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Norma Sklarek, FAIA 
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Norma Sklarek 
Biography 

 
Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA, was born in 1928.  She was raised in New York at the edge of 
Harlem, New York.  From an early age Norma exhibited solid artistic talents and excelled in school – 
especially in math.  Her mother was a homemaker and her father was a physician.  They instilled in 
Norma the strong belief that she could succeed in a profession, and in life, through hard work, 
education and a positive attitude. 
 
Her grades were always excellent and she took the time to give serious thought to what she wanted to 
be when she grew up.  She accompanied her father on his house calls during her adolescence.  From 
that experience she determined that medicine was not for her.  She decided to merge her love of art 
and math and pursue architecture as a career. 
 
She was accepted at Columbia’s School of Architecture in 1946, but, first had to prove her academic 
worth by taking her freshman year at Barnard College in Liberal Arts.  She then entered Columbia 
and graduated in 1950 as the first African-American woman ever awarded a Bachelor of Architecture 
Degree. 
 
Norma passed her licensing exam on her first try and quickly became well-known for her skills in the 
technical side of the architectural profession.  She also began to tutor other architectural graduates in 
the ways and means of passing the licensing exam – eventually coaching hundreds of successful 
licensing recipients. 
 
Norma was the first black female architect registered and licensed in New York in 1954.  In 1962 she 
moved to California where she became the first black female architect licensed in that state. 
 
She worked from 1960-1980 as head of the Architectural Department of the Gruen Firm in Los 
Angeles.  Among the many projects for which she was responsible during that time were the Fox 
Plaza in San Francisco, the American Embassy Building in Tokyo, and the Queens Fashion Mall in 
New York. 
 
From 1980-1985 she served as Vice President of the Welton Beckett Firm, where her major project 
was the Terminal One Building at los Angeles International Airport. 
 
In 1985, she became the first black female to form and manage an architectural firm:  Siegel, 
Sklarek, Diamond.  From 1989 to her semi-retirement in 1996, Norma was a principal with the Jon 
Jerde, Inc. firm, which was involved with major architectural projects throughout the world.  One of 
those projects was the Mall of America, the largest shopping center in the U.S. 
 
In addition to a career record of significant professional achievements and technical excellence, 
Norma balanced a family life, university teaching and lecturing positions, as well as non-stop 
mentoring and coaching activities. 
 
She was recognized by her peers as a “Fellow” of the American Institute of Architects in 1980.  She 
has served as a member of the Architectural Guild of USC; an NCARB Master Juror; a member of 
Goodwill Industries’ Board of Governors, and was appointed by the Governor as a member of the 
California Architect’s Board. 
 
Norma has been given awards, honors and testimonials from countless professional and community 
groups over the course of her impressive professional career.  Among those are recognition from 
NCARB; AIA; the California State University; Turner Broadcasting; Association of Black Women 
Entrepreneurs; Goodwill Industries; National Organization of Minority Architects; Hampton 
University; Association for Women in Architecture and the Y.W.C.A. 
 
Norma is enjoying her semi-retirement while continuing to work as a consultant to professional 
colleagues. 
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Tokyo US Embassy 
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Los Angeles Airport 

TH
E

 A
M

E
R

IC
A

N
 IN

S
TI

TU
TE

 O
F 

A
R

C
H

IT
E

C
TS

 A
R

C
H

IV
E

S
  F

or
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
or

 s
tu

dy
 p

ur
po

se
s 

on
ly

. N
ot

 to
 b

e 
re

co
pi

ed
, 

qu
ot

ed
, o

r p
ub

lis
he

d 
w

ith
ou

t w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 fr

om
 th

e 
A

IA
 A

rc
hi

ve
s,

 1
73

5 
N

ew
 Y

or
k 

A
ve

. N
W

, W
as

hi
ng

to
n,

 D
C

 2
00

06



 
Fox Hills Mall – Culver City 
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Fox Plaza – San Francisco 
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Horton Plaza – San Diego 
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Mall of America - Minnesota 
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Mall of America - Minnesota 
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San Bernardino City Hall 
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Paul W. Welch Jr., Hon AIA, Assemblyman Mervyn Dymally, Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA 
State Senator Alex Padilla, and State Senator Sheila James Kuehl  
On the floor of the State Senate while Ms. Sklarek is being honored 
Photo Credit: Lorie Shelley, Senate Photographer 
 
