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Rice Design Alliance has provided research grants for 
architecture and design students and faculty since 1999. 
With the generous support of The Mitsui U.S.A. Foun-
dation, RDA launched the renamed Houston Design  
Research Grant in 2020 (formerly known as the Initia-
tives for Houston Grant) to more actively support research 
that can make a significant contribution to the Houston  
community through quality design thinking.

Starting in 2020, applications were expanded nationally to 
students and faculty looking to work on research projects of 
relevance to Houston’s urban environment. The grant now 
awards $6,000 each to a student and faculty winner who 
will be invited to present their project at a public lunchtime 
lecture at Rice Architecture and to publish their research in 
Cite. Every year the grant addresses a different topic.

In 2020, the grant focused on housing projects that 
elevated and expanded ideas about how Houstonians 
might live together. The 2020 winners were selected 
by a six-member jury that included Andrew Albers, AIA,  
Principal, OJB Landscape Architecture; President-Elect, 
RDA; and Lecturer, Rice Architecture; Jonathan Brinsden, 
former CEO, Midway; Margaret Wallace Brown, Director,  
City of Houston’s Planning & Development Department; 
John J. Casbarian, Interim Dean and the Harry K. and Albert K. 
Smith Professor of Architecture, Rice Architecture; Partner, 
Taft Architects; Maria Nicanor, Executive Director, Rice 
Design Alliance; and Jesús Vassallo, Associate Professor, 
Rice Architecture.

 The Houston Design Research Grant is made possible  
thanks to a generous gift from The Mitsui U.S.A. Foun- 
dation, the philanthropic arm of Mitsui & Co. (U.S.A.), Inc. 
(“Mitsui USA”). Established in 1987, The Mitsui U.S.A. 
Foundation currently supports more than fifty initiatives 
across the US in the areas of Education, Community  
Welfare, Arts and Culture, and Employee Matching and  
Volunteerism.
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For our 2021 Architecture Tour, RDA is looking 
UPWARDS and highlighting examples of 
urban density in Houston’s housing stock. This 
year’s residences, featured in a special virtual 
program, explore our city’s gradual transition 
towards urban densification and some of 
the different examples of housing types that 
exist in Houston. The virtual tour locations 
all champion the denser urban fabric that 
our city needs as we face population growth 
and increasing climate challenges. While not 
the only examples of dense urban living, the 
homes on our tour offer possible alternative 
living scenarios—from past and present—
that move away from single-family suburban 
housing and instead showcase the power of 
collective living.
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Somewhere between a temporary hotel room 
and permanent housing, single room occu-
pancy (SRO) housing defies simple catego- 
rization but has served many diverse groups 
in need of affordable housing. The promise of 
the SRO emerges from its marginalization and 
resistance by necessity to dominant models  
of market-driven housing over its 150-year 
history. While the SRO is slippery in definition,  
the three words reveal how it bypasses our 
conventional unde standing of architectural 
typology  to instead offer a series of ingredi- 
ents for what housing could be. The terms 
 “single,” “room,” and “occupancy” respectively 
call attention to the agency of the individual,  
the importance of space making, and the  
right to claim belonging.

For the past twenty years, New Hope Housing 
in Houston has been gradually reinventing the 
SRO to serve the city’s in-need populations 
while pioneering a unique debt-free model 
to development. The many innovations in their 
built projects, both ambient and exuberant, 
give rise to an expanded array of economic 
and social exchanges within housing beyond 
those dictated by market demands. 

According to New Hope’s mission statement, 
the organization’s core purpose is “to provide 
stabilizing, affordable, permanent housing with 
supportive services for people who live on very 
limited incomes.” The organization was found-
ed in 1993, when the People of Christ Church 
Cathedral-Episcopal started a fundraiser in 
response to the growing homeless popula-
tion in downtown Houston. Since then, they 
have built nearly 1,200 units spanning nine 
properties across the city. Designed in close 
collaboration with local architects, New Hope’s 
properties display a consistent evolution of 
shared design features while responding to 
each localized site. One project emblematic 
of their approach is their Sakowitz property, 
which was designed by Val Glitsch Architect 
and completed in 2010 in the Fifth Ward. The 
plan of Sakowitz arranges 166 units across 
both single and double-loaded corridor bars to 
enclose three courtyards, each with their own 
outdoor features and identities. The plan grows 
outward from the individual SRO rooms, which 
gives the building an intimate scale despite its 
seemingly large size. Amenity spaces, gener-
ous courtyards, and similar soft modes of 
collectivity in Sakowitz and other New Hope 
properties transform the typical multifamily 
housing development configuration into an 
experience at once familiar and new. 

