of layers under 
the vice dean and the 4 discipline heads to allow for agile decision-making on the more 
local issues affecting each program. With this multipronged management of our various 
programs (with great ranges in scale and academic focus), the School has achieved a 
greater level of collectivity in moving the School toward maximized effectiveness in 
preparing our students for entering the profession.  
 
With respect to the mission of the B.Arch program, the most critical theme that Dean Ma 
has addressed is that of change as it is appearing within the world at large in the practice 
and in society. To paraphrase what is stated in Part I of this APR, the program 
acknowledges that the profession's changes—including greater degrees of specialization, 
electronic communication, innovations in construction and building management, 
international practice, computer-related design methods, more public participation in 
planning and design decision-making, increased complexity in contracts, and an ever 
more burdensome bureaucratic environment—require that we adapt, and provide a 
dynamic and interdisciplinary educational environment in which students learn to work 
within a changing environment. Our success in doing so is illustrated by the strength of 
our B.Arch core curriculum, in which students successfully integrate digital tools and 
technology (all studios, many electives), address environmental challenges (all studios, in 
particular ARCH 302abL, ARCH 402abcL, ARCH 502; seminars including ARCH 501), 
engage in interdisciplinary initiatives and research (ARCH 402abcL, Solar Decathlon, Top 
Fuel, support courses), and are made familiar with professional practices (ARCH 525, 
526). The evolution of our curriculum to its current state has brought to life the revitalized 
mission of the program, which is very much in sync with the discourse within the 
profession itself. Nowhere is this clearer than in the varied and skilled work of the design 
studio, which is continually on display in our publications, exhibitions, and public reviews. 
The Team Room will hold ample and palpable evidence of this during the upcoming visit. 
 
One of the primary ways in which these changes in academic approaches to new 
problems in the field are assessed for their effectiveness has been through our celebrated 
Blue Tape events, which the School has been hosting since 2010. The theme of the Blue 
Tape event is to bring the entire school and the student work from a particular semester 
OUT INTO THE COMMUNITY to be shared and critiqued, and to celebrate the 
achievements of our students. Documentation from these Blue Tape events will be made 
available in the Team Room. 
 
With respect to formalized assessment procedures for staff, alumni, and the professional 
community, the following improvements and additions have been implemented since 
2007: 
 

• Staff: Staff members are now actively engaged in assessment and evaluation 
procedures. An elected staff member sits on EXCOM, and on each of the other 
standing committees, as described at length elsewhere in this APR. No longer 
are our staff a marginal group within the School; they are actively engaged with 
the administration, with faculty, and with students. Key staff, including Raquel 
Yarber (Budget Director), Will Rollins (Digital Fabrication Coordinator), Sandra 
Chen-Lau (Assistant Dean for Advancement), and Jennifer Park (Director of 
Admissions and Student Services), among others, work within revamped and 
revitalized organizational structures, and interact on a daily basis with students, 
faculty, and administration. Their ability to self-assess and self-evaluate is what 
has allowed them to become, collectively, a strongly forged link in the chain that 
defines the SOA; this link defines one of the School’s most valuable resources.  
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• Alumni: Professors Charles Lagreco, John Mutlow, and Victor Regnier hold 
faculty responsibility to engage in the USC Architectural Guild directly each year. 
In 2011, Professor Lagreco worked with the Guild staff to create a web-based 
alumni survey (initial results will be available in the Team Room Policy Binders). 
In the meantime, a revamped SOA graphic identity, including an easy-to-use and 
graphically unified website, allows for easy access to SOA news, events, and 
information. With new Guild staff members on board since the last team visit, 
alumni are encouraged to become active members of the Guild, and to use the 
Guild as an opportunity to remain connected to the SOA as well as to provide 
valuable assessment of the program from their particular perspectives.   

 
• The Professional Community: Since the last NAAB visit, the School has further 

emphasized the role of the SOA Board of Councilors, as a key advisory body 
composed of outside professionals and industry experts who are asked to 
carefully review the state of the School and provide objective (including critical) 
evaluation and assessment of the School, its programs, and its mission annually. 
Separate from the USC Guild’s more supportive mission, the School’s Board of 
Councilors’ function is to keep the School on its toes, as an active, engaged, 
cutting-edge, and globalized academic community. Its primary interest is in 
seeing the School graduate top-notch architectural designers who will become 
leaders of the industry. This Board is an effective and powerful vehicle for 
formalized assessment of the program and the School by the professional 
community. 

