
1 

 

 

 

  

B e n j a m i n  A .  R u d g e r s ,  A r c h i t e c t 

3 3 4  H i c k o r y  W o o d s  D r i v e 

A u b u r n ,  A l  3 6 8 3 0 

b r u d g e r s @ a r e f a q . c o m 

  

1 0 / 7 / 2 0 1 0  

 
 Structural Vignette Study Guide 

ARCHITECT REGISTRATION EXAM v4.0 



2 

 

 

Welcome to NCARBland. 

Ignore your professional experience! 

!ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ȅƻǳ ŘƻΧ 

Don't try to use Architecture! 

 

 

 

 

 

THIS PERSON IS NOT IN THE 

RIGHT FRAME OF MIND FOR 

THE SITE ZONING VIGNETTE.  

DON'T BE THIS PERSON

 

The ARE always looks like something you've seen before. 

It isn't. 

It isn't a building. 

It isn't a roof. 

It isn't a stair. 

Those are not trees. 

There are no occupants to get caught in a fire. 

Because there are no fires. 

It is a test, and only a test. 

It is not a building. 

 

1.   from ς  The Toa te ARE 
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Structural Vignette Introduction:  

This vignette is used to determine if you are minimally 

competent to practice architecture. 

b/!w.ƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǾƛƎƴŜǘǘŜ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŎƻǇŜΣ ōǳǘ 

makes up for it with byzantine complexity. 

What you need to prepare for the Structural Layout 

Vignette:  

1. This Study Guide 

2. NCARB  ARE STUDY GUIDE:  PROGRAMMING, PRACTICE, & 

PLANNING 

3. b/!w.Ωǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜΦ 

 

There is no extra credit for not killing trees, 

For aligning windows and toilet rooms, 

For adding room for flashing, 

Or installing an extra door. 

Your solution will be scored by a machine and that's it. 

No one will ever see your test solution and comment on your 

brilliance. 

You will not have a chance to explain why what you did is 

better or how your interpretation is reasonable. 

You will not have a chance to explain your design. 

Design doesn't enter into it. 

The computer will just score what is there in the way it was 

programmed. 

 

  from ς  The Toa te ARE 
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ABOUT THE STUDY GUIDE 

The process of completing the Structural Layout vignette is intended to 

be moderately complex. 

Use this guide as a starting point for your preparation.   

The written material in this guide is intended to assist you in 

understanding what the Structural Layout vignette is really all about.  

The practice activities are intended to assist you in learning the 

mechanics required to complete each task.    

Think about the exercises as providing opportunities for drill rather 

than simulations of the entire vignette. 
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PART 1: BEFORE YOU BEGIN 
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Alligators, Logs, and Red Herrings

There's an old saying, "When you're up to your ass in alligators, it's 

hard to remember that you came to drain the swamp."  That's the way 

the Structural Vignette is designed. 

Candidates need to remember their objective and recognize the 

requirements which are relevant to solving the vignette, and those 

which are not.  To help you do so, here is a brief field guide to swamp 

critters. 

Alligators  

An alligator will bite you.  Hard.  Alligators are the core of 

the test - the items which are actually measured and scored.  Getting 

bit by an alligator can affect your score.  A few Baby Gator bites won't 

matter.  But a Bull Gator will grab hold and pull you underwater until 

you drown.  It's the sort of mistake that can wreck your solution to the 

point where you fail. 

It is critical to recognize the Alligators on the exam and deal with them.  

Be aware that rubbing an alligators belly puts it to sleep. 

Logs 

Logs don't bite.  But, when you are in a panicked rush to get 

across the swamp, a log can be mistaken for an alligator.  Wasting time 

going dealing with a log just puts you further behind schedule. 

On the test logs are just dead wood. They fill out the written material 

often for the sake of "let's pretend, it's not NCARBland."  Sometimes, 

just to tell you that you don't have to do something which can't be 

done using the software, anyway. 

