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FIG. 1.  INSTALLATION FORMERLY KNOWN AS THE GLASS CEILING BEING PHOTOGRAPHED DURING  
THE MOVE: BIG INSTALLATION PARTY AT THE OAA HEADQUARTERS. | IIHF, 2007.

REPORT |  RAPPORT

On September 15, 2017, the Ontario 

Association of Architects (OAA) held 

MOVE: Big Installation Party, a public 

event designed to launch renovations 

to their headquarters at 111 Moatfield 

Drive in Toronto. Completed in 1992, the 

building was the product of a highly pub-

licized, province-wide design competition 

won by the young architect Ruth Cawker. 

In 2014, the OAA committed to a com-

prehensive retrofit of the building led by 

architect David Fujiwara,1 with the inten-

tion of meeting net zero energy stan-

dards by 2030. Taking advantage of the 

temporarily vacated structure, MOVE’s 

curator Esther Shipman assembled teams 

from Ontario’s five schools of architecture 

and a number of young practices, giving 

each the opportunity to create installa-

tions showcasing new design directions, 

talents, and skills. To foster the bond 

between the OAA and emerging archi-

tects, Shipman personally invited schools 

of architecture. In part the event sought 

to send a message that, while the OAA is 

an administrative and regulatory body, it 

is also a venue in which a new generation 

of designers can share ideas and manifest 

ambitions.2 

The McEwen School of Architecture 

(MSoA) assembled a team of four under-

graduate students, Matt Hunter, Chris 

Baziw, Jeremy Upward, and Marina 

Schwellnus, and one professor, Thomas 

Strickland, to design and construct an 

installation.3 The team took the oppor-

tunity of MOVE to examine the issue of 

gender inequity in architecture through 

both their approach to and the content 

of their installation. MSoA team’s posi-

tion was galvanized by the fact that the 
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OAA building was a celebrated design 

by a woman architect, and yet, nearly 

thirty years after the new headquarters 

opened, women still seek professional 

parity. MSoA used their installation to 

draw attention to this ongoing struggle 

within the architectural profession and 

education. The project, named Formerly 

Known as the Glass Ceiling (fig. 1), began 

by group members asking each other a 

question: how can gender inequity in 

the architectural profession be revea-

led through design? What follows is a 

report, written by team members Thomas 

Strickland and Marina Schwellnus, on our 

exploration of the issue through the ins-

tallation’s design-build process.

THE ONTARIO ASSOCIATION OF 
ARCHITECTS HEADQUARTERS 

The headquar ters of the Ontario 

Association of Architects (OAA) has been 

associated with cutting-edge architectu-

ral ideas since the 1950s. The pre-1992 

headquarters building, a simple brick-

clad box poised atop a glass enclosure 

set into a sloping site at 50 Park Road, 

was the competition-winning design 

by John B. Parkin Associates in 1954. 

At the time of its construction the buil-

ding was recognized as a “landmark” of 

modern architecture in Toronto, “provi-

ding a unifying focal point for Toronto’s 

architects.”4 By 1988, however, increasing 

membership meant the association was 

outgrowing its current location. Many 

interior renovations to accommodate 

administrative and archival expansions 

had compromised Parkin’s open plan to 

the extent that original design intentions 

and aesthetics were no longer percei-

vable.5 A program for the new headquar-

ters was planned to provide more offices, 

more meeting rooms, and more exhibi-

tion spaces. Additionally, making the 

headquarters less Toronto-focused and 

more accessible to members from across 

the province was crucial. This imperative 

was supported by a new site close to the 

401, 404, and Don Valley highways, and 

all Ontario architects were invited to sub-

mit a proposal to the design competition. 

Sixty-five anonymous submissions were 

received by the five-member jury consis-

ting of three architects, Patricia Patkau, 

Victor Marius Prus, and Gustavo da Roza, 

the Director of the OAA Brian Parks, and 

architecture critic Christopher Hume, who 

unanimously awarded the commission to 

Ruth Cawker Architect (fig. 2).6 

Cawker’s design embraced the associa-

tion’s desire for visibility and accessibility. 

Situated on the crest of a slope, the buil-

ding was a prominent mark on the hori-

zon, visible from the highway both into 

and out of Toronto. From the entrance 

to the site, a curving driveway wound 

around to a parking area set among 

slim pilotis supporting the main spaces 

of the building. The form and organi-

zation of the administration, meeting, 

and exhibition areas were composed of 

an assemblage of boxes, some glass and 

some solid, at the centre of which was a 

double-height mezzanine opening onto 

an outdoor courtyard at the second level. 