 
• Knowing that a vibrant architecture school must embrace the highest level of 

architectural professional talent available to work directly with our students and to 
impact the discourse regarding the curriculum, the School has taken several 
steps to make our endowed professorships and long-term multiyear contracts 
more and more available for the best in the field, in order to make those we invite 
to campus feel as if they “belong” at USC. The Human Resources Committee 
has worked directly with the Dean’s Office to improve our adjunct status for the 
many part-time practitioner faculty who engage each year at our School. The 
dean and the program directors have been able to secure multiyear contracts for 
many of our best FAIA adjunct faculty (e.g., Larry Scarpa, FAIA, Lorcan 
O’Herlihy, FAIA, and Patrick Tighe, FAIA). We have regularized the review of 
adjunct titles (which come with rank for those with significant practice 
accomplishments) and have added a “senior lecturer” status for those who teach 
in very specific technical or other areas within our program (such as 
communications or photography). We have over 90 different professionals 
engaged in our programs at any one time. Much of the work of the Human 
Resources committee over the past few years has been in recognizing the 
significant benefits of having professional faculty within the membership of the 
School of Architecture. Many more professionals serve each year on 4 discipline 
thesis or DDR committees, bringing an even broader voice to our various 
programs each year.  

 
• The dean has created an “open door” practice since his arrival—opening the 

campus up to many international, national, and local architects for workshops, 
lectures, endowed professorships, and consultancies at USC, at the USC AAC in 
China, and as part of our European abroad programs. This flow of discourse over 
the past 7 years has greatly impacted our students’ sense of what architecture is 
today and what it might be in the near future. 
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Finally, although this was not noted as a cause for concern, it should be noted that, as 
described more fully in other parts of this APR, faculty and student assessment 
procedures have been strengthened since 2007. There are now mid-semester 
opportunities for students to critique their current courses in addition to the end-of-
semester evaluations. For students, there is a more robust Student Services advisement 
structure in place, with increased staff working under our phenomenally effective and 
beloved (by students and faculty alike) director of Student Services, Jennifer Park. 
Students have many avenues for providing assessment and evaluation of the B.Arch 
program, as well as for receiving advice and direction on their individual passages 
through the program. Likewise, faculty have found increasing avenues for evaluating and 
assessing the program. Through structured faculty retreats each year, topic-specific 
faculty interaction meetings (deliberately grouped by year on some occasions, and 
across years on others), studio coordinator meetings in which coordinators gather 
assessments from their faculty groups and bring them to the table, and increased 
numbers of 1-on-1 and 2-on-1 faculty discussions called by Discipline Head Gail Peter 
Borden and Undergraduate Director Alice Kimm, our faculty have a much stronger voice 
than in years past. 
 

  3.13.9 Non-Western Traditions 
  
Understanding of parallel and divergent canons and traditions of architecture and urban 
design in the non-western world 
 
Comment from previous VTR [2007] (quoted in full): Currently, the coverage of non-
western traditions in Arch 214a depends upon the faculty member teaching the course. A 
plan for a four-course directed elective sequence that will cover non-western traditions 
has not yet been implemented (and will not fulfill the NAAB requirement). 
  
Response from Program [2013]: Since the 2007 visit, this issue has been clearly 
resolved. ARCH 114, ARCH 214ab, ARCH 501, and many of the required design studios 
(in particular ARCH 402bL Comprehensive Design) cover non-western traditions, and 
students graduate from our B.Arch program with an understanding of the significant 
impact that non-western cultures and contexts have had on the evolution of architectural 
history, and their growing influence on contemporary architectural trends and discourse.  
 
