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1 
WHAT KIND OF GUIDE IS THIS AND WHO IS IT FOR? 

 
I’m a horrendous test-taker. It’s true, and there’s no point 

in feeling embarrassed that I’ve never been any good at it. 
Standardized tests like the ARE are the oil to my water—we 
don’t mix. It’s one of the biggest reasons I avoided it for so 
long. Of course, there were many other excuses too. Life got 
in the way, blah blah blah. You know what I’m talking about. 
I was at the point where I wanted to elevate my career and 
the only person keeping me from doing it was myself. It was 
time I did something about it. And once I got my license, I 
had learned so much along the way that I decided I wanted 
to write this book to help you get yours too.  

This guide is for you. 
I hope you are reading this because you want to become a 

real architect. So what does that mean? What is an architect? 
Well, you and I both know that’s a loaded question. Our 
profession has so many facets and possible avenues to be 



ARE HACKS 

 

10 

pursued that it’s a muddy subject. But you know that in 
order to legally call yourself an “architect,” you have to be 
licensed (or registered, depending on where you live—more 
on this below). Sure, you can practice architecture by working 
for another architect or in an office that does architecture, 
but again you can’t legally call yourself an architect until 
you’re licensed. You can only play one on TV.  

A few guides are available that tell you what to study to 
pass the ARE’s. Many companies want to sell you their study 
materials because it’s a lucrative business, and candidates 
need all the help they can get navigating the opaque and 
obtuse process of studying for and passing the exams. This is 
not a book that tells you what to study, although I do have 
some preferred study materials that I talk about later in the 
resources chapter. Instead, I wrote this guide to teach you 
how to study for the ARE’s.  

This guide will give you an understanding of what you are 
up against, help you create a plan for success, and show you 
the kind of commitment it takes to persevere through the 
process. It’s a manual of sorts—something you should read 
before you attempt to put all the pieces together only to find 
that there are a few screws left over afterward. I’ve included 
many hacks, strategies, checklists, reminders, and other tips 
and tricks to help you along the way to make sure you get a 
complete understanding.  

Maybe you’ve recently graduated from an architecture 
program at a university, or maybe you did that a few years 
ago and are ready to move your career forward. Perhaps you 
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never had time to get your license and now you are 
wondering if it’s too late. Or maybe you are like me and 
you’ve been working in architecture for a long time. You 
might have a family and a busy life. The thought of having to 
go through the process to get your license now that you’re 
responsible for so much can be overwhelming.  

Passing the ARE is probably the hardest thing I’ve ever 
done. It’s not as though I keep a record of all the hardest 
things I’ve accomplished, but it would be at the top of my 
list if I did. I’ve heard others say the tests are easy. Good for 
them! It wasn’t easy for me. But now that I’ve done it I want 
to make the process easier for you, wherever you fall on the 
scale of your career in architecture. We can all use some help. 
I want to demystify it so you will be prepared.  

As I said previously, this is the guide I wish I could have 
had before I started studying for the tests. I would have 
loved to have been able to read this information to help the 
process be much less painful than it was. It would have saved 
me so much trouble, and that’s what I hope it can do for you 
too.  

Many people start the process of studying and taking the 
exams but don’t make it all the way through. Maybe they 
pass one or two and the commitment becomes a burden 
when they realize how much work it really is. Or maybe they 
fail an exam at some point and the weight crushes them like 
a vengeful design studio jury during a final project critique in 
school. Oh, the drama!  
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This guide will help you understand, among other things, 
how to gain the momentum you need and use it to your 
advantage to make it all the way to the end. And this guide 
will teach you what to do when you fail a section of the ARE 
and you feel like quitting. Don’t allow yourself to be 
someone who starts, then quits. It’s time to finish what you 
started when you thought you might want to be an architect 
and made it through school to earn your degree. Use this 
guide to help you silence the persistent voice in the back of 
your head forever. It’s time to get licensed so you can finally 
call yourself an architect. No more excuses.  

So what are you waiting for?  
Consider two questions: How do you accomplish a task 

many people think is the hardest thing they’ve ever done? 
And how do you dedicate yourself to doing something 
worthwhile, even though it takes a long time to carry out?  

The exams are set up so candidates are not encouraged to 
share with others about the process they are involved in, 
which makes it so there’s potentially no accountability from 
your colleagues or peers to help you get it done. I’m not 
talking about actual test content—just the process of taking 
the ARE’s. When it gets difficult, and there’s no social 
pressure, most people quit. You know what it’s like. The 
sequence often goes: You study, take a test, get to question 
four, experience how difficult it is, realize no one’s watching 
(let alone knows you’re even taking the test), and you quit. 
You walk out of the door, go home and decide to eat some 
M&M’s and watch television.  
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All of this is what you’re up against. And it may sound 
like a lot, but you have to decide two things: First, you have 
to decide whether getting licensed is worthwhile. Second, you 
have to decide whether you will show up every day to do the 
work. If you can do these two things, then you are well on 
your way to achieving your goals of becoming an architect.  