The most striking feature of the building 

was a wing-like steel structure floating 

above the roof, described by OAA mem-

ber Macy Dubois as giving the design “a 

positive aura of radiating energy” that 

announced its landmark status.7 While 

some critics of the new OAA headquar-

ters lamented its lack of progressive 

response to energy and environmental 

FIG. 2.  PERSPECTIVE VIEW OF NEW OAA HEADQUARTERS FROM MOATFIELD DRIVE,  
DESIGNED BY RUTH CAWKER WITH MICHAEL MCCOLL. | RENDERING COURTESY OF THE OAA, 

1989, PERSPECTIVE: NEWSLETTER OF THE ONTARIO ASSOCIATION OF ARCHITECTS, VOL. 3, NO. 3, P. 1.

FIG. 3.  LIEUTENANT GOVERNOR OF CANADA HAL JACKMAN (LEFT) AND YORK MILLS M.P.P. 
DAVID TURNBULL CHAT WITH RUTH CAWKER AFTER THE OFFICIAL OPENING  
CEREMONIES OF THE NEW OAA HEADQUARTERS. | IMAGE COURTESY OF THE OAA, 1992,  

PERSPECTIVE: NEWSLETTER OF THE ONTARIO ASSOCIATION OF ARCHITECTS, VOL. 6, NO. 2, P. 1.
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concerns, most were taken by the buil-

ding’s sense of lightness, and confirmed 

it met the OAA’s aims of efficiency, access, 

and innovation.8 

Notable for its significant design achie-

vements, the OAA headquarters at 

111 Moatfield Drive also holds a place 

in Canadian architectural history for the 

attention it focused on Ruth Cawker. 

While the design was the outcome of 

a team effort by Michael McColl, Willa 

Wong, Cheryl Kowaluk, Goran Milosevic, 

and Jonathon Crinion, as the principal 

architect and namesake of her firm, 

Cawker became something of an ambas-

sador for women in architecture. Recalling 

how she was contacted almost weekly to 

speak on a range of subjects by both the 

architectural and popular press, Cawker 

noted that she “was in fact almost like a 

poster girl for women in architecture.”9 

(fig. 3) Significantly, her experience 

signalled that women working in architec-

ture were on the rise, occupying positions 

of leadership and influence. In the year 

prior to the competition, for example, the 

OAA created the G. Randy Roberts Service 

Award to acknowledge women architects 

for their exceptional contributions to the 

profession. Jeanne Arnold, a member of 

the OAA since 1963, was the first recipient 

of the award in 1989.10 Other competition 

entries for the new headquarters confir-

med this trend, such as that of Brown and 

Storey Architects, a partnership founded 

in 1981 by Kim Storey and James Brown. 

In the same year as the OAA competition, 

Kuwabara Payne McKenna Blumberg 

Architects won a national competition 

to design Kitchener City Hall; at the time 

two of the four principals were women.11 

As part of their investigation into the his-

tory of the building, the MSoA team inter-

viewed Cawker about her experiences 

working on the OAA headquarters.12 She 

explained: “there was a willingness to 

do something exceptional, as not many 

buildings at that time were designed by 

a firm in which the principal architect was 

a woman.”13 Cawker’s comment reminds 

us of the OAA’s practice of using their 

headquarters as landmarks in architectu-

ral history. While it was not the intention, 

arguably, when Cawker won the 1989 

competition, the profession was eager to 

mark an architectural milestone. The pro-

duction of the new headquarters became 

a venue to publicize the contributions of 

women to the profession. Importantly, 

the headquarters building, the compe-

tition, the OAA, and Ruth Cawker were 

tied in a uniquely visible way to the his-

tory of women in architecture in Canada. 

