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THE SITUATION

This paper will chronicle a unique disaster assis-
tance/learning abroad program that emerged in the 
wake of the catastrophic 2010 earthquake in Hai-
ti, and the pedagogical lessons that were gleaned 
from this extraordinary situation.  

The program began in the early spring of 2010 
with two “fact-finding” visits to Haiti by five faculty 
members from the School of Architecture at our 
University of Minnesota in collaboration with two 
international NGO’s providing relief and reconstruc-
tion services in Haiti.  Following the site visits to 
Haiti and subsequent strategic planning sessions, a 
group of faculty, administrators, and research fel-
lows at the University of Minnesota combined the 
efforts of several emerging partnerships between 
the College of Design (CDes), the Center for Sus-
tainable Building Research (CSBR), the American 
Refugee Committee (ARC), and Architecture for 
Humanity (AFH) into a coordinated, long-term plan 
to develop a curricular model focused on public in-
terest design and disaster assistance.  

Due to the structural and pedagogical changes re-
cently implemented (2008) in our 3-year graduate 
(M.Arch) degree program, our spring term has been 
transformed from the traditional fifteen-week sched-
ule into two seven-week, half terms that straddle 
a one-week “catalyst” course before spring break.  
This unique curricular structure was originally im-
plemented in response to the disruptive innovations 
transforming the field of architecture, and a commit-
ment on the part of our faculty to meet the demands 
of our students and future practitioners by creating 

a curriculum that upholds our responsibility to the 
discipline while maintaining our ability to respond 
to the rapid pace of change.  As a consequence, 
our adaptable spring-term curriculum established a 
flexible platform to implement the type of coordi-
nated efforts necessary for an integrated approach 
to public interest design and learning abroad in di-
saster response situations such as Haiti.    

The Seminar: January – March 2011

Recognizing the extremely complex and challenging 
circumstances of working in a community recover-
ing from a major disaster, we used the first half of 
the spring term (prior to the field work in Haiti) to 
pilot a seven-week, graduate-level seminar that was 
organized to build capacity among the group of stu-
dents and faculty preparing for the program in Haiti. 
From the outset, there were several objectives and 
directives charged to the development of this new 
research seminar (led by John Comazzi, one of the 
authors of this paper).  First, the seminar was in-
tended to pilot a unique form of community engaged 
scholarship that would match the University’s collec-
tive knowledge and areas of expertise with those of 
our partnering NGOs (ARC and AFH) in building long-
term partnerships for future disaster relief, recovery 
and redevelopment efforts in Haiti and beyond.  In 
addition to this long-term goal of nurturing profes-
sional partnerships, the course also connected with a 
range of local scholars and practitioners from a vari-
ety of disciplines in order to extend our collaborative 
networks while also increasing the direct impact that 
the research produced during the seminar would 
have on the field work in Haiti (see below “Lesson 3” 
for a list of guest presenter qualifications). 
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Given the short time frame of the seminar (seven 
weeks), the research and work produced by the 
students focused mainly on identifying, collecting, 
and organizing the most critical information and 
best practices necessary for the work to be pro-
duced in Haiti.  The first three weeks of the semi-
nar were spent contextualizing the larger histori-
cal, cultural, social, and natural systems in Haiti 
through the assembly of a group Research Manual 
and course website that became an online reposi-
tory for the research and analysis created by the 
students: http://design4haiti.tumblr.com/.

Following the production of the Research Manual 
and website, the focus of the seminar shifted for 
the final four weeks to the production of a Field 
Guide that concentrated more directly on the criti-
cal information and data most important for sup-
porting the human-centered, community-based 
design work by those students and faculty traveling 
to Haiti.  To give structure to the research, the stu-
dents were divided into five groups, each of which 
was responsible for producing one chapter of the 
277-page Field Guide.  Following the completion of 
the seven week seminar, the students in the course 
also participated in a one-week “catalyst” work-
shop exploring the role of social media in disaster 
relief (led by Renee Cheng, Head of the School of 
Architecture and Aaron Westre, Adjunct Faculty) 
and, therefore, a sixth chapter (Social Media) was 
added to this final Field Guide [Figure 01].  Below is 
the final table of contents of the Field Guide: 