ARCH 214a and ARCH 214b are the architectural world history courses that are required 
of all B.Arch students. We have increased the faculty teaching this course to 2 per class 
to have deeper engagement with the material weekly. The lead faculty, James Steele, is 
a leader in the field of non-western architecture and has been deeply committed to 
developing this course for over a decade. The content of both ARCH 214a and ARCH 
214b concentrates exclusively on the interconnectedness of all great civilizations 
throughout history. The courses’ content focuses equally on western and non-western 
cultures (as evidenced by the percentages of final grades allocated to each category); 
students are tested on this knowledge in equal proportions. ARCH 501, the degree 
seminar, likewise strengthens all B.Arch students’ understanding of how historical and 
contemporary (and both parallel and divergent) canons and traditions of architecture, 
landscape, and urban design—including indigenous, vernacular, local, regional, and 
national settings from the Eastern, Western, Northern, and Southern hemispheres—have 
been shaped by climatic, ecological, technological, socioeconomic, public health, and 
cultural forces. While this broad understanding of global forces is then narrowed down 
and focused on specific applied research projects during the final semester of the 
program, the global—including the specifically non-western—perspective remains 
embedded in each student’s fundamental understanding of architecture. 
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In 2014, a new curricular requirement in the history courses will come into effect, 
requiring all B.Arch students to not only complete ARCH 214ab and ARCH 314 but also 
take an additional history/theory elective of their choice (taught by 1 of our 4 Ph.D. 
history/theory faculty members) to expand their understanding of the role of history/theory 
in the field. Many of these electives currently focus on diversity beyond western history 
(with the approved elective list including courses on gender, eastern architecture, 
indigenous architecture of the Americas, etc.). 
 
Finally, ARCH 402bL Comprehensive Design Studio specifically addresses this criterion 
by requiring the study of a broad range of precedents that span the globe as well as all 
historical periods. Non-western precedents are given equal weight to those of western 
origin, and all students are required to retain an understanding of all precedents covered 
by their section. This understanding of what types of parameters constitute universal, 
versus culturally specific, design challenges is enlightening for all of our students as they 
prepare for entry into professional practice in the contemporary global context. 
 

B. Responses to Causes of Concern 
 
General Causes of Concern (No Title Was Provided in VTR) 
  
Comment from previous VTR [2007] (quoted in full): The team found much to 
celebrate in the sound educational outcomes demonstrated through the student work 
mounted for the visit. However, the team notes that the institutional infrastructure that 
produced those outcomes calls for sustained attention in order to thrive and grow. For a 
variety of reasons the school finds itself at a critical moment of transition. Difficulties 
encountered in recent years (the grave illness and subsequent death of the former dean, 
followed by a 14-month tenure of an interim dean from outside the discipline of the 
school) left it without strong leadership. As a result there is substantial evidence of 
disaffection of the faculty and students alike.  

 
The January 2007 appointment of an energetic, visionary new dean promises to alleviate 
these difficulties. Nonetheless, following are the areas to which the team wishes to call 
attention: 
 

• Self-Assessment and Strategic Planning: The mechanisms for external and 
internal self-assessment which can lead to significant growth should be engaged 
and adopted by the program and school. Recent master planning efforts by the 
faculty are one important—although still insufficient—aspect of the recognition of 
the need for self-assessment on the part of the school.  

 
• Human resource support, including funding for professional development, 

student and faculty travel, and access to all the riches available to this 
extraordinary academic and professional community, should continue to be 
nurtured for faculty, staff and students. 

 
• Studio culture, although healthy and supportive, needs to be sustained. It is 

recommended that the studio culture document be ratified annually by students 
and mechanisms for its long-term sustainability be put in place. 

 
• Physical resources need to be addressed: In addition to the concerns raised by 

the 2001 team and re-affirmed above, computer, shop and fabrication facilities 
need improvement. Additionally, space could be provided for gathering and for 
the nurturing of a vital intellectual community.  
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At USC, the team finds a program with significant untapped resources and much 
potential. It applauds the program’s accomplishments to date and encourages its future 
development. 
 
Response from Program [2013]: The 2007 Visiting Team Response rightly 
acknowledged the great potential afforded by the hiring of an energetic and visionary new 
dean. This APR outlines the great progress in fulfilling this potential that has been made 
since 2007. Please note the following responses to the points made above: 
  
• Self-Assessment and Strategic Planning: See above Section A Responses to 

Conditions Not Met, as well as Part I, Section 1.3 Responses to the 5 Perspectives, 
which outlines the current status of self-assessment and strategic planning as it 
pertains to the B.Arch program. 