SOCIAL ISSUES OF GENDER 
INEQUITY IN THE PROFESSION

Given that Cawker’s experience working 

on the headquarters was now almost 

thirty years old and that she was not 

involved in the proposed retrofit, the 

MSoA team wondered how it resonated 

with the contemporary experiences of 

women in architecture. As part of our 

research, we collected numerous examples 

of significant steps made toward gender 

parity in the architectural profession.14 

For instance, Chicago-based firm Studio 

Gang, headed by Jeanne Gang, discove-

red a small gender wage gap in 2017 and 

closed it in 2018; Boogertman + Partners, 

Africa’s largest architecture practice, 

has acknowledged publicly that they 

will address the pay gap; and, in March 

2019, Mumbai-based firm Morphogenesis 

reported a gender pay gap in favour of its 

women employees.15 Our team also found 

evidence of gender discrimination dee-

ply embedded in professional traditions, 

practices, and design. A survey of women 

architects in Canada by BEAT (Building 

Equality in Architecture Toronto) repor-

ted that “things are improving at a gla-

cial pace and larger practices effectively 

have a glass ceiling in place.”16As of 2017, 

the ratio of men and women enrolled 

in architectural education programs in 

Canadian schools achieved parity, yet, in 

professional practice only 28.9 percent of 

all architects nation-wide were women.17 

Somewhere between receiving a degree 

and professional registration, women 

were leaving the profession, according to 

marked trends in the Canadian, American, 

British, and Australian contexts. Several 

studies, including Annmarie Adams and 

Peta Tancred’s “Designing Women” (2000) 

and Despina Stratigakos’s Where Are 

the Women Architects? (2016), explore 

the diverse and complex reasons for the 

disparity of women in architectural pro-

fessions.18 According to Stratigakos, “[i]

n terms of job opportunities, pay equity, 

mentoring, and promotion, the deck is 

stacked against [women].”19 The num-

ber of women in the profession does not 

match the number of women graduating 

from architecture schools. This disparity 

is slowly closing, and one of the contri-

buting factors is mentorship. Cawker 

acknowledged that both male and female 

mentors were crucial to her development 

in the profession, and that she continued 

to foster young women through the 

steps to licensure and practice within her 

own architectural office.20 Mentorship is 

equally important in schools of architec-

ture, and significantly, within the archi-

tectural studio.

MAKING GENDER INEQUITY 
VISIBLE THROUGH DESIGN-BUILD 
PEDAGOGY 

While the profession continues to evolve, 

gender discrimination continues to flour-

ish in the workplace, and as educators of 

future professionals, schools of architec-

ture have a responsibility to make gender 

inequity a priority. One part of this pro-

cess is to recognize disparities in the cur-

riculum with regards to architecture’s 
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discriminatory system. Perhaps more 

important is to ask how architectural 

design education itself can be used to 

engage students with gender inequity in 

the architectural profession.

Architectural education happens primar-

ily through two pedagogical methods. In 

the first, students are required to take 

courses in technical, professional, and 

architectural history and theory, which 

follow topics such as structural engineer-

ing principals, mechanical systems design, 

and the history of architecture and design 

theory. Most of these courses are exclu-

sively taught in a traditional classroom/

auditorium setting, where students learn 

about gender and racial discrimination 

in architecture. The second pedagogical 

model is the design studio. Students 

are taught design processes through an 

individual desk-based and media-driven 

approach utilizing drawing, models, and 

digital tools. A simple diagram of the 

pedagogical arrangement would locate 

the design studio at the centre, sur-

rounded by the classroom/auditorium 

courses with information flowing toward 

the core.21 The two models are different 

enough in their approach and learning 

experiences that students struggle to 

translate the critical knowledge learned 

in the classroom to the design studio. In 

both cases students rarely encounter the 

built environment as discrimination in 

action.22 The intent here is not to devalue 

these settings as venues for teaching 

social justice and critical histories; the 

dissemination of research, social critique, 

and non-canonical histories in the class-

room is crucial to exposing inequity and 

creating safe spaces for students to learn 

and voice their difference from norma-

tive values and histories.23 What is at 

stake, however, is finding a pedagogical 

approach that aids students in their trans-

lation of the critical knowledge learned 

in the classroom to architectural design 

strategies. The design-build approach, 

illustrated here through the Glass Ceiling 

installation, offers a good example.