 

 
State Senator Sheila James Kuehl and other Senators present Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA  
with a Resolution honoring her 
Photo Credit: Lorie Shelley, Senate Photographer 
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State Senator Sheila James Kuehl and other Senators present Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA with a 
Resolution honoring her 
Photo Credit: Lorie Shelley, Senate Photographer 
 

 
State Senator Sheila James Kuehl and other Senators present Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA with a 
Resolution honoring her.   
Photo Credit: Lorie Shelley, Senate Photographer 
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Board of Directors 
The American Institute of Architects 
1735 New York Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20006 
 
Dear Members of the Board: 
 
It is a unique honor to write this letter on behalf of Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA, who is being considered for the 
Whitney M. Young, Jr. Service Award of the American Institute of Architects. 
 
I have known Norma M. Sklarek for almost twenty years.  In my opinion, she is without question a most gifted and accomplished design professional as 
well as a strong socially conscious individual whose legacy now spans over sixty years. 
 
I first met Ms. Sklarek while researching and interviewing pioneering black architects for my landmark monograph, African American Architects, in 
Current Practice, (Princeton Architectural Press, 1991).  Since that time Norma, her husband, Dr. Cornelius Welch and I have remained very good 
friends.  Within the first moments of my first interview with her, I realized that she would surely be one of the only thirty-five architects profiled in the 
publication. 
 
Her work in the prestigious offices of SOM and Gruen, at a time when promotions for blacks and women were severely lacking is a testament to the 
talent and the fortitude of this extraordinary person.  Norma and I have been perpetually connected through our mutual interest in the cultural 
imperatives of access and excellence in architecture, generally, and our concern of the plight of blacks (both men and women), in the profession 
specifically. 
 
Norma Merrick Sklarek's whole professional life has been a series of pioneering efforts advancing not only her cause but the cause for minority 
involvement in main stream matters of the profession and of the AIA.  In 1946, Norma was accepted at Columbia University’s School of Architecture here 
in New York City.  This feat proved to be bittersweet as she had to first prove her academic worth by taking her freshman year at nearby Barnard College 
in Liberal Arts.  She then entered Columbia and graduated in 1950 as the first African-American woman ever awarded a Bachelor of Architecture Degree.  
Norma was the first black female architect registered and licensed in New York State in 1954.  In 1962, she moved to California where she became the 
first black female architect licensed in that state.  In 1985, she became the first black female to form and manage an architectural firm:  Siegel, Sklarek, 
Diamond.  Then, in 1980 she became the first black female elevated to the ranks of “Fellow” of the American Institute of Architects. 
 
Norma is without equal. She has championed the cause of access in the profession by deed and example as opposed to rhetoric and demonstration.  Her 
firm voice on the inside has been constant, consistent and much needed in compliment with the voices of those on the outside in the agitation of agencies 
and persons to address and make right the inadequacies within our profession.  Her track record allows her to wield great impact in this debate.  Norma 
has thus become a symbol of awareness for all of us, our "Barbara Jordan" in the cause to make the profession responsive, as demonstrated by the 
national and international response to her accomplishments and legacy.  She has truly become one of America’s most highly respected professionals 
from both within and outside of the architectural world. 
 
With clarity and demonstrated performance she has directly and indirectly influenced several generations of blacks and women architects in making 
visible the rewards of access and the power of cultural place making in the American architectural design and professional arena.  Today, Norma enjoys 
her semi-retirement while continuing to work as a consultant to professional colleagues.  But we feel her impact every day when we follow the careers 
of such notables as Allison Williams, Sharon E. Sutton, Cheryl McAfee, Ivenue Love-Stanley, Roberta Washington & Kathryn T. Prigmore, all FAIA. 
In the panorama of American architecture today, I cannot imagine a more deserving candidate than Norma Merrick Sklarek for the Whitney M. Young, 
Jr. Service Award. 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Jack Travis, FAIA, NOMAC 
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