1. Nature: Design for a tropical climate

2. Infrastructure: Design guidelines for in-
frastructure in Haiti

3. Site: Design guidelines for urban and rural 
site configurations in Haiti

4. Building: Designs guidelines for a school 
in Haiti

5. Materials: Guidelines for materials and 
methods of construction for a school in Haiti

6. Social Media: Guidelines for harnessing 
social media in Haiti

ON-SITE PROGRAM: 3 LESSONS FROM 7 
WEEKS IN HAITI

The on-site portion of the program consisted of a 
seven-week studio and seminar.  The studio (led by 

Jim Lutz, one of the authors of this paper) was oper-
ated out of space provided in the Rebuilding Cen-
ter, the office run by Architecture for Humanity in 
Pétionville, a neighborhood in Port-au-Prince that 
was spared much of the damage from the quake.  A 
range of projects was identified in advance by AFH 
with students working both individually and in teams 
depending on the complexity and schedule associ-
ated with each task. Students participated in the 
weekly update sessions, presenting their work for 
critique from the AFH Design Fellows, volunteers, 
guests, and visitors.

Two major projects were assigned to two teams 
comprised of three students each. The first was 
the development of a master plan for Santo, a new 
community for 500 families located near Léogâne, 
the epicenter of the quake.  The second was LaCon-
corde, an orphanage school in the Carrefour area of 
Port-au Prince.  Other work included the mapping 
of economic corridors, a model and O&M manual 
for a large composting toilet building planned for 
a school in Cite du Soleil, and classroom and sus-
tainability “menus” used for fundraising purposes 
by AFH. Reviewers for the final presentation in-
cluded Eric Cesal, AFH country director, Kate Stohr, 
co-founder of Architecture for Humanity, and Yves 
Francois, a Haitian-American architect.

The seminar component was led by AFH Design Fel-
lows with Haitian and visiting professionals.  Top-
ics included local building techniques, sustainability 
issues, structural practices, the Haitian economy, 
and community engagement strategies. The pre-

Figure 1.  Students created a 277-page online and hard 
copy versions of the Field Guide for use while working in 
Haiti.



496 DIGITAL APTITUDES + OTHER OPENINGS

sentations were accompanied by discussions, read-
ings, and site visits.

All of the program participants lived in the com-
munal residence operated by AFH and housed the 
Design Fellows, volunteers, and visitors.

By conceiving of this community-based, distance 
learning opportunity as a comprehensive program 
we, as faculty, were forced to rethink and rework 
the traditional models of design pedagogy and cur-
riculum.  Upon reflection, the experience has pro-
vided numerous lessons, architectural and other-
wise, about the future of design education which 
places a greater emphasis on participatory, com-
munity engaged scholarship.  Foremost among 
them are the following three lessons:

Lesson 1: The Inverse-square Law – The 
Closer You are to the Problem, the Better the 
Solution. 

Though well-intentioned, most design studios con-
ducted a thousand miles away from the problem at 
hand are largely abstract intellectual exercises and 
can’t substitute for being on site.  

With several key partnerships in place (the American 
Refugee Committee, Architecture for Humanity, and 
SODADE, a Haitian Planning and Architecture firm), 
and the curricular flexibility afforded by our graduate 
program, we set out to establish an innovative pro-
gram abroad in Haiti that would directly address the 
challenges that often complicate many well-inten-
tioned programs working with communities recover-
ing from natural disaster.  Due to the structure of 
most traditional academic calendars, it is often logis-
tically difficult to organize programs that allow for a 
sustained and direct engagement with communities 
beyond the occasional short visit or charrette among 
a select group of community representatives.  With 
this physical distance often comes a host of other 
challenges that lead to misunderstandings, miscom-
munications, and misaligned expectations between 
the community members and the outside organiza-
tions attempting to lend assistance.  

In order to confront this challenge directly, we be-
gan a partnership with Architecture for Humanity 
well in advance of the scheduled studio abroad por-
tion of our program so as to create a working rela-
tionship with an organization that had established 

trust and confidence with numerous communities 
throughout Haiti.  And because we have built a 
rather flexible curricular structure within our spring 
semesters of our graduate program, we were 
able to create an opportunity for the participating 
students and faculty to commit to a longer-term 
presence working on site in Haiti for seven weeks 
(March – May 2011). [Figure 02]  With the oppor-
tunity to work and live with the staff and design 
fellows of Architecture for Humanity, and to engage 
directly with their partnering communities, our stu-
dents were able to overcome the shortcomings of 
trying to design from a distance for communities 
about which they know very little, on sites that 
they cannot fully visualize or understand from afar.  