MSoA’s curriculum is framed by a number 

of mandates that are intended to coalesce 

in a culture of social innovation: sustain-

ability and wellness, community outreach, 

indigenous knowledges, advanced wood 

technology, and design-build learning. Of 

specific interest here is MSoA’s design-

build mandate. In architectural education, 

design-build is a pedagogical approach 

that is an addition to desk-based design 

studio where students design projects, 

small and large, simple and complex, in 

the studio environment, and then con-

struct the project at 1:1 scale. Design-

build aims to foster the development of 

skills based in practice such as collabora-

tion, fine craft, and project management, 

and to explore architecture’s capacity for 

social innovation. These dual goals are 

broadly understood to have found their 

way into architectural education through 

the educational manifesto of the Bauhaus 

(1919-1933). According to Greig Crysler, 

Bauhaus founder, Walter Gropius, during 

his time teaching at Harvard, proposed 

the role of the architect as “synthesizer 

and technician of need.”24 Gropius’s con-

cept of integrationism rejected “isolated 

emphasis on single buildings and encour-

aged interdisciplinary collaborations with 

sociologists and others concerned with 

the study of society.”25 Branislav Folić, 

Saja Kosanović, Tadej Glažar, and Alenka 

Fikfak, in their investigation of recog-

nized design-build educational practices 

in North America, Central and Northern 

Europe, note that most contemporary 

design-build programs draw from meth-

ods used at the Bauhaus. Using perhaps 

more contemporaneous language, the 

Bauhaus’s “experiential education,” they 

posit, “was firmly connected to social 

agenda and technological experimenta-

tion so that their interlacing became of 

primary importance.”26 The design-build 

approach is firmly situated within the 

highly regarded field of “experiential 

learning.” 

Why position the experiential capacity of 

design-build pedagogy as a unique way 

to explore the notion of social innovation, 

and specifically gender inequity? In the 

built environment discrimination hap-

pens at 1:1—it is experiential. Designed 

spaces have an effect that arises out of 

cognitive interpretations of historical 

allusions, meanings, and aesthetics, as 

well as the body’s somatic responses to 

a building or place. In her book Places of 

Learning: Media Architecture Pedagogy, 

Elizabeth Ellsworth explores the potential 

of using the built environment as a site 

of knowledge production. She explains: 

“like media and architecture, pedagogy 

[can involve] us in experiences of the cor-

poreality of the body’s time and space . . . 

experience arises out of an assemblage 

of mind/brain/body.” Ellsworth posits 

that experiential learning (non-cogni-

tive experiences or sensations) is under-

utilized, yet it plays a significant role in 

the acquisition and production of know-

ledge.27 Bodies learn by doing things. 

Good examples are driving a car or rid-

ing a bike—that is, learning experiences 

unique to the action of doing. It would 

be difficult to learn how to ride a bike by 

watching a video. Ellsworth is proposing 

educators to tap into this, to use the cap-

acity for the body/mind to learn through 

the process of making. 

Presenting students with a question, such 

as how the built environment operates 

with discrimination, asks them to further 

examine their personal and historical 

experiences with the built environment. 

Through this process, students explore 

experiences of movement in time and 

space (shifting directions, views around 

corners), light (the different feeling of 
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a room from day to night), scale (the 

effect of the height or width of a room), 

and encounters with difference (how 

these experiences can differ amongst 

genders). The experiential approach of 

design-build encourages students (and 

teachers) “to confront their experiences 

within different systems of subjection on 

a personal level [in the] everyday.”28 In 

the process, the accumulation of know-

ledge is produced through a complex 

collective of subjectivities and historical 

encounters with the built environment. 

When students research and create 

at 1:1, they engage with the somatic 

experiences of the built environment, 

thereby exposing themselves to the 

corporeal operations of discrimination. 

Already scaled and materialized, these 

corporeal architectural encounters are 

immediately translatable to design. The 

Glass Ceiling installation is the outcome 

of an exploration into design-build’s cap-

acity to incorporate, and ultimately draw 

attention to, the issue of gender inequity 

in architecture.

