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making space - refuge to home. 



Home - the universally understood and desired state of being that is existing naturally, harmoniously, familiar, and whole. What does it mean to leave home and to seek refuge? And how 

what creates the physiological sense being at home in one’s body and one’s mind?  

architectural education and design process thinking. As the broader mental health crisis and concern for well-being continues to dominate societal struggles, architecture and design are 

called upon to evolve their methodologies. Making Space: Refuge to Home presents a design methodology that focuses on cultivating an informed and empathic client relationship in order to 

imagination, this thesis develops a trauma-informed and well-being centric design approach for cultivating resilience and making space to come home. This  methodological rigor is applied 

Making Space: Refuge to Home challenges traditional architectural approaches that often lean on cultural appropriation, iconographic motifs, or traditional programmatic understandings of 

result is an attempt at a more authentic and complex understanding of home that straddles a multiplicity of cultures and lived realities. 

abstract 



Home - the universally understood and desired state of being that is existing naturally, harmoniously, familiar, and whole. What does it mean to leave home and to seek refuge? And how 

the physiological sense being at home in one’s body and one’s mind?  

widespread societal awakening towards systemic issues around public health have been illuminated during the global pandemic.  As the mental health crisis and concern for well-being 

continues to dominate societal struggles, Making Space: Refuge to Home presents a design methodology that focuses on using psychology, sociology, and neurology to inform an empathic 

American community and their lived experience of forced resettlement and intergenerational trauma. Although the thesis focuses on the Lao American community, Making Space: Refuge to 

Home, speaks to all communities and individuals navigating multiple identities and cultures, seeking wholeness - seeking home. 

general audience abstract



IVv

contents 
abstract 

introduction 

context | seeking refuge 

proposal | baan Lao

objectives +framework + process 

program + vision

site strategy + context 

existing conditions 

design | baan Lao 

conclusion | coming home 

acknowledgments 
bibliography

iii.

1

6

17

25

31

37

54

71

77

122

123
124
126



introduction

1



table of contents Nam rem rehenitias volest, 

precero modione volorem postemporro mo do-
luptis volestem. Pa dici doluptiurem. Voluptatus 
et inis adigenis eate cust optiate eos pratquia con 
con eiciandia dolo que vent dolupitae sit volor-
ibus enis dolupis rem facid que remporiates ad 
min reiur aut moluptate eum ut enitend icilige 
ntisimus mo que id

22



33

 they will never know what it’s like

  Rupi Kaur | “Immigrant”
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my thesis seeks to utilize 

participatory story-telling, 

empathic imagination, 

psychology, sociology, and neuroscience

to develop a trauma-informed and well-being centric

design process and approach 

for creating safety, cultivating resilience, 

and making space for “seeking refuge” to become “at home” 

physically and mentally.

community experience of resettlement and intergenerational trauma.
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refuge noun

1. : shelter or protection from danger or distress

2. : a place that provides shelter or protection

the re- in refuge means “back” or “backward” rather than “again;” thus, 

refuge tends to appear with certain other words: you generally “seek refuge”, 

source: merriam-webster dictionary 
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home noun

: a family living together in one building, house, etc.
: a place where something normally or naturally lives or is located

2. : a familiar or usual setting, congenial environment
: the focus of one’s domestic attention

3. : a place of origin

4. : at home 
  - relaxed and comfortable, at ease
  - in harmony with the surroundings
  - on familiar ground, knowledgeable 

source: merriam-webster dictionary 
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Michelle Zauner | 



11

trauma noun

2. : a disordered psychic or behavioral state resulting from severe mental or 
emotional stress or physical injury

3. : an emotional upset 

4. : an agent, force, or mechanism that causes trauma 

source: merriam-webster dictionary 
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Bessel Van der Kolk | 
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heal verb

1. : to make free from injury or disease : to make sound or whole: 

2. : to make well again : to restore to health 

4. : to restore to original purity or integrity

source: merriam-webster dictionary 
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Ann Berger | Head of Pain and Palliative Care 

Healing Spaces: The 

Science of Place and Well-Being
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intergenerational trauma noun 

emotions that for years i’ve struggled to keep a lid on because i didn’t understand how or why i felt the deep pain that i felt. the American 

Psychological Association recognizes this as a phenomenon where the descendants of a generation that experienced immense trauma feel 

adverse reactions similar to the generation that lived the traumatic event. continually emerging studies recognize that trauma experienced in 

one generation impacts the mental health and well-being of descendants in future generations by causing epigenetic changes to how the body 
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intergenerational healing 
this thesis begins with an understanding of intergenerational trauma, 

but moreover, it seeks to understand what it looks like for there to be 

intergenerational healing.

 if trauma can be passed down through generations, then in the same way, so 

can healing. how do we make space that opens the door for healing?  how do 

we make space for healing that can heal future generations? how do we make 

refuge, but coming home?
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  context | seeking refuge 
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LAOS 

name: Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

to 3% of Thailand, and less than 1% of the US. 1/3 of Laos’s 
population live below the povery line. 
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LAOS 

the most bombed country per capita in history 

20

S 

t bombed country per capita in history 
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from 1964-1973, the U.S. dropped over 270 million tons of cluster bombs 

1/3 of the bombs dropped did not explode - leaving Laos littered

over 20,000 people. Less than 1% of the UXO have been destroyed. 

