
Learning to
Communicate
Architecture, like culture generally, suffers from a babel of languages, and
that has gotten worse in recent decades as the audiences we speak to
become more diverse. Architects must communicate not just with the
various members of the building team - engineers, contractors, product
manufacturers - but with increasingly diverse clients and communities.
Meanwhile academics must address not only students and peers, but
colleagues in other disciplines with jargon of their own.

Ironically, this has made communication within our field more difficult.
The practitioner community has not always made clear to academics its
information needs, which has resulted in many researchers pursuing
questions of little value to the profession. At the same time, practitioners,
most of whom conduct a form of research in the process of designing
buildings, rarely share their knowledge with colleagues or colleges of
architecture. Too few architects, in other words, see the academic
community as an important audience, and so the learning cycle that
characterizes other professions remains fairly rudimentary in our field.

Meanwhile too few academics see the practitioner community as an
audience for their work. Whether written for granting agencies or for small
numbers of peers in other institutions, many academic papers obscure
meaning as much as clarify it, suffering from bad grammar, weak
construction, vague references, and entirely too much jargon not widely
understood by others in the field. So often, this work also lacks concreteness,
which is a paradox given the literal concreteness of architecture itself.

The situation may surprise no one. We architects have never been noted
for our writing skill, nor do we pay much attention to developing that skill
either in college or in practice. We are, instead, visual communicators. The
neglect of the written word, however, has come to haunt us. Our value
both among clients and within universities has come to depend upon the
depth of our knowledge and the adeptness of our written and verbal
communication. Sharing knowledge and ideas with each other - architect
and academic - has become critical to our thriving as a discipline, and if we
don't do a better job at this, other fields will, to our detriment.
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