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The work seeks to understand the nature of architecture 

where House and Institution coexist.  Specifi c architectural 

constructs support the archetype of house in order to provide 

an instant notion of Home. The constructs range from the visual 

to the experiential; where reality and imagination fi nd common 

ground.  Even though the House in this context is meant to 

be inhabited for a short period of time only, the architecture 

seeks to provide an immediate sense of home in the moment 

of transition for a mother and child, who are coming out of a 

domestic violence scenario.

In this context, the relationship between House and 

Institution is regarded as symbiotic.  The Institution suggests 

a public identity, providing places for therapy, consultation, 

and other types of assistance to the adults. For the children, 

the architecture includes places for the presence of books 

with an invitation to read. The architecture of House is based 

on individuality, a kind of receptacle for idea of Home.  For the 

mothers, the space between this duality will offer places for 

gathering, sharing and learning; for the children, the architecture 

aims to be magical.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Due to diffi cult circumstances, sometimes people are in 

need to suddenly leave their habitat and fi nd a place to live for a 

short period of time.  Known as transitional housing, the facility 

and institution intend to help its inhabitants with affordable short-

term housing and social services with the goal of achieving 

independence.

 

In this work, it is assumed that mothers and their children 

coming from domestic violence are the tenants to benefi t from 

an architecturally framed coexistence of House and Institution.

The architecture proposes spaces for the community where 

public events can happen with the potential to act as an interface 

for the urban environment for the families who are reentering a 

society. The institutional spaces also provide opportunities for 

any citizen to extend a hand to the mothers and children who will 

be in a transitioning stage.

For the urban fabric, architecture offers a new plaza, to 

join the existing network of plazas in the Roanoke’s downtown.  

This plaza will provide space for small public gatherings and 

contribute to the increasing pedestrian life.  Perhaps, the 

architecture of the plaza could be the memorable urban space 

for families, who at one time sought refuge in the complex, to 

reconnect with positive memories.
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H O U S E   |   H O M E
An architecture of walls.
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House and Home are two different words with different 

meanings.  Very often, House and Home become synonyms.  

But in Architecture, especially in the context of this thesis, it is 

useful to maintain a more precise distinction.

Generally, House is a building.  House provides shelter.  It 

is a composition of different materials; a structure that encloses 

an arrangement of spaces that connect directly, or indirectly.  

House can be understood by many.  House is a measurable, 

three-dimensional space.

I N D I V I D U A L I T Y

For House to transmit an instant notion of Home, it is 

important to offer a sense of individuality and belonging. House 

should offer a sense of ownership and safety, especially when 

coming from domestic violence. Here, the concept of House 

draws from the characteristics found in a typical jewelry box. 

One of the qualities of a typical jewelry box is expressed 

in its outside surface geometry, which forms a clear and simple 

box.  The surfaces normally are not a response to the different 

compartments or object that exist inside the box. Here, the 

twelve Houses are primarily differentiated by their rotation away 

from the institutional grid, by using cedar as a surface material, 

and most importantly by articulating each as its own jewelry box 

inserted in a larger building complex.

H O U S E
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I N S E R T I O N S

Each House is inserted in the structural grid. Together, the 

twelve Houses create a dynamic composition. 

The insertion supports in part the visual difference that 

exists between the House and Institution.  A further differentiation 

is the rotation from the orthogonal structural grid that belongs 

to Institution.  The rotation specifi cally belongs to House (see 

Figure 5).

To promote an instant notion of home, each insert is 

proposed to be made from cross-laminated timber (CLT), a 

material that not only will provide strength in terms of structure, 

but it also has the potential to transmit the warmth that is usually 

associated with wood as a familiar element.   
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D O U B L E  W A L L S

The fl oor plan on the right shows the fi rst three Houses, 

located on the third fl oor of the building.  The House in the middle 

is laid out for a mother with one young child.  This unit provides 

places to fulfi ll basic needs, a place to sleep, to eat, prepare 

meals and a bathroom. The area of this house is approximately 

340 square feet. 

The space which physically separates the walls of the units, 

is structured by a series of perpendicular wall fragments. The 

spaces in between these wall fragments provide opportunities to 

accommodate services or other desirable small spaces. When 

separation walls are omitted, two units can connect to form a 

bigger house.  For the children, these spaces offer desirable 

intimate places where their imagination and dreams come to 

life. 

Columns penetrate through the Houses at times as a 

reminder that they belong to the structural grid originating from 

the more public Institution. Instead of being disruptive, the 

space of the House attempts to make the column a part of the 

architecture. The middle unit for instance shows how a column 

physically differentiates a place to sleep from the rest of the 

house.  

The perpendicular wall fragments between the units are 

proposed in brick, instead of CLT. Brick is associated with 

domestic dwelling. While its color and texture are very familiar, 

here the brick clarifi es the interstitial space between units from 

the overall box enclosure.
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From the outside, there is uniformity in the material of the 

exterior façade.  Small hints such as the location and dimensions 

of the windows and the playfulness of the inserts’ placement, 

start to transmit a sense of individuality. Each façade shows 

the same fi nish on the outside to suggest a sense of protection 

and not showing exactly where the tenants live.  Metaphorically, 

all the units are covered under the same institutional blanket, 

while House and Institution preserve their unique identity on the 

inside.