Red Herrings 

Red Herrings look like something helpful, but they throw 

you off track.  Following them wastes time, and anything that wastes 

time makes passing more difficult.  A red herring sends you off in the 

wrong direction, and the Structural Vignette has so many of them that 

it is hard to believe that they're not there on purpose. 
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The Software Tutorials  

Begin your preparation process as if you have never taken an ARE 

section before.  Start where NCARB expects you to start, with the 

Tutorials rather than the practice vignette. 

Review Common Tools Tutorials  

4. Common Tools Draw Tutorial: 

5. Review the Symbol Tool and do the stupid practice exercise 

because Columns are a symbol tool. 

6. Review Line Tool and do the stupid practice exercise because 

"beam or lintel" and "bearing wall with bond beam" behave 

are line tools. 

7. Review the Two Point Rectangle Tool because joists and 

decking are two point rectangle tools. 

8. Common Tools Move Adjust Tutorial: 

9. Review Symbol for Columns.  Practice it. 

10. Review Lines for "beam or lintel" and "bearing wall with bond 

beam" and practice it. 

11. Review Rectangle for joists and decking and practice it. 

Review Structural Systems Tools Tutorial  

12. Structural Systems Tools 

13. Review the Layers Tool Tutorial and practice it 

.  

14.  

Figure 1:  Start with the Common Tools Tutorial 

  

Yes I know it seems really dumb to spend time 

reviewing the idiotic software. 

But it's not dumb. 

 

EVERYTHING IN THE TUTORIALS IS FAIR GAME FOR 

THE TEST. 

Start Here 

Go Here Next 

This is last 
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Try the practice Vignette  

NCARB's practice vignettes can be very useful or entirely counter-

productive depending on how you use them. 

What not to do. 

It is common for candidates who focus on getting the right 

answer, to mislead themselves into believing that they have mastered 

the vignette.  They will sit down and work through it and post their 

answer online at areforum.org.  When told of their mistakes they will 

make corrections and repost. 

They may have come up with the right answer, but the process by 

which they arrived at it cannot be used at the test center because the 

ARE doesn't include the "call a friend" lifeline. 

 

  

Don't start the practice 

vignette yet 

I want to talk theory First. 

If you cannot identify and correct 

every error you make during the 

test all by yourself, you are likely 

to fail Structural Layout.  
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Processes, Methods, Recipes, and Algorithms. 

When you practice the vignette I recommend that you focus on the 

way in which you solve the vignette not the fact that you arrived at a 

passing solution. 

In other words:  

During preparation focus on the process method recipe  or algorithm 

you are using. It's like math class.  What is important is that you show 

your work. 

You will not become an architect just because you can solve the 

practice vignette in twenty minutes. They don't award licenses based 

on your ability to solve the same problem ten times. 

Instead, you will get one shot at a new problem. This will measure your 

technique for solving the vignette. Improving your technique is all that 

matters. 

Your process must be repeatable, consistent, and produce correct 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΧƭƛƪŜ ŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎΦ 

 

 

Al, tell them what they've won! 

 

  

Exam Problem

Apply Method

Correct Solution

Exam Problem

Apply Method

Correct Solution
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A Word from Al Gore about his Invention  

This Study Guide is my tribute to Al Gore. The study guide develops an 

algorithm for solving the structural layout vignette.  And even though it 

seems endless at times, there really are a finite number of steps for 

solving the problem. 

There's also a lot of commentary on the algorithm because I believe it 

is important for candidates to really understand the test in order to 

maximize their chances for success. 

An algorithm is a way of solving a particular type of problem "by the 

numbers."  It does first things first, and last things last.  Unsurprisingly, 

middle things come in between. 

It is possible to pass the ARE without a method, just as it is possible to 

build a building without a program and budget up front.  There's 

nothing inherently wrong with "working it out during construction," so 

long as you achieve your goal.  Sure it may take longer, but there are 

no liquidated damages associated with the six-month delay which a 

failed test entails. 

  

Hi, my name is Al Gore and I invented the algorithm. 

