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TIPS
Your life has been dedicated to the pursuit of an excellent design education. 

You’ve drunk plenty of coffee, run sprints to meet deadlines, and spent 

sleepless nights for the sake of that final design. Now, with the end close 

at hand, your mind turns to where all this is leading. Not only has school 

established a new concept of “designer,” it has laid the groundwork for next 

steps in your professional career. The right location, the right people, the right 

firm, the right kind of projects all become factors. At SWA, we hope to be 

considered among your options. Whatever your plans, here are some tips that 

we think will help.
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Document it.
Building Your Portfolio
•  Show a diversity of work, but show what you are proud of.

•  Show the range of your skills.

•  If you have a focus area, focus on it.

•  Let it be about you: make it unique and personal. You want to 

    stand out and be remembered.

•  Your portfolio should be about your work. Don’t let the format 

    overwhelm the content. 

•  Show the process of idea development: initial sketch through 

    the final drawing.

•  Focus on the quality of work not the quantity.

•  Edit: you don’t need to show everything you’ve ever done.

Your Resume
•  Make it clear (your intentions and layout)

•  Make the text concise.

•  Don’t go overboard: If a job is not applicable to your 

    interview, don’t include it. 

•  Typical information to include:

     •  Contact information

     •  Educational Experience

     •  Professional Experience

     •  Skills (Especially Computer)

     •  Honors and Achievements (if they are significant) 

     •  Travel Experience

Building an effective design portfolio is one of your best tools in getting 

accepted at the right firm. It is your first impression and should reflect who 

you are and what you can do. It is good practice to regularly document 

your work, through photography and digital archiving. During the busy 

recruiting season, hiring firms may request a copy of your portfolio and 

resume before any interview, to assess your abilities as a designer and 

your potential with a firm. A digital, emailable version of your portfolio is 

a valuable tool to quickly get your work in front of the people you want to 

show it to.

“The best portfolios are those that 

exhibit innovative process sketches, 

solutions to design challenges and an 

overall clarity of design vision.“

– GERDO AQUINO
   SWA President

PORTFOLIO DESIGN

DAWN DYER, SWA LOS ANGELES
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SKETCH

Jeffrey Open Space

Irvine, California

PLAN

Cotswold 2000

Houston, Texas

MODEL

Foundry Square

San Francisco, California

3D MODEL

Luohu Station

Shenzhen, China

PERSPECTIVE

RIT Global Village

Rochester, New York

SECTION/ELEVATION

Caliifornia Academy of Sciences

San Francisco, California
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Have fun.At SWA, we work hard and play hard. Like school, camaraderie reaches 

far beyond the walls of our office; from softball teams, to holiday parties, 

and all of the BBQs in between. Not to mention, a work week just isn’t 

complete without Hooch, SWA’s in-house happy hour every Friday 

afternoon. So whether you are years away from being out of school, or 

nearly ready to join us at Hooch, make sure to enjoy the moment and the 

people around you. We do.

Play Hard
•  Hooch: SWA’s Friday happy hour

•  Office ski trips

•  Shutting down between Christmas & New year 

•  Socializing with coworkers outside of the studio

•  Pumpkin carving

•  SWA Softball Team

•  Summer BBQ

•  Lunchtime kayaking

•  Annual art show

•  Office retreats
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bird’s eye perspective during games mode

Modeling Software 

• SKETCHUP: Low quality imaging- fast, 

quick to learn. Best with angular forms 

(not circles), good for study models, 

high level potential because of the 

connection to Google products (aerials 

etc.), Lots of free components (furniture 

etc.).

• RHINO/ FORM Z: Mid-quality imaging- 

similar to CAD interface, more time to 

learn, strong Nurbs (for curves), plug-ins 

help make better renderings.

• REVIT: CAD system standard, more 

time to learn, strength is function not 

graphics.

 • 3D MAX/ MAYA: High quality imaging, 

most powerful system, time consuming 

for a computer to process and you to 

learn, no freebees; you have to buy the 

components.
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Think 3D.
The 3D world is ever changing. But here is a quick run-down on what is 

out there for you now. Along with your basic arsenal of Adobe Creative 

Suite (Photoshop, Illustrator, and InDesign), learning at least one 3D 

program is nearly a requirement these days. At SWA, Sketchup and Rhino 

are the main platforms to know for your 3D needs. The good thing is, 

once you learn the basics, it’s usually transferable over to other programs 

as you continue to build your skills. 