While the aggregation of units in many  
historic SROs was designed for efficiency,  
in Sakowitz the spaces between units are 
generous, and the building in turn feels 
open while still protected. Walking through  
Sakowitz, one encounters an assemblage of 
archetypal architectural exteriors—courtyards 

and cloisters, stairwells and arcades, over-
passes and underpasses. This loosening of 
spaces, which in essence transforms the 
building into a village, stands in stark contrast 
to the rigid and austere forms of the historic 
SRO. While early SROs re-directed residents’ 
domestic life to the city outside, in Sakowitz 
it appears that a version of a micro-city has 
been transplanted within the boundaries of 
the building itself. 

The room has been an area of inquiry and 
contention from its emergence in modernist  
architectural thinking to recent discourse  
around housing. In his essay, “A Short 
History of the Private Room,” Pier Vittorio  
Aureli critiques the market-driven miniatur-
ization of the dwelling unit—evidenced in 
the now-ubiquitous urban micro-apartment 
which packs a kitchen, dining room, living 
room, and bedroom all in one space—while 
drawing a comparison to the sanctity of an 
uncluttered private space, exemplified by 
Hannes Meyer’s Co-op Interieur. The SRO 
unit, in its original form, aligns more close-
ly with the latter. But unlike Meyer’s Co-op, 
the SRO has always engaged the question 
of what exists outside of the room as well,  
because it is the presence of these exte-
rior services that allows the SRO room to  
exist in the first place. By simultaneously 
establishing the room as a given right, while  
simplifying it to meet the most basic human 
needs of shelter and privacy, the most  
salient attribute of the SRO has always  
been its projection outwards. 

In New Hope’s properties, looking outside of 
the private room leads to a discovery of new  
 “rooms” within the expanded plan. A projec-
tive broadening of the activities already  
engendered within these spaces can further 
empower mutually beneficial relationships 
between residents and the neighborhoods 
they inhabit. Rather than being defined solely  
by program or contiguous planes and enclo-
sures, these new rooms prioritize the exchange 
of relationships: a pop-up store where resi-
dents could build trust with the neighborhood 
by trading domestic objects, a timeshare  
event space that can be held in common 
ownership, a main square for hosting neigh-
borhood gatherings.

These rooms are nascent and open to interpre-
tation. They are blurry and in transition. They 
can be best described as a set of “moving 
rooms,” ready to migrate from the margins 
occupied by the SRO to offer new forms of 
social and financial exchange in housing that 
can better serve us all.

De Peter Yi is a lecturer and the 2018–2019 
Walter Sanders Fellow at the Taubman College 
of Architecture at the University of Michigan.  
He is the author of Building Subjects, a  
recently published book on vernacular 
housing in China. 

The research team for this effort included 
Michaela Nam, Tejashrii Shankar Raman,  
Stephanie Rosas, and Yin To Wong.
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Top right: Plan of Sakowitz SRO, designed by 
Val Glitsch Architect, and operated by New  
Hope Housing. Courtesy Val Glitsch Architect.
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The Long-Term Motel is a new typology for 
affordable housing. It is an infrastructure 
for the reuse and sharing of amenities. It is a  
refuge for the in-between resident.

Somewhere between motel and home, the 
Long-Term Motel proposes a new form of coop-
erative housing for Houston. Designed for the 
increasing number of fulfillment center workers 
in the outer reaches of the city, the project calls 
for a new typology for affordable housing based 
on a model of varied-stay inhabitation. It builds 
on the shotgun house typology, translating it to 
a scale for a larger collective through a system 
of sharing, increased density, and prefabri-
cated units, countering Houston’s dispersed 
housing and standard nuclear family structure.

The Context
Companies like Amazon have been recently 
placed under scrutiny for their monopoly 
over the digital marketplace and for their  
exploitative labor conditions. Long hours, poor 
lighting, and menial labor perpetuate a cycle 
of exploitation which, for many people, leaves 
no alternative. Demographically, this model for 
seasonal and short-term employment, coupled 
with decreasing opportunities in the U.S. labor 
market, has attracted people of different ages, 
races, degrees of education, and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds to Amazon’s workforce, 
creating a uniquely diverse yet ultimately 
disparate body of workers. It is this spectrum—
the seasonal to the full-time employee and 
the student to the near-retiree—for whom the 
Long-Term Motel is designed.

The Site
Architecturally, Amazon’s supply chains 
have manifested themselves as “wish-ful-
fillment centers.” They’re usually illegible, 
big-box warehouses situated in barren 
concrete landscapes on the outskirts of cities.  
Houston’s outer loop region reflects this 
typology—composed of untouched forests, 
highways, three (and counting) Amazon fulfill-
ment centers, and other isolated warehouses 
located far from residential zones and public 
transportation infrastructures. The Long-Term 
Motel is situated within this context, on the 
edge of forested land adjacent to IAH Airport 
and Amazon’s HOU1 warehouse.