 
• The current state of our human resources funding and support is outlined in Part I, 

Section 2.1 Human Resources, in particular with respect to the professional growth 
and development of our faculty and staff, which has been greatly stabilized, 
incentivized, and increased in impact since the last visit. In 2007, most of the faculty 
funding for research was in a “frozen” state due to the illness of our dean at the time 
and changes in the research program itself. Since that time, Dean Ma has brought 
clarity to both tenure-track strategies and tenured faculty support strategies, as 
outlined here: http://arch.usc.edu/naab/InnovativeFacultyResearchFund.pdf. 
Significant support for hosting events at USC, as well as traveling to events and 
conferences, has been put into place since the last visit. With the discipline-head 
organization, more autonomy has been provided to allow directors and faculty to gain 
more support for activities that benefit both their own professional growth and the 
School. Students have been recipients of many research-related opportunities, which 
fund their own interests, through the GRS program, the Solar Decathlon activities, 
and travel support for student organizations. 

 
• As stated above in Section A, as part of our response to the concern regarding self-

assessment, we note (and repeat here) that our Studio Culture Document is ratified 
annually (and partially written) by our students. Our active undergraduate Student 
Council is involved in this process, and has proved to be a vocal and vital voice on 
behalf of the B.Arch student population. 

 
• There have been quite substantial improvements to the facilities since 2007 as 

outlined in Part I, Section 2.3 of this APR. With the completion of the new 3rd floor, 
which ensured that all full-time faculty members now have offices; the improvements 
to the Student Services suite, Dean’s Office, and Development offices; and the most 
recent improvements to the new Faculty/Staff Lounge and gallery, we have worked to 
address the cited concerns of the 2007 VTR.  

 
2. Summary of Responses to Changes in the NAAB Conditions  

 
Because in 2010 we prepared for and completed an accreditation for our M.Arch program 
utilizing the 2009 conditions, our School had adjusted our curriculum as needed soon 
after the 2009 conditions became available. The following concise points summarize our 
responses to the changes that we see from the 2004 to the 2009 NAAB conditions for the 
B.Arch program in particular: 
 

• I.1.1 History and Mission: Part I.1.1 of this APR fully addresses our revitalized 
history and mission.  
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• I.1.4 Long-Range Planning: Part I.1.4 of this APR fully addresses our long-range 
objectives in the context of our mission and School culture as per the criteria 
outlined in the 2009 conditions. 

 
• II.2.3 Curriculum Review and Development: Our process for evaluating our 

curriculum, as well as proposing and approving modifications to our curriculum, 
are fully described in Part II.2.3. Briefly, our Curriculum Committee, in 
conjunction with EXCOM and our full-faculty monthly meetings, is the linked 
mechanism by which such proposals and modifications are made and approved. 
This committee and faculty meeting structure continues to be evaluated and 
strengthened on an ongoing basis; the addition of elected staff and student 
participation, an energetic revamped administrative leadership structure, and the 
continual striving for excellence have all contributed to an enhanced and 
emboldened curriculum, which is steered by the Curriculum Committee and a 
devoted teaching faculty. 

 
• SPC C.4 Research: The understanding of the role of research in evidence-based 

design is integrated in several required courses. Of particular note is the role of 
research as it applies to evidence-based design in our required studios ARCH 
402acL and the course pairing of ARCH 501/ARCH 502, in which such applied 
design research is critical to successful fulfillment of the courses.  

 
 B.3 Sustainability: The ability to actively apply sustainable design principles to 

design projects is most strongly evident in required studios ARCH 302abL and 
ARCH 402bL (comprehensive design studio). These studios are described in 
greater detail in Part IV of this APR, as is the ARCH 215 and ARCH 315 
environmental systems course. 

 
• B.5 Life Safety: The ability to actively apply life-safety principles to design 

projects is most strongly evident in required studio ARCH 402bL (comprehensive 
design studio), lecture courses such as the structures sequence (ARCH 213ab, 
ARCH 313) in regard to structural requirements, and ARCH 315 in terms of 
egress and water systems (sprinkler) requirements. 

 
• B.11 Building Service Systems: Understanding of building services systems is 

covered in several support courses, most notably in ARCH 215 and 315. Ability 
to integrate them into design is supported in ARCH 402bL (comprehensive 
design studio).  

 
• C.8 Legal Responsibilities: The former professional development criterion, as 

well as IDP and internships, have been integrated into 2009 new criterion C.8 
Legal Responsibilities, and this criterion is fully covered in our revamped and 
exciting Professional Practice sequence (ARCH 525 and ARCH 526), as 
explained in both the course binder located in the Team Room and the 1-page 
course descriptions in Part IV: Supplemental Information. In addition, as noted 
elsewhere in the APR, Michael Hricak, FAIA, has provided, and continues to 
provide, strong faculty leadership in leading our IDP effort.  