22

4-1973, the U.S. dropped over 270 million tons of cluster bombs 

bombs dropped did not explode - leaving Laos littered

00 people. Less than 1% of the UXO have been destroyed. 
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the Lao people have found refuge, 

but how do they come home?  
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proposal
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a national highly visible space for the entire community 

illustrated in the map from Lao Americans today - the Lao diaspora is widely dispersed across the US but in varying pocket sizes. however, 
as shown in the previous charts, although there is a strong Lao connection to family (likely as a result of refugee resettlement sponsorship 

identity, community, and representation as a whole. 

there are a host of disparate Lao community organizational groups working to give voice to, represent, and support the empowerment of 
the  Lao community but the groups are disparate. more than anything through survey responses that will be explored further in this thesis, 

what does a HOME BASE look like for these groups and for the Lao American community to come home to nationally? 
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it looks like home | baan Lao = Lao home 
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objectives + framework + process 
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1 to develop a design methodology process that focuses on an informed and empathic client relationship to 
drive intentional design choices based on desired psycho-social outcomes. 

2 to establish a model of how to navigate the complexities of place, home, safety and identity through a case study of 

3 to outline a design approach that creates a psychological sense of safety, healing, and physiological well-being: home. 

objectives
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psychological framework

trauma | the mind + the body 

1. the emotions and physical sensations that occur during trauma physically wounds and fundamentally reorganizes the way the mind and   
brain manages perception - the wound of trauma becomes imprinted is in the most primal parts of our brain changing how the body sees 
its environment

2. the nature of trauma is that you keep reacting emotionally and physically as if you are still experiencing the trauma which erodes on your 
body and brains overall health with the constant trigger of the HPA Axis stress cascade 

3. the amygdala - “the smoke detector” + the medial prefrontal cortex “the watchtower” relationship is strained. the amygdala of the brain is
over-activated to detect danger and trigger the stress cascade when there is often not proportionate danger in comparison to the alarm. 

4. trauma destroys the capacity for imagination 

5. trauma disrupts a sense of ownership over the body and the mind and erodes a sense of physical synchrony interpersonally and relationally 
to others 

 The Body Keeps the Score, Penguin House
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psychological framework

healing  | the mind + the body x design 

1. ground breaking studies like the 2004 study by Roger Ulrich, Craiz Zimring and colleagues demonstrated an overwhelming relationship 
with patient healing outcomes and the built environment

2. the expectation, belief or hope for healing is shown to release the brain’s own morphine and dopamine triggering a reward cascade. 

4. psychoacoustics speak to how sound is perceived and what sound is perceived can impact attention, focus, productivity, as well as relaxation  

5. touch + haptic senses stimulate the vagus nerve which counters adrenalin like responses activated in a stress response 

6. slow, steady breathing also activates the vagus nerve to counter stress responses and can be promoted through physical space by the 
creation of an intentional path with a clear destination 

7. social support -  friendship and community is one of the greatest markers for longevity and physiological health. whereas loneliness or   
isolation is proven to be as great of a risk factor for mortality as being an avid smoker. 

Healing spaces: The science of place and well-being. Harvard 
 The Body Keeps the Score, Penguin House.
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story-telling participatory design

empathic imagination + story mapping 

- collects first-hand narratives, reflections, and experiences to inform a genuine understanding of needs 
- fosters empathy through necessitating a deeper relationship between designer and client 
- hinges on the designer creating space for voices to be heard and people to be seen
- empowers the client to make choices, share, and participate autonomously in identifying one’s needs 

Introduction - Creative Placemaking Public art, cultural representation, and the just city

- drives design first and foremost on the needs of the client as identified by the client 
- underpinned by a basic understanding of how the body and the mind is impacted by the built physical environment 
- hones the understanding of client needs into desired psychological, physiological, and sociological outcomes 
- strategizes achieving those outcomes through empirically researched methods in psychology, sociology, biology, and neurscience 

Healing Spaces: The Science of Place and Well-bein 14 Patterns of Biophilic Design. 