Below we have excerpted some entries from the 
student’s blog postings that clearly articulate the 
unique opportunity afforded by this experience and 
the importance of being able to work directly with 
communities of need over an extended time frame:

We arrived at the orphanage around 12:30 in the 
afternoon, just as the children were finishing lunch...  
After their initial ‘walk-thru’, we began further ex-
planation of each space and how we understood it 
to function and relate to the whole.  After a short 
explanation we would pause and wait for Jimmy to 
translate...  We were working through multiple lan-
guage barriers, both spoken word and representation 
of space.  Frantz (the Director) was jazzed by the 
aerial perspectives, rotating the pages and tilting his 
head as he glanced from the pictures to the floor plan 
in front of him.  He stated that the 3D images helped 
him to understand the design much better.  This will 

Table 1. Sample Design Studio Ethical Implementation

Figure 2.  Students presented their design ideas to 
the staff and orphans at LaConcorde orphanage in the 
Carrefour area of Port au Prince. 
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inform how we proceed through subsequent design 
phases, as we find a visual language to adequately 
communicate our ideas. (April 6: Abby)

We learned from our last meeting with Frantz that a 
strong visual representation of our design was cru-
cial in order for him to understand our design inten-
tions... We made a quick cardboard massing model 
of our schematic design so we could clearly point 
out how the design proposal was laid out on the 
site... He moved it around, peering into the spaces 
and pointed out on the model suggestions that could 
be changed... It has made me realize that not ev-
eryone thinks and lives in a designer’s mindset spa-
tially.  However, Frantz has taught me that it is our 
job as designers to provide the client with the nec-
essary tools in order to completely understand our 
ultimate motives for the designed space... After our 
meeting with Frantz, he took the physical model and 
perspectives over to the children... Frantz showed 
and explained to the children the key points of the 
design, pointing out where the new housing and 
classrooms were going to be. (April 15: Katie)

Lesson 2: What’s a “latrine”? – Traditional 
Architectural Education Ill-equips Students 
for Work in Disaster Response Situations.

How do you design in a country with no infrastruc-
ture?  How does an education in the industrialized 
world prepare students for situations in developing 
nations?  

Because every disaster scenario entails a combi-
nation of challenges specific to the contingencies 
of that particular place, we found it necessary to 
rethink the means by which we teach and learn 
architecture when approaching this type of com-
munity engagement.  As mentioned in the intro-
duction, our unique curricular structure gave us 
the opportunity to plan and organize an integrated 
program consisting of several different learning ex-
periences both home and abroad (research semi-
nar, workshop on social media, studio and seminar 
abroad, and internships for students following the 
study abroad component) that together constitute 
a model for a distinct type of public interest design 
that we intend to replicate in the future.  Further-
more, by partnering with several NGOs and private 
firms working within specific communities of need, 
we were able to rethink the traditional delivery of 
a design studio and research seminar in a man-
ner that directly engaged students in a unique 
approach to community engaged scholarship and 
human-centered design.  This instructional model 
places the partnering communities at the center of 
the academic program and gives students direct 

responsibility for the construction of their knowl-
edge and the development of their own education. 
[Figure 03]

Below are two student reflections elaborating on 
the importance of their participation in the devel-
opment of their own education:

Today opened my eyes to the hardships of the near-
by areas of Haiti that did not fare as well during the 
earthquake as Pétionville.  I realized how sheltered 
we are from the worst of the destruction.  The im-
pact of seeing the true devastation of the January 
12th earthquake first hand is a world apart from 
reading about it from my computer in Minneapolis. 
(April 07: Emerson)

I remember seeing fires in the trash as we drove, 
and I asked what was going on.  Abby told me they 
were burning the trash to get rid of it, since there 
is simply just no place to put it.  It was at that mo-
ment that the immensity of the situation in Haiti 
became real, and very overwhelming.  I just kept 
on thinking, where in the world does one even be-
gin to think about changing these conditions?  The 
problem is just so widespread.  It is easier to focus 
on one project, such as the orphanage, and make 
an improvement in several Haitians lives than trying 
to tackle the greater picture.  Trying to wrap your 
brain around the extremity of the situation is hard 
enough, that I just can’t imagine trying to put an 
action plan into place... (April 07: Katie)

Lesson 3: It takes a Village to Make a Village 
– The Necessity of a Community-based 
Design Process.  

