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TINA GOVAN: When I went to school here I really enjoyed it but when I got out I felt a bit at a 
loss in terms of fitting into a traditional architecture firm. After the School of Design I worked 
in the Peace Corps in West Africa for a couple of years and taught architecture and math. When 
I returned, I attended grad school at MIT for two years, where I met and studied with several 
professors from Japan. Through those connections, I was able to work in Japan for a couple 
of years. I had a whole different kind of experience working there, and that has influenced 
me to this day. It’s a different kind of professional role than you see typically here in the U.S. I 
experienced a more integrated personal and professional life combination – it wasn’t so much 
about punching a clock. We ate together, we got up from our desk in the middle of the day and 
go to the public bath or sauna together. I really admired that model and didn’t see anything like 
it in the U.S. When I returned, I wondered, ‘Can I have that happen here?’ But it was a difficult 
goal to achieve. 

By the time I came back from Japan, I was also at the point where I wanted to have a family so 
there were all these different kinds of experiences and demands on me that were happening 
at the same time I was trying to become a professional architect. I was constantly shifting and 
reevaluating what I needed to do and almost by necessity, I had to find my own work since I was 
going to have a family. Balancing family and career was another challenge I hadn’t prepared 
myself for.

My career has just sort of evolved, not according to any real prepared plan. It’s a discovery 
process. I never felt like ‘Oh I’m there. I’ve made it now.’ It’s a constantly evolving process. 
You’re always dissatisfied or hungry for the next thing or adjusting to the market or changing 
circumstances that are constantly happening so you stay in a state of unease in a way, trying to 
make things better and discover what it is that you want to do. That is hopefully the thing that 
unfolds as you work.   
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I would love to give that back to people. If everybody’s working 
together it changes things. Sometimes you have to just go 
with unconventional things in order to create real change and 
impact in the world. 

My career is a discovery process. I never felt like, “Oh, I’m there. I’ve made 
it now.” It’s a constantly evolving process. You’re always dissatisfied or hungry for 

the next thing or adjusting to the market or changing circumstances so you stay in 
a state of unease in a way, trying to make things better and discover what it is that 

you want to do. That is hopefully the thing that unfolds as you work.   

DARE COULTER: That’s really what I’m hoping for. When you say you saw the things you didn’t 
want – I’m seeing those things now. Just talking to people it seems like everyone is so unhappy 
with what they’re doing and I’m looking at this and saying “Ok. What is it that I want to do?”
I have this idea that I’ve termed, “absent money;” it’s the idea that I need to figure out a way 
to make income so that I can go and live life since I want to travel and see the world. I think if 
your life happens in a way that you want to or if you can go for the sort of lifestyle where you 
can make your own way like you’ve done with your career and life, then that’s a great thing. 

TINA GOVAN: So many designers aspire to run their own businesses and it would be helpful 
for students to have some education around the business aspect of design. With [design] 
education you don’t get a lot of perspective on that. In the field of architecture, women tend 
to drop out of it to a great extent. The women who do actually become architects is not that 
great of a percentage in the profession because of the whole family issue – they can’t figure 
out how to balance the two. I think that’s a shame. Women bring a very critical perspective 
to the profession. We just need new models for how to work in this country. The traditional 
architectural office, with the boss, the hierarchy and the underlings, is an outdated model. 

DARE COULTER: Sometimes you have to just go with unconventional things in order to create 
real change and impact in the world. For example, I have always wanted to be a tattoo artist, 
so I got a couple of jobs at local tattoo shops and eventually ended up becoming a manager. 
Ultimately one day I’d like to open my own center doing tattoos for women who have had breast 
cancer since plastic surgeons are generally responsible for doing tattooing after surgery. After 
that reconstructive surgery it allows people the chance to reclaim a part of themselves and I 
would love to give that back to people. If everybody’s working together it changes things. 

TINA GOVAN: There’s an interesting thing that I’m involved in that’s been developing recently.   
It’s just in the incubator stage and partly due to Obamacare. People are now more able to 
go out, start their own firms and have their own initiative because they don’t have to rely on 
an employer for health care, which is huge. I have a colleague who is just starting his own 
venture as a result of this. He, myself, and a few other practicing designers and architects 
are starting an umbrella firm of sorts. We could share knowledge and contacts and go after 
projects that we couldn’t do as easily on our own. We could each broaden our horizons by 
getting experience in other areas of the field and working with others. It’s a way to blur the 
boundaries between these “firm silos”and foster greater collaboration. We have the ability to 
form a flexible and dynamic group of people that can work together, which is reminiscent of 
the Japanese studio course I took at MIT. I also appreciate that we’re all on equal footing as 
business owners and have our own identities. We can come together around something and 
have a certain looseness and fun – and move out of the somewhat typical stuffy architecture 
business model. I’m hopeful that sort of new model will blossom and spread and evolve.
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