
I  sat down with Carl  Lostr i t to.  Here is Carl ’s biography from the RISD architecture 
website: 

  Carl Lostritto conducts research and teaches in the area of computational design with an emphasis 
on drawing and media. 

Before joining the RISD faculty, he taught architecture and design at The Boston Architectural 
College, The Catholic University of America, The University of Maryland, and The Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. He recently taught a high school level outreach program at MIT and a 
fabrication and digital craft research studio, which was supported by an Education Committee Grant 
at the Boston Architectural College. 

Concurrent to teaching, he operates a computational design consultancy, 0095b6, which partners 
with artists, architects, and designers on projects of various types and scales including web design, 
print media, graphic design, prototyping, installations and buildings. 

He studied in a post-professional research program at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
within the Design and Computation Group. His professional architecture degree was earned at the 
University of Maryland, where he was awarded the Alpha Rho Chi Medal, Thesis Prize, and was 
recognized by the Center for Teaching Excellence as a Distinguished Teaching Assistant. He also 
earned his undergraduate degree from the University of Maryland, having graduated summa cum 
laude. 

Carl is current ly an assistant professor on contract. He is up for a permanent fu l l-
t ime posit ion to be decided by next Fal l .    

 
RS:  How did you gravitate towards teaching? 
 
CL:  I  went to UMD for my f i rst 2 degrees. Towards the end of my M.Arch I  came to 
the conclusion that my educat ion was deeply f lawed. I  have since come to the more 
moderate conclusion that my education and Maryland architecture was sl ight ly but 
nonetheless profoundly f lawed.  The great th ing about a student at UMD though was 
that you could teach a studio as an advanced student. You could kind of (and boy 
do I mean KIND OF -- i t  was a del icate t ight rope) carve out as much intel lectual 
autonomy as you were able to shoulder the corresponding responsibi l i ty. And 
besides the fact that the more I  invested in teaching the better my own work got, i t  
was apparent that my inst inct ive gr ipes about educat ion were act ionable in an 
opt imist ic and progressive way. Also i t  was fun. Also looking at the DC pract ice 
scene, even in the boom years of 04-08, I  could not imagine why everyone didn't 
choose teaching over pract ice. There was just so much more making and thinking 
going on at school. 
 
 
 
RS: How do you make sure you are teaching and not te l l ing? 
 
CL:  Wel l  the easiest way to ensure that is to not ta lk as much as I  feel l ike ta lk ing. 
One of my teaching mentors once told me as I  was start ing that the only th ing that 
wi l l  probably not come natural ly when teaching would be the need to "wait out the 
s i lence." There are of course the legends of the faculty that would just enter the 
room and sit  s i lent ly unt i l  provoked; sometimes doing this on the f i rst day would 
mean an hour of s i lence. I  would never do that. But I  do sometimes make a goal of 



only l istening and responding rather than explain ing anything. And there are some 
real ly good/hard quest ions that pondering an answer to can be highly funct ional,  but 
i t  takes t ime. And there is s i lence in that t ime. But i t  real ly works.  Sometimes 
there's the student who wi l l  a lways say something react ionary (or who just can't 
stand the quiet) ,  and other students, when given the opportunity, wi l l  usual ly 
respond thoughtfu l ly. In one-on-one situat ions, asking quest ions is the best way to 
gauge understanding. Especial ly with students who are old enough to have had a 
job in their f ie ld--you learn fast how to respectful ly l isten, which makes it  harder to 
te l l  when someone is confused or lost, or bored.  
 
i t 's never a good idea to te l l  another human being what to do in almost any 
s ituat ion. But besides not te l l ing them what to do, what k ind of input each student 
needs is di f ferent. I t 's k ind of l ike indiv idual mentorship x 10 (or 12, or 14 or 18). I  
wi l l  ta lk about th is more in the next quest ion. 
 
 
 
RS: How do you deal with students' frustrat ion? 
 
CL:  F irst of a l l ,  I  th ink sensing/observing frustrat ion by students is sometimes a 
real ly good sign. Complacency, comfort, and the cult ivat ion of casual defaults are 
just the worst th ings to see happen in a student. I f  they're frustrated, at least they 
are avoiding those pit fa l ls.  
 
Maybe I sound too much l ike a therapist when I say this but I  operate under the 
assumption that expressing frustrat ion and working though it  is a lways better than 
stamping it  out.  
 