The Plaza
A loosely arrayed plaza mediates between the 
building and the surrounding warehouses. It’s 
open for all activities—from raves, to protests, 
to drive-in-theaters. Its expanse is navigated 
by a public bus route system which unites 
the existing roads and parking infrastruc-
tures into an overall landscape. This network 
ferries workers and visitors from the building 
to local destinations, transforming the motel 
and fulfillment centers into a neighborhood of 
extra-large buildings.

The Building
The curved massing of the building sweeps 
across the northern boundary of the site. 
Its blank corrugated metal and polycar-
bonate façade reflects the vernacular of the 
surrounding machine landscape, while also 
acting as a backdrop for activities in the 
communal plaza. In contrast, the gentle arc and 
low pitched-roof signify its human program 
and unify the programs of a motel, apartment, 
community center, and public amenities 
under a single, continuous roof—supported 
by a superstructure of mass-timber columns, 
beams, and trusses. The form of the building is 
derived from an arc overlayed by an orthogonal 
cut; this creates a long public corridor which 
splits the interior in two. This corridor acts as 
a porous boundary, distinguishing the private 
domestic units to the north from the public 
amenities to the south. Drawing from Soviet 
worker clubs where programs were meant 
to facilitate conversations conducive to the 
formation of labor unions, the building offers 
public amenities ranging from lounges to 
libraries, gyms, auditoriums, dining halls, and 
meeting spaces. These are open to the broader 
community and make spaces for dialogue and 
collective gathering.

The Contract
The Long-Term Motel is not only a building but 
a redesign of the traditional lease agreement. 
The project offers its residential space not by 
unit but by room, lowering cost per square 
foot and allowing residents to flexibly join as 
individuals or as pre-formed groups through 
a discounted bundling of rooms. In addition, 
rooms in the small units are available for lease 
on a daily or monthly basis (much like a hotel or 
AirBnB) and rooms in the large units are avail-
able on a seasonal to yearly basis with a three-
year maximum. These longer-term rooms are 
not leased but temporarily owned through a 
non-equity cooperative, wherein residents 
gain membership and occupancy rights over 
their specific unit and shared amenities for the 
duration of their stay, as outlined in an occu-
pancy agreement. This allows inhabitants to 
occupy a middle temporal space that is neither 
permanent nor ephemeral and to construct 
their own terms for living.

The Unit
Three types of residential units—small, medium, 
and large—vary in size and offer different 
kinds of shared amenities to accommodate 
a range of temporalities, kinship structures, 
and degrees of sharing between individuals, 
which subvert the standard domestic layout. 
Each unit is designed as an independent light-
weight timber infill that slots between the infra-
structure walls and beneath the mass-timber 
superstructure. The simplicity of construction 
also facilitates a simplicity and flexibility in plan: 
Rooms are organized linearly and defined 
loosely by a series of sliding polycarbonate 

doors, which can be opened to allow for a view 
through the entire building to the forest beyond.

The Walls
The infrastructural walls form the literal cores 
of the project, which contain all the neces-
sary infrastructure for living. All public spaces 
and residential units are defined through an 
array of these highly programmed poche 
walls, designed to conceal an efficient grid of 
plumbing and HVAC. Tapping into this infra-
structure, each infrastructural wall supplies 
its adjacent space with the fixed appliances 
and rooms specific to its program and uses 
a system of color-coding within the cabinetry 
to easily identify shared versus private use.  
Within the residential units, these infrastruc-
tural walls facilitate the sharing of domestic 
amenities across units and between resi-
dents, using sliding doors to mediate access 
to the shared laundry, bathrooms, kitchens,  
and storage spaces. The walls are constructed 
from a prefabricated kit-of-parts made of stan-
dard dimensional lumber and milled plywood 
sheets, which allow for a diversity of spaces 
through modular configurations. By taking 
advantage of an economy of scale, these 
heavily designed parts form an affordable and 
easily constructed whole.

The Summary
The Long-Term Motel is a refuge for the in-be-
tween resident. Rent and ownership become 
a flexible arrangement, supported by a collec-
tive building layout and system of sharing that  
allow for an ease of transience. Construction 
relies on an economy of scale, providing an 
economical number of amenities to serve more 
than just a few. The building itself provides a 
diversity of living opportunities and common 
spaces that allow for personal connection, 
community-building, leisure, and beauty in the 
otherwise isolated and inhuman fulfillment 
center landscape. The Long-Term Motel is a 
referendum on Houston’s current approach 
to housing and re-imagines the role that archi-
tects might play in designing the seemingly 
extra-architectural systems that affect the 
politics, labor, and perceived kinship struc-
tures of our everyday lives.