 

According to Wikipedia (which is on the internet 

(which I also invented): 

 an algorithm is an effective method for 

solving a problem using a finite sequence 

of instructions. 

 

Tipper would call it rather call it a recipe, but I like 

things named after me. 

 

Figure 2:  It's a fact:  Al Gore does not 
endorse this book 
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Tips and Tricks  

I'll be blunt. 

I hate the very idea of "tips and tricks." 

The mindset is grossly counter-productive to passing the ARE because 

it encourages taking the exam lightly.   

Knowledge, skills and techniques are what is needed to assure success.  

You want a tip:  take the vignette more seriously than everyone on the 

internet and in your office and at the local AIA meeting tells you to.  

Sure you might pass without doing so, but "might pass" isn't good 

enough for an architect.  

Suppose someone said, "Here's a tip to meet life safety requirements."  

What could it be other than analyze the building and study the code? 

Approach the exam with the same seriousness you approach 

professional practice.  The worst mistake anyone can make is to think 

they can game the exam.  You can't game the multiple choice without 

cheating, and it is pretty much impossible to game the vignette. 

The study guide can show you how to solve the structural layout 

vignettes, but it will take the hard work and time which learning 

requires. 

The trick to passing the vignette is thorough preparation. You need to 

be able to recognize your own errors and correct them within the time 

allotted.  You need to learn to avoid most errors before you step into 

the testing room.   

Tip: A few extra weeks of preparation can save you six months. 
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PART 2: BREAKING DOWN THE VIGNETTE TEXT 

SCREENS 
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Introduction to the Five text screens  

The ARE is designed to test your reading comprehension. 

Don't believe me? 

The Structural Layout Vignette has six screens. 

Five of them contain text, only one contains graphics. 

You may be a "visually oriented person" but you are going to be tested 

on your reading ability. 

The good news is that you can prepare for the actual test vignette by 

practicing reading the screens of the practice program and taking notes 

on them. 

The bad news is that you can not really afford to skip reading them in 

the testing room. 

However, the more familiar you are with the practice vignette text 

screens, the more readily you will understand the written portions of 

ǘƘŜ ǘŜǎǘ ǾƛƎƴŜǘǘŜΧŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ 

recognize any differences between the practice vignette requirements 

and the test itself. 
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The Index  

The index is for navigating the five text screens. 

There are four linked pages and the index button which will return you 

to the index screen. 

 

  

Links 

 

 

Link 

 

Link 
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The Vignette Directions  

The Vignette Directions for the practice vignette are probably identical 

or nearly identical to the directions you will encounter on the test. 

By practicing reading them during your preparation you will be able to 

read and understand them more quickly in the testing room.  

More importantly by striving to read and understand them before you 

get into the test room, you will be able to incorporate their 

requirements in your solution without worries. 

  

The Program for your test vignette will obviously be different from that 

given in the practice program. 

However,  much of the practice program contents (and by extension 

the test program) tells you what you are not supposed to do (negative 

requirements) in order to simplify the solution and standardize the 

tasks. 

Because the test vignettes need to be standardized, you should expect 

the test program to contain similar or identical negative requirements 

(e.g. "the site has no seismic activity.") 
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Program  

The vignette program contains the specific requirements for your 

solution. 

This is the only text screen where you are likely to encounter a 

difference between the practice problem and the actual test. 

Let me repeat that:  This is the only text screen where you are likely to 

encounter a difference between the practice problem and the actual 

test. 

However, the only way to know if there is a difference is to be highly 

familiar with the practice vignette program. 
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Tips  

It is beneficial to examine the tips screen during your preparation.   

Some items on it would be better suited for the Vignette Directions, 

since they are critical. 
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The General Test Directions  

The General Test Directions are buried on the index screen.  

They provide a lot of insight into the ARE graphic vignettes, but you will 

not have time to read and fully analyze them in the test room and still 

complete the test. 

That's why I will do it for you. 

 
  






















































