The importance of working directly with commu-
nity members and established partners like Archi-

Figure 3.  Community members reviewing the master 
plan for Santo, a new community for 500 families located 
near Léogâne.
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tecture for Humanity and the American Refugee 
Committee (and the guest presenters in the semi-
nar) to meaningfully involve all stakeholders in the 
rebuilding effort.  

As mentioned in the introduction to this paper, a 
key contribution to the successes of this integrated 
program came from the broad network of partner-
ing organizations and collaborators during the ini-
tial research seminar, as well as, the onsite work in 
Haiti.  One of our main objectives for this program 
was to instill in the students the importance of cre-
ating a strong network of collaborators to ensure 
the effectiveness of the group efforts and to avoid 
the potential pitfalls of entering into a complex 
situation without a deep knowledge of the circum-
stances in which they will be working.  The Ameri-
can Refugee Committee and Architecture for Hu-
manity offered early support to host several faculty 
members from the School of Architecture on site in 
Haiti as part of our initial planning efforts.  These 
trips helped to establish connections and relation-
ships with these and other NGOs working in Haiti 
to ensure the viability of logistically managing and 
facilitating the program abroad.  Additionally, we 
tapped the expertise of local scholars and practi-
tioners to help sharpen the Research Manual and 
Field Guide produced in the preparatory seminar 
in advance of the program abroad.  The following 
list demonstrates the range of disciplinary perspec-
tives from the guest presenters who contributed to 
the seminar throughout the first half of the term 
(names have been omitted to maintain anonymity 
for the peer review process of this paper):

Loren Abraham, Adjunct Assistant Professor of 
Architecture, University of Minnesota; founding 
member of the US Green Building Council; past 
chairman of the Sustainable Buildings Industries 
Council 

Beaudelaine Pierre, Hubert H. Humphrey Interna-
tional Fellow – 2010; editor of ANAYIZZ Review, 
an international woman’s magazine focusing on 
challenges faced by Haitian women.

Poul Bertelsen, Executive Director and Principal 
Architect, MSAADA Architects and Adjunct Instruc-
tor of Architecture, University of Minnesota

Andrew Blaisdell, Design Director for Furi School 
Project, Ethiopia 

Maggie Breslin, Senior Designer/ Researcher, 
Mayo Clinic Center for Innovation

John Carmody, Director, Center for Sustainable 
Building Research

Tom Fisher, Dean and Professor, College of De-
sign, University of Minnesota

Catherin French, Ph.D., Professor, Department of 
Civil Engineering, University of Minnesota

Anne Hake, Research Fellow, Center for Sustain-
able Building Research (CSBR) on site in Haiti 
2010

Kathleen Harder, Ph.D., Director, Center for De-
sign in Health, University of Minnesota

Jim Lutz, Lecturer and Co-director of the MS in 
Sustainable Design, University of Minnesota

Virajita Singh, Senior Research Fellow - Center for 
Sustainable Building Research (CSBR) and Adjunct 
Assistant Professor, School of Architecture, Uni-
versity of Minnesota 

Aaron Squadroni, Adjunct Instructor, School of 
Architecture, University of Minnesota

Corine A. Wegener, Associate Curator Decorative 
Arts, Textiles, and Sculpture, Minneapolis Institute 
of Arts, Retired major in the United States Army 
Reserve; served in Iraq as an Arts, Monuments 
and Archives Officer, 2003–4

Daniel Wordsworth, President and CEO, American 
Refugee Committee

Figure 4.   Students presented their research and design 
ideas to the group of fellows at the Architecture for 
Humanity headquarters in Pétionville. 
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Tom Westbook, Lecturer in Architecture, Lead De-
signer for the Clean Hub Project

These presenters helped to focus and direct much 
of the research and production in the seminar that 
was charged with the most immediate imperative 
to support the field work that would be undertaken 
by the six graduate students and faculty mem-
ber (one of the authors of this paper) working in 
partnership with Architecture for Humanity.  Below 
are two student reflections elaborating on the im-
portance of their collaborative efforts with experts 
and community members as part of their distance 
learning experience:

