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hen I first asked Phoebe Crisman

about the Learning Barge I had no
idea the effect that it would have on my on
my architectural education. The oppor-
tunity to work on the Learning Barge has
been among my best experiences at the
University. The Learning Barge is an off-
grid, floating environmental education
field station. Its goal is to engage and edu-
cate students through hands-on explora-
tion of the Elizabeth River ecology and
sustainable systems. Our design acts as
a model of green architecture that easily
communicates with people of all ages. We
have allowed the architecture of the barge
to develop and house various education
stations. Each material has been chosen
for its environmental qualities and abil-
ity to educate students about sustainable
options. Some materials are obvious such
as a patchwork wall of recycled road signs.
Others tell a story. For instance, the white
oak panels of wood used to clad the enclo-
sure are of various thicknesses and widths
because they were collected from trees
that were already fallen or dead.

As a student in the School of Architec-
ture I spent many sleepless nights work-
ing to complete design projects that were
filed away at the end of the semester. The
Learning Barge was the first opportunity
for many of us to see our designs come to
life. Through the design+build process
the tools we used expanded beyond com-

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

May 18, 2007

Building a Barge

puters and drawing boards to table saws
and drills. Knowing that we were actually
going to be building our work, drawings
demanded a level of detail and clarity
that is easily overlooked in other studios.
We needed to figure out not only dimen-
sions but also the process and cost of our
designs. We learned to develop our skills
beyond conceptual design. This exercise
is one that no other class was really able
to communicate.

The collaborative effort of the Learning
Barge has been especially valuable. The
project is rooted in the values of the Eliza-
beth River Project, a nonprofit organiza-
tion dedicated to cleaning up the polluted
Elizabeth River. This connection has cre-
ated the opportunity to reach beyond the
school of architecture and into the greater
community. Throughout the process we
have been working with engineers from
the university to develop our solar panel
and wind turbine energy systems. We are
also collaborating with naval engineer
Eric Matherne. These collaborations help
us to push the limits of what is possible for
energy production and barge fabrication.
The past two semesters have been con-
ducted as a vertical studio, a mix between
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graduate and undergraduate design stu-
dents. As an undergraduate member I
have valued the patience and experience
that the graduates students have contrib-
uted to the team. As a team the collabora-
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tion between levels was very successful
and the class differentiation was indistin-
guishable. Every member made unique,
significant contributions.

Representing three semesters of stu-
dents, our studio has presented the proj-
ect in multiple cities. As we continue to
promote the Learning Barge our enthusi-
asm is contagious. In April we competed
against 40 other universities in the EPA's
P3 competition in Washington D.C. At the
end of two days we had educated hun-
dreds on our environmental systems,
held the first of many classes on the barge,
and were rewarded with a $75,000 grant
to continue our work. The response we
have received has given me pride to be a
part of the Learning Barge team and rein-
forced the integrity of my U.Va. degree.
We are very fortunate as students of this
University to have the leadership and pas-
sion of professors like Phoebe Crisman.
Because of the barge process I feel confi-
dent graduating and moving into the real
world. The University of Virginia prepares
us not to simply succeed but to excel. We
are imbedded with values that will carry
into our work. I now have a strong com-
mitment to responsible, green architec-
ture and feel that it is not simply one way
to design, but that it is the only way to
design. ~

s I look back on my experiences at

U.Va,, I can’t help but feel a sense of
awe. I am still having a hard time believ-
ing that I could be so fortunate. It took a
few years, but I finally convinced myself
that my transfer application was indeed
accepted, and there wasn’t some sort of
clerical error. Now U.Va. is telling me that
I'm graduating? Yah, sure.

Regardless, U.Va. has given me many
more opportunities than just a chance
to walk the Lawn. I've experienced other
cultures, attended provocative classes and
mastered a discipline I never thought I'd
be interested in (hint: economics). Most
of all, the school has encouraged me to
discover myself and find what it is that 'm
truly passionate about.

This “self-discovery” started my first
year here, when I experimented with a
couple “cool” new technologies in my
spare time. I set up wireless networks,
designed Web sites, played with satel-
lite signals and built Web servers. More
so than the school I previously attended,
U.Va. helped every step of the way. I
learned Web design techniques from a
University club. Campus network admin-
istrators helped me configure my servers
and granted them unrestricted access
to the Internet. I even learned a new
programming language from a student
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across the hall. U.Va. provided me with
everything I needed to learn and grow.
Actually, make that almost everything:
I could’'ve used a bigger room! Short on

space, I ended up running my Web serv-
ers from underneath my bed. Atleast they
kept things warm at night!

In the next two years, I turned my inter-
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est in these technologies into an actual
online business. Even as things grew, I
still found a wealth of support around
me. Mark White, a McIntire School of
Commerce professor, provided countless
hours of mentoring and “constructive crit-
icism.” Mary Hatch, another commerce
professor, put me in touch with inspiring
executives in my industry. I got support
from my classmates. I met friends at U.Va.
that would become mentors, cofound-
ers and even employees. Together, we
all learned about what it took to run a
business. Over the years, we founded an
entrepreneur’s club, met with successful
alumni and even traveled to Silicon Valley
to visit other startups.

With all this help from my professors
and fellow students, my business began to
get attention, and I had my first custom-
ers. Shortly after, I started receiving orders
from around the country and getting calls
around the clock. To my astonishment,
my business was soon supporting me.

By sheer coincidence, it was around this
time that the school started sending the
tuition bills to my address, instead of my
parents. I never found out whether this
was their doing, or some U.Va. mix up.
Regardless, tuition is the least I can give
back to the school, and in the near future
I hope to give much more. A'd