 
In sum, the changes to the NAAB Criteria and Conditions from 2004 to 2009 have been 
carefully reviewed and noted. All changes have been carefully vetted by our faculty and 
are fully covered in our required course work for the B.Arch program. 
 
 
. 
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Part Four (IV). Supplemental Information 
 
IV.1. Description of Policies and Procedures for Evaluating Student Work 
 
Evaluation of student performance is a critical part of the education process, particularly within an 
accredited degree program where all specific Student Performance Criteria must be met by each 
graduating student. The USC School of Architecture works very hard to develop rigorous standards and 
collaborative methods for evaluating student work across all programs.  
 
As highlighted in the body of the APR, the vice dean sends an email every term to each faculty member 
who is teaching at that time. This email outlines the requirements for the course syllabus, including 
standards for grading and evaluation of course work completed by each student (see: 
http://arch.usc.edu/naab/SummerEmailtoFaculty.pdf). Deadlines for student notifications are covered in a 
“Critical Dates” calendar sent to all faculty (see: 
http://arch.usc.edu/naab/Critical_Info_Samples_2011_2013.pdf). All assignments and course 
requirements that affect grading are required to be clearly described, defined, and discussed in writing in 
the course syllabus. Their content, grade weight, and delivery date and method must be explicit. 
 
For Undergraduates: A grade point average of C (2.0) or above for all baccalaureate units attempted at 
USC, as well as for the combined USC-transfer GPA, is required for undergraduate degrees. A minimum 
cumulative grade point average of 2.0 in all attempted upper-division courses for the major is also 
required. 
 
Less-than-average work in design is not considered sufficient for a professional degree. Students must 
receive a grade of C (2.0) or above in each design studio semester in order to continue in the design 
sequence and to graduate. Students will be required to repeat the studio until such a grade is achieved. 
For all other courses attempted at USC, the university’s policies on academic standards and definition of 
grades apply.  
 
For Graduates: A minimum grade of C (2.0) is required in a course to receive graduate credit. Work that is 
graded C- or below is not acceptable for subject or unit credit toward any master’s degree or doctoral 
program. Students earning less than a C in a design studio will be required to repeat the studio. Students 
who earn less than a C in any other required course will be required to re-take that course. A grade of C 
or less in any course means that the units for that course will not be applied or count toward degree 
fulfillment, which may delay graduation. 
 
A minimum GPA of B (3.0) is required to obtain a graduate degree. Any grade of C or below is included in 
the calculation of the cumulative grade point average. If at the time of completion of required courses and 
units, this minimum GPA of 3.0 is not met, students will be required to take additional courses to raise 
their cumulative GPA to the minimum 3.0 before their degree can be awarded. 
 
Grading according to stated criteria is a basic responsibility of the faculty for each specific course. Faculty 
consult with School of Architecture Student Services to clarify University constraints on the use of specific 
grades and to understand the appropriate use of grade options such as IN or MG. They also consult with 
the appropriate discipline head or program director for appropriate criteria and grade distribution.  
 
General Evaluation:  
If a student is absent or is not meeting required deadlines, faculty utilize an electronic form provided by 
the School to notify the student that he or she is underperforming and to warn of the potential 
consequences (see: http://arch.usc.edu/naab/UnsatForms.pdf). This form is sent to the student as well as 
to the student’s advisor. In addition, for B.Arch students, all faculty must issue a mid-semester progress 
report to the University (see: http://arch.usc.edu/naab/Midterm_Grade_Instructions.pdf). 
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Course-work evaluations differ based upon the type of course and its format. All faculty are encouraged 
to return at least 40–50% of their graded work to the students prior to midterm, so that students can 
evaluate their own academic progress. Conventional courses that utilize quizzes, tests, and papers have 
clear mechanisms by which the work can be evaluated. Design studios require a varied approach that 
nonetheless outlines specific deliverables and associated expectations. 
 
Studio Grade Evaluation:  
For every design studio, there are 4 layers of evaluation: the faculty member assigned to a studio section, 
the studio coordinator (who oversees all sections for that studio and course number), the program 
director, and the discipline head.  
 
The studio coordinator is the faculty directly responsible for setting the pedagogical goals, project types, 
and grading standards for each studio, as agreed upon with the program director. The studio coordinator 
holds weekly coordination meetings to discuss these as well as other relevant issues with the other 
instructors who teach the individual studio sections.  
 