INSTALLATION DESIGN  
AND EXPERIENCE

The brief for  MOVE  called for the 

installations to be exhibited in one 

of three spaces: the atrium, a large 

office, or a small office. The MSoA 

design group chose the small office as 

it was a manageable scale in which to 

manifest an immersive or experiential 

environment (fig. 4). Importantly, the 

room itself provided architectural com-

ponents—door, window and ceiling—

that we could draw upon to offer our 

interpretation. These elements provoke 

cognitive interpretations of buildings 

through use and meaning that are at 

once symbolic and actual. References to 

these elements appear in all means of 

cultural production, from literature to 

film. Doors, for example, create access 

to a space, and are symbolic portals to 

other realms. Windows frame a view, 

and have been deployed as an allegory 

for one’s views, thoughts, and desires.29 

Equally,  through manipulation of 

colour, view, and angle, for example, 

architectural elements can affect expe-

riences in time and space. The built 

environment is embedded with infor-

mation, learned over time and through 

use, as metaphor, allegory, and symbo-

lism. Exaggerated scale of buildings or 

monuments, for instance, can belittle a 

subject. Equally, physical and symbolic 

architectures, and associated learned 

behaviours can be powerful sites to 

transgress normative spatial regimes.30 

In terms of our installation, the glass 

ceiling offered an architectural meta-

phor for an unseen, yet unbreachable 

barrier keeping women from rising 

beyond a certain level in the profes-

sional hierarchy.31 The Glass Ceiling 

installation proposed that by making 

adjustments to, and thereby reima-

gining the architectural norms of an 

office in the OAA building, we could 

activate a symbolic “office of architec-

ture,” and in so doing, tell the tradi-

tionally gendered story of architecture 

through a different lens.

FIG. 4.  THIRD FLOOR PLAN OF THE OAA HEADQUARTERS IN 1989. THE BLACK CIRCLE—
AUTHORS ADDITION—INDICATES THE OFFICE IN WHICH THE GLASS CEILING 
WAS INSTALLED DURING THE MOVE: BIG INSTALLATION PARTY. THE BRIDGE 
ACROSS THE DOUBLE-HEIGHT VOLUME GAVE DIRECT ACCESS TO THE FLOOR IN 
FRONT OF THE INSTALLATION. | DRAWING COURTESY OF THE CANADIAN ARCHITECT, NOVEMBER 

1992, P. 17.

FIG. 5.  SECTION THROUGH THE NEW OAA HEADQUARTERS IN 1989 SHOWING THE STAIR GIVING 
ACCESS TO THE THIRD FLOOR. THE BLACK CIRCLE—AUTHORS ADDITION—INDICATES THE 
OFFICE IN WHICH THE GLASS CEILING WAS INSTALLED DURING THE MOVE: BIG INSTALLA-
TION PARTY. | DRAWING COURTESY OF THE CANADIAN ARCHITECT, NOVEMBER 1992, P. 16.
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The only way to move from floor to floor 

at the event was via the building’s fea-

ture stair located directly opposite the 

room with the MSoA installation (fig. 5). 

Visitors approached the Glass Ceiling from 

the top of the stair, and entered through 

the office’s wooden door which had been 

emblazoned with a black Venus symbol 

signalling that the space was gendered 

female (fig. 6). Once inside, the walls 

and ceiling covered by high-gloss black 

paint receded, faintly shimmering from 

the glow of fluctuating multicoloured 

lights. Inside, the architectural elements 

that gave form to the office were ren-

dered opaque. The window opposite the 

entrance was painted over. Cut out of 

the paint on the window’s surface was a 

quote by Danish architect Dorte Mandrup, 

“I am not a woman architect, I am an 

architect.”32 The painted-over window 

implied that one’s view (or one’s desires 

represented allegorically by the window) 

was obscured. Mandrup’s quote disrupted 

the limitations implied by the paint, car-

ving into it an ambition, and a view to the 

lights of the city outside (fig. 7).

From the door way,  v i s i tor s  were 

confronted by the glass ceiling that filled 

the office from wall to wall. Comprised 

of nineteen acrylic sheets suspended on 

T-bar ceiling hangers and aircraft cables, 

the installation hung below the office’s 

original ceiling at an angle so that the 

lowest point was opposite the entrance 

FIG. 6.  ENTRANCE TO FORMERLY KNOWN AS THE GLASS CEILING. THE SYMBOL ON THE 
DOOR AND THE SLOPED CEILING WITH ACRYLIC PANELS ABOVE ARE VISIBLE IN THIS 
IMAGE. | CHRIS BAZIW, SEPTEMBER 15, 2017.

FIG. 8.  SECTION THROUGH THE INSTALLATION FORMERLY KNOWN AS THE GLASS CEILING. | 
DRAWN BY JEREMY UPWARD.

FIG. 7.  DORTE MANDRUP’S QUOTE ON THE PAINTED-OUT OFFICE WINDOW, SEEN FROM JUST 
ABOVE THE CEILING THROUGH THE ACRYLIC PANELS. | CHRIS BAZIW, SEPTEMBER 15, 2017.

