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Fifteen years ago I was working at the Illinois Capital Development Board and was 
invited by AIA Illinois to join them in Oak Brook for their awards dinner. They happened 
to place my seat at the table of the Firm of the Year. That table belonged to Ross 
Barney and Jankowski.  

A lot has changed since then. For example, the state had money. Your firm is now Ross 
Barney Architects, with many more projects completed. And not long after that 
memorable night, I accepted the role I have today, as AIA Illinois’ Executive Vice 
President.  

My job tonight is to tell you why we are here. The Gold Medal Award is the highest 
honor for lifetime service and achievement that AIA Illinois bestows. 
 
Only seven recipients have preceded you, Carol, and all of them….are men. It’s an 
indication of the world we live in today. Gender shouldn’t matter but we are still at that 
place, in this field, where firsts are happening. Only two years ago, National named its 
first female recipient of the National Gold Medal, #70. 
 
So in Illinois, it only took seven others before getting there. (Maybe if you’d applied 
sooner, it wouldn’t have taken this long.) 
 
You may be our first female Gold Medalist, but you will certainly not be our last.  
 
Almost half of the students in architecture schools today are women. It is important that 
they know they can compete with anyone else on equal footing through their talent and 
tenacity. One of those young women is my daughter. And thanks to your legacy of 
making no excuses and taking no favors because of your gender, I can tell my daughter 
look at this woman and follow her example.  
 
Won’t it be nice when future female professionals will just be architects and the next 
woman gold medalist will be simply the winner? No modifier, no precursor. Just the 
work and the way they do it. 
 
What Carol can teach us all is her mantra -- design excellence is a right, not a privilege. 
It’s one of countless ways she has redefined conventional wisdom.  
 
People said that the professional path of a female architect is a very lonely journey. 
Carol turned that idea upside down by saying, hey, there are a lot of us, we just need to 
get together.  And thus became Chicago Women in Architecture.  

You can see the toppling of cliché in Carol’s designs as well. For the Oklahoma City 
Federal Building, the program called for security, but she achieved that through 
transparency. It’s all glass – it doesn’t project a “fortress”; it says, take a look--you can 
see everything that happens here. 
 



At home in Chicago, there is likely no one whose daily urban life hasn’t been impacted 
in some way by Carol’s work. Is there any architect living and working in Chicago today 
who hasn’t touched more people in their coming and going and being than Carol Ross 
Barney?  
 
Think about it. If you ride the CTA, walk along the Chicago River, hike or bike the 606 or 
rent a car at O’Hare, you have experienced her architecture. And that doesn’t even 
count the schools, libraries, churches, synagogues and many more places that matter in 
the vast portfolio. 
 
Someone asked me to describe Carol and I thought if Robert Moses and Jane Jacobs 
had a secret love child it would be Carol. You get the combination of big civic aspiration 
coupled with activated spaces on a human scale. 
 
A lot of award winners have a big move. Some built works celebrate a singular form, 
style, or material – some exist to put the architect on a pedestal.  
 
You’d be hard-pressed to find the usual hallmarks of a corporate brand in Carol’s 
portfolio. No signature style, no repetitive forms, no kit of parts with standardized 
material selections: just a reflection of the people who use the space, the very best 
image of them and of our democratic society.  
 
Most business consultants would say this is a terrible way to build a successful 
business. And yet it works as evidenced by all of those awards: four Institute Honor 
Awards, two AIA COTE Top Ten Green Project Awards, the Evergreen Award, dozens 
of AIA Chicago Design Awards, AIA Fellow and Thomas Jefferson Award winner. And 
now, of course, we add the AIA Illinois 2015 Burnham Prize for Master Planning. 
 
In the words of our jury, “Carol’s multifaceted contributions to the profession as 
designer, teacher and citizen certainly set a high bar for anyone who would wish to 
follow in her footsteps.”  
 
Wouldn’t we all be better to have more people try and follow this colleague, mentor and 
and leader? It’s my honor and privilege on behalf of AIA Illinois to bestow the 2015 Gold 
Medal on Carol Ross Barney, FAIA. 
 
 

 