At midterm and final reviews, faculty from each year are assigned to sit on the reviews of other sections 
of the same studio (to allow for cross-evaluation of student performance). In addition, the director as well 
as the discipline head visit the reviews of each studio in order to assess performance. 
 
At term’s end, students are required to submit portfolios by a standardized deadline. This deadline 
coincides with a half-day grading session for each studio, arranged by the respective studio coordinator 
and attended by all respective studio faculty. During this grading session, each instructor organizes his or 
her student work from high to low grade. Comparisons across studio sections ensure fairness and also 
ensure that all students passing the studio have satisfactorily met the core requirements. This provides 
consensus on excellence, and, perhaps more importantly, allows all faculty to review the work of students 
with below-expected, or not-passing, performance. This aids greatly in the case of a grade appeal. During 
this grading session, nominations for Commendation awards are also determined and submitted to the 
Dean’s Office. Following the grading meeting and the distribution of grades, the studio coordinator works 
with Student Services to aid non-passing students in their decision-making process. For most such 
students, the School is able to arrange a summer studio opportunity, so that progress toward the degree 
can continue without undue delay. All students must pass or retake to pass all required courses so that 
we can ensure they have achieved a satisfactory level of ability or understanding of each NAAB SPC 
criterion.  
 
Attendance Guideline:  
Several years ago, the faculty developed a uniform attendance guideline to aid in standardizing the 
grading process. See the current School-wide attendance guideline: 
http://arch.usc.edu/naab/Attendance_Guideline_from_O&P.pdf. Though all studios are requested to 
follow this policy so that each student is treated equally across the School, it was also decided by the 
faculty that non-studio faculty could establish their own particular attendance policy (making it stricter, 
perhaps) if it is clearly outlined in their syllabus and reviewed by the program director prior to the start of 
the semester.   
 
Line of Advisement:  
There are multiple levels of advisement available to students regarding their academic performance. Most 
issues in terms of academic performance during the semester and after grades are posted are resolved 
through direct communication between the faculty and the student, assisted by the studio coordinator if 
the course is a studio. If a student is having a hard time in a class, the student has multiple people to go 
to depending on the nature of the problem or their own personal preference: 1) Faculty, 2) Studio 
Coordinator, if applicable, 3) Student Advisor, 4) Academic Advisor, if applicable, 5) Program Director, 6) 
Discipline Head, 7) Vice Dean, 8) Dean. In all cases, no matter who the student decided to approach first, 
the director of Student Services is brought into the conversation, as she helps follow any case to its 
conclusion and ensure that the right resources or processes are brought into the conversation as needed.  
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Student grade appeals must follow standard School of Architecture protocol. An appeal starts with the 
responsible course faculty and (when applicable) coordinator, and then moves through the program 
director and discipline head to the Dean’s Office. Most grade appeals may be avoided with clear and 
transparent communication between student and faculty throughout the duration of the course, and with 
clearly explicated grading criteria provided in the course syllabus. Grade appeals are also avoided 
through the distribution of appropriate written documentation by the faculty to the student at midterm and 
at the end of the semester, as well as at any time of an absence. All such correspondence is copied to 
the student’s academic file (see: http://arch.usc.edu/naab/Grade_Appeal.pdf).  
 
If a student is not satisfied with the results of the appeal process for any course grade received within the 
School of Architecture, he or she is able to appeal the grade through the University Grade Appeal 
Process.  
 
Each of the SOA parties listed above provides an opportunity for discussion and review. The 1st 3 
(Faculty, Coordinator, Student Advisor) actively participate in face-to-face meetings with the student, and 
correspond in writing with the student. Each party provides written documentation regarding the student’s 
performance. The latter 5 (Academic Advisor, Program Director, Discipline Head, Vice Dean, Dean) are 
available as well, should the need for a collective performance review related to a specific grading 
dispute/issue arise. 
 
Because the SOA is a community, transparency in the grading process is essential. Individual academic 
success is of utmost importance to the School, but requires the presence of a proactive and engaged 
student. Every opportunity for such success is afforded each student, to the extent allowable without 
sacrifice of our collective expectations, ambitions, and standards. Through constant communication, clear 
articulation of expectations, and a caring and multifaceted administrative structure, the SOA provides 
multiple ways and means to ensure that our students receive the training and education that they need to 
become successful professionals in architecture and its related fields.  
 