On Monday Emerson and I were able to travel to 
Léogâne with a structural engineer, Rick, from Ar-
chitecture for Humanity, who was meeting with a 
potential client for a new school in rural Léogâne... 
The school, which served grades K-6, experienced 
structural damage due to the earthquake.  The build-
ing pretty much sunk a few feet on one side, leav-
ing classrooms unsafe for the children to inhabit.  
The school is currently building a new structure, but 
unfortunately it is being built with the same unsafe 
construction techniques that were used prior to the 
earthquake.  A new structure with classrooms for 
K-12, may be proposed... Along the way we stopped 
at several places and talked with the local people, 
who were eager to learn what we were doing in their 
community. (April 20: Katie)

After our formal presentations were complete, we 
were also asked to share our individual impressions 
on our experience working with Architecture for Hu-
manity. Many of us expressed the notion that by 
working down here in Haiti we now fully recognize the 
real future of architecture—or really what architecture 
should be in the upcoming decades—designing for 
those who need it the most. We now fully recognize 
the importance and role that organizations such AFH 
have in arriving in disaster-stricken areas to success-
fully achieve programs for capacity building... Know-
ing you are making such a profound impact on some-
one’s life makes this type of work so rewarding…and 
quite frankly, intoxicating. (May 08: Katie)

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

By fully embracing the charge of our new graduate 
curriculum, to “uphold our responsibility to the dis-
cipline of architecture while maintaining our abil-
ity to respond to the rapid pace of change,” this 
semester-long program required a re-conceptual-
ization of how we approach the education of future 
designers to intelligently respond the complex-
ity of challenges they will undoubtedly confront.  
The traditional fifteen-week, studio-centric model 
of education was simply inadequate for the type 
of program being developed for our work in Haiti.  

Therefore, we found it necessary to rethink our 
curricular framework through the development of 
four new courses – two seminars, a studio, and a 
one-week “catalyst” workshop on social media in 
disaster relief – in order to deliver an innovative 
model of community-based design education.   

The success of these efforts can be gauged in sev-
eral ways: At the end of the scheduled academic 
program, AFH was so impressed by the work pro-
duced by our students in Haiti that they invited all 
of the students to extend their involvement and 
covered the cost of their living expenses and re-
scheduled flights.  Five of the six students stayed 
on as volunteers for an additional 2-3 weeks and 
continued to work on the projects they had man-
aged throughout their academic program.  Two re-
mained in Haiti through the entire summer having 
accepted internship offers from SODADE, the Hai-
tian planning firm working on a variety of redevel-
opment projects throughout Port-au-Prince.  And 
for two students who returned home at the end of 
the program, their experiences in public interest 
design played a direct role in procuring summer in-
ternships with firms with projects in Haiti and other 
developing nations.  Work continues to progress on 
all of the projects developed by or projects (the 
official groundbreaking for the Santo project took 
place on September 15th), and preliminary plan-
ning is underway to offer this integrated program 
in Haiti during the spring 2012 semester. 

Figure 5.    Students worked with local metal fabricators 
and builders to gain a better understanding of the building 
practices and construction techniques
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Five Take-aways on Which to Build – 
Pedagogical Lessons Learned:

1. The need to develop specialized 
programs in “humanitarian/public interest/
disaster response design” in schools of 
architecture.  These need to be inter-disciplinary 
programs including engineering, public health, 
economics, etc., including partnerships with NGOs 
and governmental agencies, with design schools 
taking an active leadership role in the development 
of sustainable communities.

2. There is a strong ethos of service in this 
generation of emerging professionals.  Archi-
tecture schools need to recognize this or risk be-
coming irrelevant to a growing number of their stu-
dents who desire outlets for their work beyond the 
realm of the academy and see community engage-
ment as a critical part of their education.  

3. Disaster response is, unfortunately, a niche 
in the profession that will experience steady 
“growth” in the coming years. The effects of 
climate change (drought, famine, population mi-
gration, etc.), increasing “natural” disasters, civil 
unrest precipitated by political/economic instabil-
ity, etc., will require a growing numbers of special-
ly-educated design professionals.  Training the next 
generation of humanitarian designers needs to be 
a high priority.

4. Architects have a major role in capacity 
building: The future of ______ is the responsi-
bility of ______-ians. Architects need to be able 
to build intellectual capacity as well as buildings; 
teach and build.  Citizens in countries recover-
ing from disaster need to be empowered to shape 
their own destiny.  How you do this in countries 
(like Haiti) where generations have known nothing 
but political instability and corruption will require 
equipping designers with new skill sets.

5. The time is right. As the architecture profes-
sion re-defines itself in this time of imposed re-
flection, becoming a less elitist, more egalitarian 
discipline is essential (and long overdue).
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