FIG. 9.  IN THIS IMAGE OF FORMERLY KNOWN AS THE GLASS CEILING, WE CAN SEE HOW THE 
CEILING FORCED VISITORS TO CROUCH UNCOMFORTABLY TO FIND THEIR WAY TO THE 
OPENING. | CHRIS BAZIW, SEPTEMBER 15, 2017.
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(fig. 8). Above the glass ceiling, quotes 

laser-etched into acrylic rectangles spun 

slowly, rendered visible by the multicolou-

red lighting. Just slightly off centre and 

located where the sloped glass ceiling 

measured four and a half feet from the 

floor, one panel was left empty. Visitors 

seeking to view the quotes searched 

across the ceiling’s reflective surface to 

find the opening. Once discovered, the 

slope of the ceiling forced them to crouch 

slightly as they moved toward the portal, 

imposing the frustrating constrictions of 

the glass ceiling on them (fig. 9). 

Making their way through the opening in 

the ceiling, visitors now experienced the 

acrylic sloping upward, serving as a remin-

der that once a woman breaks through 

the ceiling, she must continuously validate 

her position (fig. 10). Here the ceiling 

became an allegory for the experience of 

women who have breached the unbrea-

chable. Cawker, for example, having won 

the prestigious OAA headquarters archi-

tectural competition, argues it was much 

more difficult to substantiate her compe-

tency as a woman building a high-profile 

project then if she had been a man.33 She 

had broken through the glass ceiling, yet 

she still had to prove herself in ways she 

did not believe her male counterparts did. 

Hanging just above the inclined surface, 

the laser-etched quotes by contemporary 

women architects voiced small ongoing 

trials that build over time and can end 

up driving women from the profession 

(fig. 11), for instance, a quote from 

Vietnamese American architect Yen Ha 

read: “Every single day I have to remind 

someone that I am, in fact, an architect. 

And sometimes not just an architect, 

but the architect.”34 In the background, 

sound clips of Ruth Cawker, taken from 

an interview with members of the design 

team a few weeks before the exhibition, 

described her own journey as a successful 

woman architect and offered advice to 

the next generation of women architects.

I didn’t want people to think of me as a 

woman architect, I wanted to be thought of 

as an architect, plain and simple . . . today, 

I think quite differently about it. When I look 

back, it was, in fact, a struggle—a struggle 

to be considered equally competent. I feel, 

today, it’s more important than ever not to 

undermine the importance of being a woman 

in architecture, I feel the place in history 

for women architects is yet to be claimed.35

In combination, the glittering quotes 

etched into the acrylic and the sound of 

Cawker’s voice were a collective verifica-

tion of so many individual stories. Visitors 

who wanted to view the quotes had to 

actively pursue what was partially obs-

cured by the installation itself. The ins-

tallation compelled viewers to expend 

physical, emotional, and cognitive efforts 

to access the material, with the hope 

of implicating them in sensations and 

movements that alluded to the histories, 

knowledges, and ongoing experiences of 

women in architecture.36

Ellsworth explains that “architectural 

spaces and mediated cityscapes [can] 

emphasize non-cognitive processes and 

events such as movement, sensation, 

intensity, rhythm, passage, and self-

augmenting change,” with pedagogical 

intent.37 In the Glass Ceiling, the sense of 

being drawn through experiences and 

processional pathways that modulated 

intensities through physical and senso-

rial choreography was meant to affect 

FIG. 10.  THIS IMAGE OF FORMERLY KNOWN AS THE GLASS CEILING REVEALS THE VIEW LOOKING BACK 
UP THE CEILING ONCE VISITORS HAVE FOUND THEIR WAY THROUGH THE OPENING. | CHRIS BAZIW, 

SEPTEMBER 15, 2017.