Below is a type of email periodically sent out to faculty to ensure that they are aware of general University 
standards regarding grading, attendance, and related issues: 

 
 
Begin forwarded message: 
Resent-From: Jane Ilger <ilger@usc.edu> 
From: Marc Schiler <marcs@usc.edu> 
Date: December 6, 2012 3:15:25 PM PST 
Resent-To: Jane Ilger <ilger@usc.edu> 
To: Jane Ilger <ilger@usc.edu> 
Subject: Grading Scales and Procedures 
Reply-To: Marc Schiler <marcs@usc.edu> 
 
Dear Faculty, 
 
This is a reminder of some of the issues that we have at the end of a semester relating to grading. It includes reminders of 
what you want to put in your syllabi for next semester, in order to be proactive. 
 
If you have deadlines, stick to them. Do not reward students who defy whatever constraints you have made. If you are 
teaching a large lecture course, you must be present for the final exam and it must be given on the date designated by the 
university. Try to provide sufficient space between students. If necessary, use an A and B version of the exam and pass it 
out in alternating order. If you are teaching a design studio, you MUST let students attend their scheduled final exams.  
 
If you believe that you see cheating in a final exam, you should note the time, place, and circumstances and alert any 
class assistants or other faculty who are present. However, it is best to do this without making a scene, but rather obtain 
as many witnesses as possible to the behavior. Then note the paper of the student in question and deal with it afterwards. 
The exception is: if there is material being passed back and forth, remove the material. 
 
Studio faculty should remember that plagiarism is also cheating. We want students to cite references and give credit 
whenever images are used from some other source. This is teaching them good scholarship, anyway. 
 



USC School of Architecture 
Architecture Program Report 

September 2013 
 

 185 

When planning for next semester, be sure to implement the following: 
 
A. Make sure you pass out a syllabus for your class and post it on Blackboard, making sure that syllabus includes a grade 
% breakdown that adds up to 100% and outlines expectations for participation/absences as they might affect final grade. 
 
B. Remember that you can give credit for attendance—if your course is very participatory in nature, you can give up to 
10% for participation but no more (and this is not applicable for large lecture courses). With that said, you can (if you 
want) have a strategy to mark down the overall grade based on a clearly stated threshold for absences or latenesses. The 
School has a general guideline for this (see: http://arch.usc.edu/People/SchoolGovernanceDocuments) but creating 
anything stricter or looser is a philosophical position. Documenting and marking down for lateness/absences can be very 
time consuming if adopted, so think about it and make sure you come up with a system you believe in and will BACK UP 
uniformly (and not just when convenient). 
 
C. If your grading policies change after you have distributed this syllabi, then make sure to put these changes in writing to 
the students and post a new syllabi on Blackboard to back this up. Do not just mention it in class or after mid term. 
 
D. Use Blackboard to post grades so the students can know what their grades are all along the way. 
 
E. Make sure that all grades are posted for all assignments in a reasonable period of time after they turned the work in so 
the students know how they are doing (and can check if there were any assignments missing but they feel they passed 
in). 
 
F. Make sure to write warnings to any student by mid term and then near the end who is failing or close to failing or even 
could still fail at the end (with a poor finals showing). Attached is the form you should use and keep a record for yourself. If 
you have problems getting this to the student, advisors in Student Services can help. 
 
G. Try not to make the final worth over 50% of the grade—closer to the 30% range is better, as such "back loading" the 
course too much denies students the ability to withdraw if they need to, by the withdrawal deadline. 
 
H. If a student would like special consideration due to a stated disability, please talk first to either Student Services (Jen 
Park, Anjie Emeka or Lisa Shimabukuro) or the Vice Dean. Only students who have registered with Disability Services 
should be allowed accommodations beyond what is allowed for all the other students. Many students are reticent to 
register for this great program or discuss certain disabilities with you. But there are clear guidelines on their responsibility 
to make you aware of any specific accommodation before exams, or projects are due—and not just after the grades have 
been posted and they are not happy. 
 
I. If you visit the USC Grading Handbook site 
(http://www.usc.edu/dept/ARR/grades/gradinghandbook/gradingpolicies.html), USC only posts a matrix comparing 
relationship between letter grades and a 4.0 scale but does not convert to 100 point scale for you. Many large classes use 
a 100 point scale, but this does not automatically translate well to a 4.0 scale (i.e. 50 points is not a B). 
 