 
Sidebar: A quick disclaimer before moving on: 
throughout this book, I refer to getting your 
architecture “license.” I live in California, and 
architects here are licensed. In many states, architects 
are registered. I get it, so let’s not argue the finer 
points of this and assume it’s all the same thing for the 
purposes of this book.  

Why should you trust this guide? 
 
Because I’ve done everything in it, and it works. I 

designed it as I went, tweaked it when necessary, and created 
a successful plan. Now I’m going to teach you how to do the 
same thing so you can get your license too.  

I waited fifteen years before starting to study for my 
exams, when many would consider it much too late to 
accomplish such a thing. Waiting so long definitely made it 
harder than it should have been, and I do advocate for 
getting your testing done as early in your career as you 
possibly can so it’s out of the way. But there’s also something 
to be said for gaining experience in the profession and 
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workplace before starting to sit for the exams. No matter 
your situation, I wrote this to give you an overall 
understanding of the process and a strategy for conquering 
the ARE as I did.  

Who this guide is for 
 
I wrote this guide for people who crave freedom. How 

will you gain freedom? Allow me to highlight three ways: 
First, this book is for anyone who wants to become an 

architect, because if you want to be an architect, you first 
have to pass the ARE’s. Passing the tests and becoming an 
architect gave me freedom. I can now do anything I want to 
do because I won’t ever have to take the ARE’s again. If you 
want to dig in deeper and learn more about what the title of 
Architect means and doesn’t mean, there are many resources 
available that will teach you the nuances of the title. You can 
also watch or listen to a podcast3 I participated in discussing 
the topic if you’d like to hear my thoughts on the title of 
architect and what it means today. 

Second, this book is for anyone who wants to be free 
from the voice in their head that won’t shut up. Completing 
the ARE’s freed me from the voice in my head that kept 
saying I wasn’t good enough. It freed me from the voice in 
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my head that I hadn’t finished what I started so many years 
before. I always had that voice in the back of my head that 
made me feel guilty for not completing the tests. I finally 
silenced it. Passing the ARE’s granted me the freedom to 
move on with my career and accomplish more. If you have 
those voices in your head, however loud or soft they are, 
know they can be silenced and it is a wonderful feeling to be 
rid of them. 

Last, you will have the freedom to pursue anything you 
set your mind to. Once I completed testing, I felt as if I 
could do anything. It’s empowering. Now that I’ve achieved 
my goal, I’m can concentrate my time and energy on 
elevating my career goals, and that’s what I desire for you 
too. Getting your license is a critical stepping-stone for a 
career in the profession of architecture. Depending on your 
specific path, there is only so far you can go in your career 
without one. Break through that ceiling and give yourself 
what you need to move up. It’s time to stop putting your 
career and personal trajectory on hold.  

The following snippet of text from the NCARB website4 
summarizes the process you’re in for succinctly. It’s titled 
“Change the world your way. Get licensed”:  

 

                                                                                                            
 
 
 
3 Listen to the podcast at: http://architectexamprep.com/2014/02/009-so-you-wanna-

call-yourself-an-architect-podcast/ 
4 See more at the NCARB website: http://www.ncarb.org/Becoming-an-

Architect/Change-the-World.aspx 
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To be an architect, you need to be licensed. Architects are 

responsible for protecting the public health, safety, and welfare, so 

earning a license isn’t meant to be easy. The demanding academics, 

years of internship, and professional exam—it’s a path designed to 

prepare you for meeting the great responsibilities of the profession. 

If you’re going to change the world, would you want it any other 

way? 

 
Maybe it’s their way of post-justifying why it’s such a 

difficult thing to do, but I took it as a challenge and I hope 
you will too. This guide is meant to help you fulfill your goal 
of not only becoming an architect, but also to change the 
world! A lofty goal? Perhaps. I’d say it’s lofty and achievable. 
All you need now is a practical way to get through the 
process. 

Who this guide is not  for 
 
Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Before moving on, I also 

want to tell you who this guide is not for. It’s not for people 
who give up easily. I give advice that will attempt to push 
you harder than you might be used to and I’ll ask you to do 
things you probably won’t naturally want to do. The status 
quo doesn’t get you through the grueling process of passing 
the ARE, I’m sorry to say.  

Prepare yourself, because there will be times when you 
will want to quit and bury your head in a pillow. There will 
be times when you will try to persuade yourself that it’s not 
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worth the effort and the discipline. There will be times when 
you’ll want to binge-watch House of Cards on Netflix instead 
of doing anything related to the ARE. All these things 
happened to me along the way. Don’t despair—I know you 
can do it! But please know I didn’t write this book for people 
who quit.  