FIG. 11.  IMAGE OF ONE OF THE QUOTES ETCHED INTO THE ACRYLIC PANELS 
HUNG ABOVE THE CEILING. | CHRIS BAZIW, SEPTEMBER 15, 2017.
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visitors’ emotions—inviting a resonance 

between emotions and ideas.38 Being 

drawn into the office, puzzling one’s way 

to an opening and breaking through the 

metaphoric surface of the glass ceiling, 

proposed that it was a transgressable 

barrier, yet a barrier still habituated by 

conventional ways of perceiving, thinking, 

and being in the world. Making use of 

seemingly benign architectural elements, 

the design of the installation broke with 

the conventions of office spaces. Through 

a displaced ceiling, elusive edges, expli-

cit rather than implied gendering, and 

a message where a window should be, 

the asymmetrical intervention disrupted 

habitual ways of reading buildings. The 

MSoA team’s design and installation of 

the Glass Ceiling was led by the idea that 

making discrimination visible by giving 

it a material presence makes it harder 

to ignore. The MOVE event hosted hun-

dreds of OAA members, and non-member 

friends and students from Ontario’s four 

schools of architecture. The Glass Ceiling 

was the only installation of the evening 

that was a reminder of gender disparity 

and we hope the visitors will talk about 

the experience of the Glass Ceiling by 

taking it with them to the office and into 

the design studio.

CONCLUSION

Finding methods and approaches to 

translate critical cultural theory to design 

pedagogy is challenging but essential. The 

pedagogical potential in the Glass Ceiling 

project was in the attention it focused 

on the relationship between historical 

architectural narratives and students’ 

present and future entanglements with 

gender discrimination. Collaborating on 

the design and construction of the ins-

tallation fostered discussions that led 

students to consider how different their 

architectural futures will likely be based 

on their gender. It drew attention to the 

daily discrimination female architectural 

graduates face as they begin their careers: 

the small everyday hurdles that women 

in architecture are challenged with, 

endure, and overcome, and the kinds 

of experiences hidden to most of their 

male counterparts. In this way, the project 

encouraged students to implicate them-

selves in architectural histories by coming 

to understand their role in larger political 

and social processes; it also invited consi-

deration of the ways in which architectu-

ral practice and design have traditionally 

marginalized and made such histories 

invisible. Chris Baziw, Matt Hunter, and 

Jeremy Upward, for example, each noted 

that before they started working on the 

project, they were completely unaware 

that a woman’s experience in the profes-

sion would be so significantly different 

than their own.39

Importantly, the project explored how 

architectural design can unearth histo-

ries of marginalization by deploying the 

built environment itself to materialize a 

story of gender inequity in architecture. 

Working through this problematic in 

relation to the design and construction 

of the installation meant that students 

resolved aesthetic and technical issues 

with the design relying on experiences 

from their own subject position. Simply, 

“the nuts and bolts” of the exhibition, its 

materiality, became the medium through 

which students expressed understandings 

of gender disparity. As future architects, 

it is crucial for students to develop the 

ability to critically engage with norma-

tive social structures through design. 

The thematic of gender diversity thus 

encouraged the team to push beyond 

comfortable subjectivities and implicate 

themselves as well as the built environ-

ment in gender discrimination, making, 

as Greig Chrysler explains, “the perso-

nal cultural and the cultural personal.”40 

Situating the group in the dynamic 

physical and material process of creating 

and successfully completing the installa-

tion meant working together in ways that 

fostered empathy for the experience of 

the other—through the experience indi-

viduals came to understand their own 

subject position in architecture in a new 

way.41 Examining the issue of gender dis-

crimination from different subjectivities 

meant the team collaborated on research, 

design concepts, and solutions that are 

normally relegated to the realm of the 

other, provoking the group to ask “how 

can men and women work together to 

stop gender discrimination?”42

The Glass Ceiling was an incontrovertible 

reminder that efforts made by women to 

achieve equal footing in the profession 

are ongoing. The setting for the MOVE 

event, a retrofit of the 1989 competi-

tion-winning design signalling women’s 

increasing influence and leadership in 

the profession, was a poignant opportu-

nity to draw attention to contemporary 

machinations of gender inequity in archi-

tecture. Importantly, the OAA headquar-

ters is the symbolic and actual site of the 

profession and its ambitions. By assem-

bling Ontario’s schools of architecture 

and architectural practitioners in that 

building to celebrate the renovation—

and the future of the profession—MOVE 

created an opening for the exchange of 

experiences and ideas. In that setting the 

Glass Ceiling operated in a temporary 

fashion on the edges of architecture and 

pedagogy, not fully engaged in either. 

That aspect allowed students to observe 

reactions to their design from visitors 

rather than professors, which concretized 

their accomplishments in an everyday 

social context. The project’s critique of 

gender discrimination then was not an 

abstraction thrust upon them by a criti-

cal teacher, but a material and cultural 

reality of their own making. Ultimately, 

much potential lies in small, inexpensive, 
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