This is somewhat of a generat ional th ing among teachers (with RISD architecture 
being maybe the exception) but I 'm of the mind that ta lk ing about one's mental 
state, struggles, and even systemic frustrat ion is f ine and often product ive. I  don't 
real ly care about or try to avoid the conversat ion "veer ing off  course" or gett ing too 
"meta." Where sometimes teachers put on the breaks is with respect to gett ing 
"roped into" or "held responsible" for th ings they can't control.  But I  th ink we 
control so l i t t le anyway that these concerns are more ref lect ive of delusions (on the 
part of teachers) about what our role is anyway. Also teachers have a civ ic 
responsibi l i ty to make the place their teaching better. So deal ing with frustrat ions 
real ly shouldn't be avoided speaking from an ethical perspect ive. There's also the 
matter of taking responsibi l i ty. Sometimes we make mistakes and contr ibute unduly 
to student's frustrat ion. I  don't th ink teachers loose any authority for apologiz ing or 
showing uncertainty (usual ly the opposite actual ly happens) 
 
But there are two kinds of frustrat ion. There's the r ich, no clear solut ions kind--
catch 22s, ambiguit ies of expectat ions, etc. Then there's the suffocat ing, paralyzing 
kind, where al l  avenues seem closed and work comes to a drag. With the latter k ind 
a teacher has to be ready to provide an "out" -- of which there are many that 
students usual ly just don't see. Often i t  involves th ings l ike doing the opposite of 
whatever you have been doing.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
RS: As a professor start ing out how did you know you were adding to a student’s 
progress?  How did you know you were ready to teach? 
 
CL:  This is a tr icky one because I'm pretty convinced that a design educat ion is (at 
best) a real ly messy, non-l inear, personal experience. Looking back on my own 
education I  can point to a few moments of great progress in the context of 
downright shameful ly horr ib le teachers/pedagogies. That's not to say the qual i ty of 
teaching and teachers doesn't matter ( I  am a candidate in th is search after a l l ,  
which requires me to advocate for why I can do this better than somebody else.)  
and I th ink i t  takes way more than just being a good designer, writ ing some 
assignments and showing up. But one of the reasons I  l ike teaching now (as 
opposed to 20 years ago, say) is that there are no clear ideologies in architecture or 
architectural educat ion. I f  you're in some kind of "camp" you basical ly have to be 
l iv ing under a rock. I  real ly cannot say with certainty what is a good kind of 
assignment br ief,  for example. But I  can te l l  you that I  love to read and col lect 
assignment br iefs written by others. And this uncertainty opens of lots of room for 
experimentat ion and creat iv i ty. I  do feel strongly that teaching architecture is a 
discipl ine. I t 's interconnected with research and pract ice of course (and probably 
more so than teaching is in other discipl ines) but doing good research or being a 
successful architect does not qual i fy one to teach. With architecture so much in f lux 
i t  is especial ly inappropriate to model teaching after pract ice. Instead I expect that 
every teaching academic be able to address the quest ion, "what can you offer to the 
discipl ine of architecture through teaching that you could not offer in any other 
way?" 
 
There was a quest ion on UMD's course evaluat ions that a lways led to some of the 
most meaningful responses by students. I t  was simply " is th is course suff ic ient ly 
chal lenging? how so or why not?" Most people I  th ink wi l l  answer th is honest ly 
because you can save face with both a yes and a no answer. So I wi l l  ask students 
th is sometimes, but i t 's a lso not hard to evaluate: people who are chal lenged wi l l  
make mistakes, experiment, and do unexpected things. I f  there is chal lenge and 
process-based momentum then I'm content. The momentum part is a l i t t le more 
del icate -- i t 's about creat ing a culture and reading into the work of students. 
 
Shorter answer: i f  you want to teach you wi l l  probably l ike i t ;  i f  you l ike teaching you 
wi l l  probably re l ish in i t  and cont inual ly explore/experiment/adapt; i f  you observe 
and adapt you wi l l  probably do a good job. So basical ly i f  you want to teach, you're 
as ready as you need to be. Then, i f  you don't love i t ,  get out. I f  you see someone 
who seems to not love i t ,  get them out.  
 
As I  see i t  the main chal lenge is that i t  can't be an act AND it  can't be about being a 
role model. I 'm a person in the mix of the learning with the students. Especial ly in 
the context of contemporary pressures of academia, I 'm impl icated in the students' 
work. And what I  offer best is my genuine react ion and honest input, which i 'd l ike 
to th ink involves some sharing of what makes me excited and motivated. However, 
there's a distance that's required to keep the student-teacher re lat ionship 
productive. For example, I  cannot image ever gett ing angry at a student real ly in any 
s ituat ion. That means there's some amount of emotional detachment that goes on. I f  
ever i t 's not comfortable to say something l ike "your work is not up to par" then that 
means that distance is not there. But more important ly, there's the importance of 
being a neutral sounding board so that students can use their interact ion with me to 



test arguments/assumptions/ ideas/thought processes without my emotional bias 
gett ing in the way.  
 
