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Program Title: 
Community College Annual Student Design Competition 
 
Area(s) of focus: 
Public Outreach and Emerging Professionals 
 
Program description: 
The AIA Orange County (AIAOC) Student Design Competition is a member-supported, local 
community college-based program amalgamating course curriculum with professional design 
experience. 
 
In addition to classroom work, students meet at the firm office(s) to experience what work-life post-
graduation may entail. For the past two years, AIAOC has had two firms serve as host, one a small 
custom residential firm, and the other an international large firm, allowing students an opportunity 
to experience diverse work environments. 
 
Over three months, competitors produce a portfolio driving professional development while 
participating in mentoring sessions that deepen exposure to firm culture and the architecture 
profession. 
 
How does this program address the area of focus? 
This competition strategically strengthens pathways for students interested in architecture. As 
community colleges use this competition as part of their course curriculum, an authentic design 
experience is simulated while simultaneously facilitating networking opportunities with member 
firms. The firm exposure and potential monetary awards provide participants with an inside view of 
the profession and an incentive and means for pursuing architecture degrees. 
 
Who is the intended audience?  
Our intended audience includes community college students and faculty, and member firms to 
engage aspiring architects and support their advancement to accredited schools. Compared to other 
counties surrounding Orange County, public or private universities with an accredited architectural 
school are lacking. Alternatively, Orange County has excellent college programs specifically made to 
help with student advancement. Many Orange County students start in a 2-year college program to 

https://network.aia.org/components/viewdocument/aia-orange-county-2021-student-desi?CommunityKey=bab55c19-cb25-4f48-8350-f90d28d5cbf0


help reduce the expense of an accredited school. This program serves as a catalyst for those students 
interested in architecture careers.  
 
What is the budget?  
 
Scholarship- In 2021, AIAOC awarded $5,000 in scholarships ($2,500 from each firm). 
First Place (1) $ 2,250 
Second Place (1) $ 1,500 
Third Place (1) $ 1,250 
Merit Award(s) $ 200 ea. 
 
AIAOC relies on member firms to cover the scholarship costs. As scholarship sponsors, firms also 
receive the benefits of an annual AIAOC sponsor.  
 
Closing Celebration- $250 (Food and beverage). 
 
AIAOC hosts an evening event where students showcase their design boards. This is a member event 
in the spring with over 100 attendees.  
 
Design Boards- Boards are the responsibility of the student.  However, AIAOC donates old boards, 
and the past two years boards have been virtual.  Boards are still required, but only virtual ones to 
help reduce student/college costs. 
 
Steps to implement this program: 
 
Step 1: Build a relationship with the colleges. (Consider members who may teach, firm connections, 
and member alumni)  
 
Step 2: Designate one of the Board Directors to oversee the competition.  
 
Step 3: Locate a host firm(s).  
 
Step 4: Develop the program with college professors (important since these are first- and second-
year college students - you can easily overwhelm them if too complicated). 
 
The Student design competition committee meets in early Fall to decide the program. The 
committee consists of the host firm, AIAOC executive director, and representatives from the 
colleges. 
 
Step 6: Determine project site. The site selection is done as a collaborative effort between the 
colleges and the SDC committee so that it is relevant to the students’ studies. 
 
Step 5: Prepare a calendar with specified critique dates and start/finish dates. (Note, this is a 3-month 
project that includes critiques with AIAOC members at specific intervals throughout the development 
of the projects.) 



Step 6: Plan and host closing ceremony to showcase design boards and announce winners. Winners 
are announced, but not the level of award. 

Step 7: Invite winners and all participants to the annual AIAOC design awards gala, where all awards 
are given. Students attend and come to the stage for acceptance of the award, just like member 
firms. Their designs boards are also displayed alongside firm boards. 