TOP: RIO OLYMPIC PARK MASTER PLAN | RIO, BRAZIL

BOTTOM: NANJING R&F KYLIN ECO CAMPUS  | NANJING, CHINA
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04

05 06

04
JACK LONDON SQUARE

Oakland, California 

05 

QUIKTRIP PARK

Tulsa, Oklahoma

06
DOWNTOWN JEBEL 

ALI ZONE I CENTRAL 

PLAZA

Dubai, UAE

Back to Basics

The benefit of creating a physical 

model is that it’s easiest for the 

client’s eye to understand. Getting 

creative with materials and tools 

and the quality time you may end 

up spending on the model can be 

fun in itself!
01

02 03

01 
DAELIM MIXED-USE

Seoul, Korea

02 

2000 AVENUE OF THE 

STARS

Century City, California

03
SHANGHAI 

RIVERSONG 

COMMUNITY 

Shanghai, China
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Be versatile.

Don’t depend on the computer 
for everything! Be aware of 
your surroundings, know how to 
analyze them with your eye, and 
be able to translate them onto 

paper on the spot. 

How to Use a Visual Scale to Determine Height and Width

By referencing the relative dimensions and proportions of the human 

figure, you can determine the relative heights and widths of any object.



TOP LEFT: BUFFALO BAYOU | HOUSTON, TEXAS

TOP RIGHT: BURJ KHALIFA | DUBAI, UAE

LOWER LEFT: ACADEMY OF SCIENCES | SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

LOWER RIGHT: GUBAI GOLD STREET |  SHANGHAI, CHINA 
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Learn by doing.
Trying different kinds of work can further your knowlege and make you 

stand out from the crowd. As a company, we like to experiment with 

all sorts of different project types. From bayou restoration in Houston 

to placemaking in Shanghai to the groundplane design for the world’s 

tallest tower, we have tried a lot of different things.

REHABILITATE A BAYOU 

DESIGN THE ULTIMATE GREEN ROOF

BUILD THE GROUNDPLANE OF A SKYSCRAPER

MAKE A CITY CENTER
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Explore.
Now, I’m sure you’re saying, “Yeah right, in my free time.” But the truth 

is, there is always more to see and do! whether volunteering with the 

community is your thing, or helping out the professional organizations, 

there is always a need for more support. Volunteering is a great way to 

help a good cause, network, and explore your passions outside of work 

or school. Even with busy work schedules, SWA designers continue to 

help out, using their time and skills to make a difference and to refresh 

their professional vision. 

SWA BAYVIEW OPERA HOUSE LANDSCAPE INSTALLATION  | RICK STORY & THE BAYVIEW COMMUNITY YOUTH

SWA Volunteers
•  Bayview Opera House Landscape Installation

•  LEED for Landscapes

•  ASLA

•  Design Initiatives

•  Habitat for Humanity

•  Urban Land Institute

• City Design Committees

• Lectures/Charrettes with local schools 

• Kounkey Design Initiative

• PARKing Day



TOP LEFT: SWA LOS ANGELES TRIP TO THE COMPLETED HYATT REGENCY AT CENTURY PLAZA

TOP RIGHT: SWA SHANGHAI RETREAT

LOWER LEFT: ROSEWOOD HOTEL CONSTRUCTION SITE VISIT

LOWER RIGHT: PARKING DAY INSTALLATION 
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Field trip it.
The more you go, the more you learn, the more fun you have. Every 

office at SWA has its own way of getting out and experiencing the 

landscape. From site visits and project openings, to professional retreats 

and outings, SWA is all about exploring, learning, and having fun in the 

spaces we design. If you don’t use the outdoors, how can you be good at 

designing them? So get out there, and field trip it, as much as you can. 



2011 SUMMER STUDENT PROGRAM  
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Experience, 
experience,
experience.

Internships, part-time work and study abroad experiences are great ways 

to refine your professional direction. Take as many opportunities as you 

can to explore the many arenas that landscape architecture can take you. 

SWA’s Summer Student Program provides students with two months of 

real working experience in one of our seven offices, working directly with 

professional staff and other interns in a collaborative studio environment. 

See our website www.swagroup.com for more information. 



Ask Yourself
• What type of projects do you want to 

   work on? 

• Can you see yourself living in that city?

• What scale of work would you prefer? 