 
 
 
RS: Could you explain a quick comparison of grading at the dif ferent schools you've 
taught at? 
 
CL:  Ok, I  wi l l  t ry:  
One of the schools is an anomaly because a s ignif icant port ion of the curr iculum is 
internship in the professional sphere. Also they have open admission (everybody 
gets in) with per iodic portfo l io reviews as gateways throughout the curr iculum. Every 
student has to prove what they know, and grades (other than having passed the 
required courses) don't factor into these reviews (a l l  faculty part ic ipate in these 
portfo l io reviews, at which point a student has to demonstrate synthesis of mater ia l  
and synergy between academia and pract ice).  The goal of studios and workshops is 
to offer a counterpoint to the patterns of pract ice and be a kind of inte l lectual "safe" 
place where r isk and creat iv i ty can be nurtured. So frankly, there's not only grade 
inf lat ion but th ings general ly skew posit ive. Whether you agree with that pr inciple or 
not, the portfo l io was valued way more than the grade in terms of one's place and 
one's success in the curr iculum. There was huge emphasis on how to pack 
evaluat ion into the grading process simply because there wasn't enough contact 
t ime so rubrics and expressed cr iter ia were always emphasized to faculty.  
 
One of the other schools had some grade inf lat ion but s ignif icant effort spent by 
faculty to create fa irness end evenness.  Almost exclusively team grading. So I 
would trust a gpa despite knowing that i t  is skewed high.  There is a very intense 
process to get into the major pr ior to junior year. Then the architecture grades are 
to a large extent about separat ing the superior, from the real ly good from the pretty 
good. Sometimes I wi l l  hear that the strongest students have had trouble separat ing 
themselves on paper from the average students to get into grad school.  
 
One of the schools did th is weird th ing where they asked outside guests to f i l l  out a 
form where they would say what grade the student should get. I  opposed this, as i t  
was basical ly a k ind of cover for faculty to try and de-inf late grades under the guise 
of "unbiased" input from outsiders. However, i t  conf lated reviews with evaluat ion, 
which was a horr ib le idea. I  a lways refused to do this when asked as a guest ( I  
would provide commentary, essent ia l ly writ ing down what I  was saying aloud 
anyway) and never asked my guests to do anything simi lar. I  was to some extent an 
"outsider" having stepped in to teach a studio on short not ice one semester. 
 
One school promoted a culture where grades are not discussed or emphasized by 
students. MIT this inst i tut ion forbids publ ic recognit ion of h igh grades (no cum 
laudes, honor rol l  or deans l ists, for example).   At one school i t  was expected that a 
grad student would get most ly A's. At th is school i t  was expected that a student 
would take real ly hard courses. I f  you're gett ing al l  As you're probably doing 
something wrong at th is school 
 
RISD-Architecture department holds hard against grade inf lat ion. There is a long 
and thoughtful del iberat ion among faculty for consistency. Legit argument for why 
this is worth i t :  the reputat ion of RISD grads is extremely high for both admission 
and employment. However, grades mean wi ld ly di f ferent th ings across dif ferent 



departments. I  have yet to be a part of grading at the thesis level,  which is where 
this k ind of hard l ine becomes hardest to keep. 
 
 
 
RS: When grading for design/studio, are you grading the student or the work? 
 
CL:  I  grade the work and the students’ performance. I  th ink i t ’s total ly with in the 
purview of grading to incorporate expectat ions about one's role in 
creat ing/enhancing the learning environment. I 'm careful to ensure that there are 
many ways for a student to part ic ipate other than being vocal in c lass. Also i t ’s 
important to separate performance and part ic ipat ion from "effort" 
 
RS: Are you grading the student a long a personal progression, or comparing against 
the greater context of students? 
 
CL:  I t ’s tr icky to ta lk about i t  abstract ly, but let me give an example.  Sometimes a 
student has taken a huge r isk, and I had supported this r isk, but the nature of r isks 
is that they don’t a lways payoff,  so i t  is easy to say that the r isk deserves merit ,  but 
rewarding a r isk can be l ike rewarding aggressive behavior instead of rewarding 
successful i terat ive processes.  I  would support r isk taking, but fa i l ing actual ly 
means fa i l ing, and the rupture of the learning process deserves a response to 
reevaluate the nature of the r isk and the benef it  with in the context of the class.   