Here is a suggested scale to correspond with that 4.0/Letter Scale: 
 
4.0 = 97.0 - 100 = A+ Students in this range will get an A and commendation (the university does not give A+) 
4.0 = 93.0 - 96.9 = A 
3.7 = 90.0 - 92.9 = A- 
 
3.3 = 87.0 - 89.9 = B+  
3.0 = 83.0 - 86.9 = B 
2.7 = 80.0 - 82.9 = B- 
 
2.3 = 77.0 - 79.9 = C+  
2.0 = 73.0 - 76.9 = C 
1.7 = 70.0 - 72.9 = C- 
 
60.0 - 69.9 = D (one could have D+, D, D- if you want) 
1.3 = 67.0 - 69.9 = D+ 
1.0 = 63.0 - 66.9 = D 
0.7 = 60.0 - 62.9 = D- 
 
0 = <60.0 = F 
 
For further reference, the university provides handouts and webpages for reference. The web pages are: 
 
http://www.usc.edu/dept/ARR/grades/index.html 
http://www.usc.edu/dept/ARR/grades/gradinghandbook/toc.html 
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IV.2. Course Descriptions  
 
 http://arch.usc.edu/naab/APR_Syllabi.pdf 

 
IV.3. Faculty Resumes  
 
 http://arch.usc.edu/naab/APR_FacultyResume.pdf 
 
IV.4. Visiting Team Report (VTR) from the previous visit and Focused Evaluation Team Reports 
from any subsequent Focused Evaluations 

 
http://arch.usc.edu/naab/NAAB_Visiting_Team_Report_2007_BArch.pdf 
 
http://arch.usc.edu/naab/NAAB_Visiting_Team_Report_2011_MArch.pdf 

 
IV.5. Catalog URL 
 

2012–13 Catalog: http://catalogue2012.usc.edu/files/2012/07/architecture.pdf 
 
2013–14 Catalog: http://catalogue.usc.edu/files/2013/05/Architecture.pdf 

 
IV.6. Response to the Off-Site Program Questionnaire  
 
Name of Institution: University of Southern California School of 

Architecture 
Title of Degree: Bachelor of Architecture 
Name of Program Administrator: Gail Peter Borden, Discipline Head for Architecture 
Name of Person Completing this Form: Jane Ilger, Administrative Services Coordinator 
Location of Branch Campus, Additional Site, 
Teaching Site, Online Learning, or Study Abroad 
Program: 

Study Abroad Programs in:  
Milan/Como, Italy;  
Barcelona, Spain; 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia;  
Beijing, China; 
Tokyo, Japan 

Distance from Main/Flagship Campus: Italy: 6,000 miles;  
Spain: 6,000 miles; 
Malaysia: 8,800 miles;  
Beijing: 6,000 miles 
Tokyo: 5,500 

Number of Courses from Curriculum Leading to a 
NAAB-Accredited Degree Offered at this Site: 

1 

List all courses: number, title, credits offered Arch 402ac: Arch. Design IV, 6 units 
Plus professional electives, 9 units 

Is attendance at the branch campus, additional site, 
teaching site, study abroad or online program 
required for completion of the NAAB-accredited 
degree program? 

No 

Who has administrative responsibility for the 
program at the branch campus?  
 

Italy: Kim Coleman, Professor;  
Spain: Mark Cigolle, Adjunct Professor; 
Malaysia: James Steele, Professor;  
AAU: Andrew Liang, Adjunct Associate Professor 
 

To whom does this individual report?  
 

Gail Peter Borden, Associate Professor 
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Where are financial decisions made?  
 

Dean’s Office, main campus 

Who has responsibility for hiring faculty?  
 

Qingyun Ma, Dean 

Who has responsibility for rank, tenure, and 
promotion of faculty at the branch campus?  
 

Qingyun Ma, Dean 

Does the branch campus have its own curriculum 
committee?  
 

No 

Does the branch campus have its own admissions 
committee? 

 

No 

Does the branch campus have its own resources 
for faculty research and scholarship?  
 

No 

Does the branch campus have its own AIAS or 
NOMAS chapter?  
 

No 

Does the branch campus maintain its own 
membership in ACSA? 
 

No 
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