The interior façade of each House is dominated by a unique 

entry. The access and door become the architectural elements 

that directly offer an individual identity and hopefully inspire a 

sense of ownership.

F A C A D E S
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The interior facades of the Houses and the entrances are 

some of the architectural elements that contribute to the spatial 

atmosphere outside of each unit.  The hallways that lead to the 

Houses are conceived as streets of a neighborhood with places 

for families to start interacting as a community. Each hallway, or 

street, offers a major gathering space that is clearly defi ned by 

its edges and is pushed to the inside, embracing the atrium that 

as a large volume hovers between House and Institution (See 

the fl oorplan in Figure 12).
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P L A C E S  F O R  H O M E

A house is a building, it provides shelter and place for home.  

But a notion of home can also be perceived in more places other 

than house.  For example, the garden, which offers a place to 

enjoy the outside and where a sense of belonging to the city is 

projected.  In this project, such place exists in the top fl oor, the 

6th fl oor, transforming a portion of the roof into a garden.

Part of the roof garden is enclosed by the reinforced 

concrete walls of the building.  It is also enclosed by a screen 

made of a steel frame and riveted aluminum tubes.  The screen 

is a layer of protection, but at the same time, because of how it is 

made, it is perceived as being a light architectural element that 

fi lters the surroundings of the city into the garden.

Common places that assist a notion of Home are the 

community kitchen (in 2nd fl oor), the laundry rooms (3rd and 5th 

fl oor), a study room (4th fl oor), and a terrace (6th fl oor).
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A roof garden provides an opportunity to express the life 

of the building, through nature and people, to the surrounding 

buildings that can look down at it.  It is also a contribution to the 

roofscape of the city.

The screen that surrounds the roof garden toward the 

South and East, offers moments through specifi cally located 

openings, for direct visual connection to the city and surrounding 

landscapes.  The opening seen in the elevation below, is aimed 

to frame the Roanoke Star, a very important landmark for the 

city where my thesis’ site is located.
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Home is an experience. Home comes about through 

living, through moving through time; through dwelling. Home 

provides a sense of belonging, where gathering and interacting 

are constantly reinforcing and shaping the individual’s form of 

Home.  It is the result of a combination of different experiences 

taking place in one whole.  Like house, the term Home could 

be understood by many, but the experience of home becomes 

individual.  Home has the capacity to transform house into an 

immeasurable, four-dimensional space.

I N S T I T U T I O N   |   P R O G R E S S
An Architecture of columns.

H O M E
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An institution is an establishment, or an organization, that 

serves a society.  Whether its purpose is educational, religious, 

social or political, it provides spaces that serve a specifi c need.  

As a result, these establishments help improve and support the 

lives of the people who belong to a society.

Buildings that house and also embody the idea of institution 

often use architectural elements to pronounce the existence of 

an institution which serves the public.  An institution provides 

a collective identity physically often manifested through the 

architecture.

I N S T I T U T I O N
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It is assumed that, during the day, the mothers who live in 

these houses are at work or participating in a program related 

to their support system.  The program in this project offers a 

place for young children who need preschool education. The 

proposed architecture is directed to support spatially the didactic 

educational approaches of preschool models.  

Design related assumptions:

The children need places where they can work both 

independently and in groups, at a table or on the fl oor.  There 

needs to be a room where all the children and teachers can 

gather for a specifi c time of the day, for example, for story and 

music time.  Places where didactic material can be placed, 

allowing the children to have the freedom to choose what they 

are interested in based on their curiosity – they need to be 

able to reach these material as well as putting them away by 

themselves (independence).  Having direct access to the outside 

is ideal.  The patio, the outside space, is the room confi ned by 

the city.  The sound of the city, the smells, the texture of the 

urban fabric; children should have the opportunity to be exposed 

directly to these characteristics found in the place where they 

are spending most of the time during the week.  The architecture 

of this place should provide a spacious and fl exible room where 

the children can participate in special performances and where 

body movement can be instructed by the teachers; a place 

where they can nap

A  P L A C E  F O R  T H E  C H I L D R E N
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The Community Room and plaza are located in the corner 

of Jefferson Street and Church Avenue SW.  Even though the 

fl oor of the Community Room is elevated two feet above the 

surface fl oor of the plaza, the two spaces placed next to each 

other provide the fl exibility for both to become one room.  

A reinforced concrete wall to the West of the Community 

Room, sets the boundary between public and private spaces.  

This wall continues to the upper levels, ending at the roof garden.  

To the South and East, the Community Room is enclosed by a 

glass curtain wall from fl oor to ceiling; its transparency suggests 

that this room belongs to the community, to the city.  To the 

South, the transparent wall is partially covered by the steel and 

aluminum tube screen except for the fi rst eight feet at sidewalk 

level.  This allows a visual connection between the pedestrian 

life on Church Avenue SW and the community room.  On the 

Eastern façade , two doors connect this Community Room to 

the outside Plaza.