- allows the creative imagination processes to explore freely but informed through an empathic and knowledgeable understanding of the client’s needs 
- crafts the opportunity for new stories and outcomes
- focuses on the user experience and narrative to drive design rather than aesthetic desires 

The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses.

design framework
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1  conduct interviews of Lao American community leaders,  create and distribute a survey distributed to the 

2  determine pyschological/physiological strategies to utilize 

3  craft an imagined, informed, and grounded in healing user-expereince narrative for each space

process
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program + vision 



baan Lao : home 
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history
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history: outcomes + strategies

- to feel enlightened on the truth 
- to feel known by others and each other 
- to feel recognized 
- to feel moved  

- create somber space to convey the pain and trauma of the true history of Lao people and the war  
- exhibit narratives and story-telling from Lao people to foster empathic connection and recognition 
- include space for contribution from users 
- visibility to media and public 
- balance heaviness of history with intentional spaces to breath and reset so as not to feel overcome 
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healing: outcomes + strategies 

to feel safe 

- to promote full connection to a sense of self that is whole 

create space for story-telling, listening, and sharing in a grounded private setting 
- dedicate space for movement with others - yoga, meditation, dance, martial arts to support connection to the body 
- prioritize refuge but maintain prospect to foster connection to nature and healing 
- utilize biophilic patterns - dappled light, bird-sounds, and water to reduce activation of the stress cascade and promote presence
- provide a maker space for expression via artwork and structures therapy 
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“everything is so disconnected and scattered for the 

Lao community...we need a space to all come together and be connected”

- Phensy Pane | Lao-American Association of Iowa

hustle



46

hustle: outcomes + strategies

- to feel supported 
- to enable productivity and focus  
- to foster a sense of connection to others and collaboration 
- to empower individuals to engage in community work 

- prioritize daylighting to support circadian rhythms and a healthy work environment 

- utilize views towards nature for attention-restoration  
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 honor
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honor: outcomes + strategies 

to be able to imagine possibilities 
- to feel capable and empowered 
- to be inspired and uplifted 
- to feel pride 

utilize digital media to highlight news, features, and spotlight 
- create feature lighting moment that inspires awe 
- stage for uplifting and guest features 
- lay out a “hall of fame” to celebrate Lao people/culture/achievements 
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heart: outcomes + strategies 

to foster a sense of connection to others 
- to feel part of a greater community 
- to feel safe in one’s full, whole, and true identity 
- to feel at ease, comfortable, and present 

utilize allethesia and food to faciliate comfort and healing 

- highlight prospect to foster awe and connection to nature and something larger 
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site strategy + context 
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source: merriam-webster 
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source: merriam-webster 



source: merriam-webster 
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source: merriam-webster 
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Metropolitan Branch Trail1

New Mixed-Use Development2

Florida Avenue Underpass3

Florida Avenu NE leading to Union Market District 4

4th St NE Entry to Union Market District5

400 Florida Ave NE6

401 Morse St NE7

Morse St NE Storefronts8

1252-1254 4th St NE Storefronts 9

Original Union Market10

10
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design



material visioning 
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Lao imagery 
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conclusion | coming home

Threads of this thesis in many ways began as soon as my dad felt he had no choice 
but to swim across the Mekong river nearly 50 years ago. This moment changed the 
trajectory of my father’s life and my own. And we are just one small thread in the 
larger tapestry of the Lao and Southeast Asians that were forced to seek refuge and 
become the largest resettlement group in the United States.

complexity of Asian Americans as a non-monolithic model minority block came 
to a critical light. It opened up the complexity of understanding a multiplicity 
of narratives and lived realities. On the personal narrative - I  was in trenches of 
intergenerational trauma and other lived experiences focusing on healing my 
own mental health. On the professional narrative - I had successful 5 years of 
experience and had recently begun to explore wellness in relation to design. On 
the academic narrative - I saw a gap in education that did not center the emotional 

of these threads I began weaving together . 

 is an intentional act of healing and coming home. 
This thesis chooses to focus on the psychology of refugees who are no longer 

this meaning of home,  chooses not to lean on cultural tropes and 
physical iconography to replicate the physical attributes of another country that 
was previously home. It is no longer home. Rather, this land that a generation of 
refugees have resettled to is home now. It is at this tenuous spot that this thesis 
pushes architecture to navigate how to design for an identity that straddles 
multiple cultures at once. It pushes on the tender cross-section of a traumatic 
history, given and existing conditions, and making space for healing and home. 
The act of working through that complexity itself is the work of healing trauma. 
The act of navigating that complexity is the critical work of architecture if 
architecture is the arbiter of how we relate to others and our surroundings. 

When I began , the United States had just left 
Afghanistan and we were in the midst of an Afghan refugee crisis. As I complete 

of refuge and home will always be pertinent whether in the context of war and 
refugees, or within the context of self-identity and healing. Architecture is not only 
the space but it is the act of making space. And in making space, architecture can 
make space to be whole and to be home. 
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