Lastly, this book is not for people who take failure 
personally. I want to help you through the process, which 
includes the potential of failure. Yes, many people went 
through the tests unscathed, and I consider them 
superhuman. Perhaps they were just fortunate. We’ll talk 
more about the subject of failure later in the book. I’ve got a 
whole section on it because it’s a reality in this game. Just 
realize that the process is flawed and failure is not a death 
sentence. Failure is, however, an opportunity for you to learn 
about perseverance.  

Your post-ARE world 
 
What can you look forward to after completing the 

ARE's? As you know, there are many reasons to get your 
license. The most important reason for me was to stop the 
self-grumbling and finish after years of avoiding the exams. I 
wanted more than anything to move on with my life. 
Although that’s an intangible reason, there could be some 
measurable benefits waiting for you when you finish. 

Although not guaranteed, professional promotions are a 
possibility when you get your license. Many job titles and 
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positions require some experience and include licensure as a 
bullet point on the list of stipulations. This could be a 
motivator to get you to the next level in the firm you work 
for and the profession at large.  

Though we may not care to admit it, there is an implicit 
respect given to those whom are licensed which those whom 
are not won’t receive. It’s not something often talked about, 
but in my experience it’s a reality we are confronted with. 
People who are licensed share camaraderie, and sometimes a 
position in a firm will depend upon having it.  

Another motivator for many seeking licensure is 
monetary. A bonus is a great way for a firm to celebrate their 
recently licensed professionals because almost everyone 
speaks the language of money. The firm I worked for had a 
policy that anyone who got their license would receive a large 
stipend—half once they received their license and the 
remaining half one year later. The benefit was important to 
me, but probably not in the way you’re thinking because I 
didn’t do it for the money. It showed me that the firm I 
worked for valued my commitment and that they took what 
I went through seriously. Although it’s rare (not all firms 
offer this benefit, of course) or they may offer it in large or 
small amounts, the nice thing is there are some firms offering 
this benefit at all. 

Upon licensure, some states require a switch from hourly 
to salary with a compensation increase to offset for the lack 
of overtime pay, therefore potentially providing better 
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payouts and bonuses. It depends on labor laws, so it’s good 
to know what triggers may be waiting in store for you. 

Once you get your license, you can look forward to being 
able to move beyond it to bigger and better things in your 
life and career. As I said earlier, this was the largest motivator 
for me that I’ll be talking about later in this book. For you 
this could mean a promotion, more income, more trips, 
vacations, family time, happy hours, movies, and so on. You 
get the idea. For now, if you can delay these advancements 
and activities until you get your license, things will be so 
much better when you get them all back. Delayed 
gratification pays dividends with the ARE, and I’m speaking 
from experience. I’ll be touching on all of this throughout 
the book because it’s a strategy that works. 

After licensure, you can join architecture’s most widely 
known membership organization—the American Institute of 
Architects (AIA). While it is possible to become an Associate 
Member of the AIA before you’re licensed, you’ll have the 
choice to become a full member afterward. Although many 
people debate whether it is truly a “benefit” of getting your 
license, I think it has merit. There is a public perception that 
only those with the three magic letters after their name are 
actually architects. Of course, we know this isn’t true, but the 
perception carries an undeniable weight.  

The benefit you would see by becoming a member of the 
AIA is that you would also be giving yourself a seat at the 
table to affect change in our profession. Although you have 
to pay for that privilege through annual dues, it allows you to 
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do this in a way that you cannot otherwise. For those of you 
reading this who want to make our profession better for 
architects, becoming an AIA member is a solid means of 
doing it. They make resources available that you wouldn’t 
otherwise have access to, and you can be involved in 
changing policies and direction of the areas of the Institute 
you have interest in. 

There are many other reasons to join the AIA and no one 
can help you understand that better than they can. Visit their 
website to learn more and see if it’s something for you.5  

Speaking of changing the profession, how about 
progressing it further to change the world in some way? 
Once you have your license, I hope you use it to make a 
difference. No longer will you have to spend your time 
studying the mundane materials to pass the exams. You’ll 
finally have time to be a part of the profession that affects 
our world’s built environment in meaningful ways you might 
have dreamed of. A license won’t give you super powers, but 
I like to think once you’re used to spending your spare time 
studying and you finish all the tests, you’ll be able to use that 
newly found time to do something great. Don’t waste it. The 
world and the architectural profession need you. 

                                                
 
 
 
5 Learn more about becoming a member at the AIA website: http://aia.org/join/ 
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Appendix 
LINKS AND RESOURCES 

 
A page with clickable links can be found on my website 

so you can bookmark it in your browser: 

arehacks.com/book-resources 