Both placement and texture of the Plaza at the corner of 

the site with most pedestrian traffi c pronounce an invitation of 

city life. The Plaza also serves as a shortcut between Church 

Avenue SW and Jefferson Street.

C O M M U N I T Y  R O O M 
A N D  P L A Z A
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A  P L A C E  F O R  B O O K S

Facing East and South, there is a room on the 4th fl oor 

designated specifi cally for books. The visual presence of books 

is an invitation for both children and women to read, learn and 

share.

The area of this room is approximately 1,560 square feet, 

with a double height of 23 feet, the same as the Community 

Room on the ground fl oor.  To the West, this room is defi ned by 

a reinforced concrete wall where strategically cut openings offer 

intimate spaces in the wall for books and children. To the South, 

the place for books is enclosed by the steel frame and riveted 

aluminum tubes’ screen.   To the East, the façade is partially 

protected by such screen, leaving an uncovered area for a direct 

visual contact to the city, and beyond, to the mountains.
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I N  B E T W E E N   |   M O M E N T S  O F  T R A N S I T I O N
An architecture of openings.
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T H E  C U B E

In this early study model tagged the cube, the words 

connectivity and openings are investigated as their physical 

articulation in the context of House and Institution, including an 

early exploration of the concept of inserts.  

Each face of the cube has different types of openings.  

Inside and outside have a unique composition independent from 

one another. A limit of two different materials was imposed bass 

wood and chip board to make a differentiation between House 

and Institution.
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T H E  AT R I U M

The space between House and Institution is the atrium.  

With a height of approximately 85 feet, the atrium allows for 

natural light to penetrate the building from the South and from 

above. Its loftiness perhaps can be read as the outside of House

and the architectural interface to the Institution.
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C O N N E C T I V I T Y

House and Institution connect on the 2nd fl oor with a 

catwalk like element that offers a view of street, the patio (the 

outside space for the children), and the main preschool room. 

It crosses the atrium, where a hint of the houses may appear 

when looking up, ending with a view of the Community Room.  

This catwalk-like steel truss is elevated approximately 10 

feet off the ground, 90 feet long, 8 feet wide, and 10 feet tall, with 

9 structural units of 10 feet.  Just like in the plan of the houses, 

the steel truss is positioned not to interfere with institutional steel 

columns serving as the main structure for the building.
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Openings, with specifi c orientations are placed throughout 

the reinforced concrete wall that divides House from Institution.  

On the 3rd fl oor, on the side of the Institution, the general 

orientation of the apertures avoid a direct line of sight with the 

house entrances to retain privacy.  

Openings toward the atrium are also placed into the 

concrete wall which encloses the service spine.  On this wall, the 

openings closer to House, provide a place to sit on the wooden 

frame.  The glass of these windows is transparent, providing a 

direct visual connection to House.

The opening closer to Institution also provides a place to sit 

but does not permit to have a clear view toward the atrium since 

its glass is translucent.  Between these two types of openings is 

the door that allows for a person to walk from House to Institution, 

and from Institution to House.  This moment of transition is in the 

same place throughout the six fl oors of this building.      
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Openings through the reinforced concrete wall that divides 

House and Institution, also offer a place for books.  The frame 

of these openings is scaled to provide intimate places where 

the children can be, either with a book, with another child or by 

themselves.  Each opening differentiated by color, to promote an 

identity of place outside of what is articulated as House.



4 7 4 8IN BETWEEN  |   MOMENTS OF TRANSITION T H E  B U I L D I N G   |   B Y  T H E  M U R A L
An architecture of a duality.
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T H E  S C R E E N
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An architecture for the city.
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The site for the proposed building is in the downtown area 

of the city of Roanoke, Virginia, near the historic district.  The 

property is situated at the corner of Jefferson Street, to the 

East, and Church Avenue SW, to the South, with an area of 

approximately 14,000 square feet.

The architecture of the building is in part a direct response 

to the surrounding urban fabric. Although the architecture 

is contrasting the near historic buildings, its contemporary 

elements seek to frame the historic context with a contemporary 

language. 
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At present, the site is a parking lot, one of many found in 

the downtown area of the city. With respect to a healthy urban 

fabric, a building is likely to make a positive contribution to the 

city of Roanoke than empty uninspired surfaces. The program 

of the proposed building should have an additional constructive 

impact on the urban environment as it offers habitats of different 

scales, from a small family housing to spaces for city institutions.
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C O N C L U S I O N

A house is a building that offers an opportunity to a family 

to experience the idea of home.  In order to experience home, a 

sense of ownership is important.  The architecture of the house 

becomes part of an identity which contributes to ownership.  In 

the end, house is the building that houses dreams, where a 

child’s imagination comes to life.

In the context of transitional housing, places are inhabited 

for a short period of time. While the notion of home grows over 

time, this thesis aims to make an architecture that transmits an 

instant notion of home to people of all ages. While formal and 

public institutional spaces seem to pose a contradiction, the 

work here attempts a dialog where wonderful spatial moments 

can arise in the combination between house and Institution with 

the intent to positively shape the life of its dwellers and at the 

same time contribute to the ongoing development of the city.
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