• Is it public work or for private clients? 
SWA GROUP

• Are you interested in only conceptualizing 

   projects, or do you want to see them built?

• What size is the office and the firm? Will 

    you just be a number?

• Do you want to interact with people? Or  do 

   you prefer solitary work? 

• What extra opportunities are you looking

   for?  Do you want to travel, be encouraged 

   to go to seminars and conferences, and 

   get licensed? 09
TIP

Find the 
right firm fit.

We know you’re broke—but that is not a good enough reason to settle 

for just any job. Research, ask, and pay a visit to the firms that you are 

interested in. Talk to designers in the field and get the inside scoop on 

each firm’s personality and reputation. 

SAUSALITO OFFICE RETREAT
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The need for regenerating the built and 
natural environments is greater than 
ever. And so is the potential. SWA is a 
world leader in landscape architecture, 
planning, and urban design. Our 
projects span over 60 countries and 
have garnered over 600 awards. 
Professionally focused and employee-
owned, our foremost passion is to create 
exceptional places for our clients.

SWA’s identity was originally founded on research, 
experimentation and risk-taking. . . It still is.

The creative integration of the natural and built 
environments frames our work; and frames the creative 
design and planning services that we provide. Our 
design studio structure and locations are geared towards 
communication, responsiveness and engagement. Our 
projects are recognized for their visionary aesthetics, 
exceptional functionality, keen understanding of social 
design, and integration of environmental sustainability. 
Our work is fueled by knowledge, research and active 
debate. We advocate new ideas and innovation in design 
theory and practice.

www.swagroup.com

The map above shows the locations of 

recent projects from all seven SWA offices:

Dallas 

Houston 

Laguna Beach 

Los Angeles 

San Francisco 

Sausalito 

Shanghai

SAUSALITO 43 TOTAL
8 Principals

13 Associates
22 Staff

SAN FRANCISCO 24 TOTAL
 4 Principals
6 Associates

14 Staff

LOS ANGELES 19 TOTAL
2 Principals
2 Associate

15 Staff

LAGUNA BEACH 20 TOTAL
3 Principals

9 Associates
8 Staff

SHANGHAI 25 TOTAL
 2 Principals
3 Associates

20 Staff

DALLAS 13 TOTAL
 1 Principals
4 Associates

8 Staff

HOUSTON 38 TOTAL
3 Principals

9 Associates
26 Staff
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Location, Location

MIXED-USERESIDENTIAL CIVIC/MEDICAL COMMERCIAL/RETAIL

SWA: At-A-Glance

RECREATION/PARKS PLANNED COMMUNITIES SCHOOLS/CAMPUS RESORTS/HOTELS OFFICE

OFFICES AND PROJECT TYPES AND LOCATIONS



URBAN AGRICULTURE | ELLEN BURKE | FRANCE 

EXPERIMENTS IN VIDEO | PAVEL PETROV | SAN FRANCISCO

HEALTHY DESIGN | JOSSELYN IVANOV | THE NETHERLANDS

CYCLE CHINA: BEIJING TO SHANGHAI | AMIRAH SHAHID | CHINAAN
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Keep 
learning.

The most important thing to do after you graduate is to keep learning! 

School prepares you for work, but the drive to learn more everyday will 

make you a success. SWA sponsors the Patrick Curran Fellowship every 

year for employees to pursue their interests and share new knowledge 

with the firm.  And through avenues like publications, blogs, workshops, 

seminars, and conventions, we explore and share ideas beyond project 

work. At SWA, there are ample opportunities to be a life-long learner 

through the workshops, seminars, and conferences that are part of your 

professional development. 

SWA Educational Enrichment
•  SWA Patrick Curran Fellowship

•  ASLA Annual Convention

•   Greenbuild International Conference

•  AIA National Convention

•  HOPES Conference

•  ULI Conference

•  Landscape Architect Licensure 

PATRICK CURRAN FELLOWSHIP TRAVEL

•  LEED Accreditation Support

•  ARA National Conference

•  Rhino 3D Training Seminar

•  AutoCAD Training

•  InDesign Training

•  Native Plants Seminar

•  Downtown Guidelines Review Committee



Hope to see you at 

HOOCH!



www.swagroup.com

SAUSALITO

LAGUNA BEACH

HOUSTON

DALLAS

SAN FRANCISCO

LOS ANGELES

SHANGHAI