Anna Fritz is a student at Rice Architecture in the 
B.Arch. program. She is currently completing 
her year of preceptorship at Thomas Phifer and 
Partners in New York. 

Shree Kale is a student at Rice Architecture in 
the B.Arch. program. He is currently completing 
his year of preceptorship at Adjaye Associates 
in New York.  

Edward Liew is a student at Rice Architecture  
in the B.Arch. program. He is currently complet-
ing his year of preceptorship at Pei Cobb Freed 
& Partners Architects in New York.
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Suburban deforestation in order to construct 
streets and parking tarmacs everywhere has 
created an endlessly uncontrollable surface—a 
giant wind and waterworks—the setting for  
the perfect storm.

–Lars Lerup, One Million Acres & No Zoning1

In his 2011 text, architect Lars Lerup considers 
the implications of a 500-year storm in 
Houston, a city whose urban fabric is exposed 
to the deleterious effects of ever-intensifying 
environmental events. From Lerup’s text, 
three factors can be deduced that serve as 
a footing for a new approach to housing in 
Houston: economy, culture, and climate. In 
Lerup’s prophetic scenario, economic and 
cultural forces—such as the cost of land and 
the desire for an individual plot, respectively—
collide with and amplify worsening climate 
events.2 If urbanization—realized here through 
the unchecked proliferation of impermeable 
surfaces—is indeed part of the problem, what 
role should a new housing model play in miti-
gating its impact? 

Houston is the quintessential laissez-faire 
city; it lends itself to bottom-up development. 
Therefore, a successful new housing type must 
be thought of as a replicable, scalable, model 
that can be deployed piecemeal by the devel-
oper or the private individual. In its replicability, 
it must contain the solutions to economic, 
cultural, and climatic problems, by, in order 
of consideration, increasing density, bringing 
down the cost for developer and buyer, and 
satisfying demands for housing away from the 
floodplain; maintaining the essential spatial 
and social qualities to which Houstonians are 
accustomed; and protecting the residents from 
flooding (physically and psychologically) and 
re-introducing porous surfaces to the urban 
landscape to mitigate runoff.

Approaching the fabric of Houston through 
the lens of the “generational typology”—a term 
coined by Atelier Bow-Wow—we ask: How can 
the qualities appreciated by previous gener-
ations be maintained in the face of densifica-
tion, economic stressors, and environmental 
challenges?3

A New Housing Model
Working with the existing housing initiatives 
found in the Complete Communities Action 
Plan for the Third Ward and the Midtown Afford-
able Housing Plan as part of Jesús Vassallo’s 
Texas Dense studio, we were able to identify 
and develop schemes for certain tracts of land 
while also testing their replicability across 
the Third Ward. Conceptualizing the housing 
prototype from site-specific instances was 
critical to understanding and working with the 
existing urban fabric.

As a starting point, we considered the shotgun 
house typology, which contains many qual-
ities that Third Ward residents appreciate;  
in particular, the role of the front porch as a 
social space for interacting with the neigh-
borhood. We wanted to retain and retool this 
cherished component of the shotgun typology 
in a denser setting.

Our first step was to flip the porches from the 
short end of the home to the long side, which 
expands this valued condition. This move 
allowed us to organize the units in a linear 
formation, which maximizes opportunities for 
natural light. We wanted to create the experi-
ence of a continuous porch that would maxi-
mize both social and environmental qualities. 

A point-core system allowed us to eliminate 
the need for corridors. By raising all units off 
the ground and stacking similar units, we were 
able to achieve two important things: first, the 
ground-level space is opened for green areas, 
parking, and shared amenities; and second, 
this elevation provides residents with physical 
and psychological protection from flooding.To 
enhance the benefit of the porch condition, 
we provided extensive shading mechanisms 
(through roof overhangs and sunshades) to 
create a space that would be comfortable most 
of the year. This allows for additional usable 
space in an otherwise compact unit, while 
keeping the area of mechanically conditioned 
space smaller. 

On the opposite side of the residential unit, 
an extruded box extends through the units, 
housing built-in storage, a place for air returns, 
and a plant ledge above. The units have a 
simple linear plan, with rooms separated by 
prefabricated walls. 

These walls can be prefabricated off-site in 
parallel to the construction of the primary steel 
frame, which shortens construction time for 
the project. To minimize transportation costs, 
the modules are envisioned as larger, “chunky” 
walls that incorporate basic appliances and 
storage. They would be assembled onsite to 
produce rooms when placed in an apartment.

In terms of economy of scale, the main 
elements of the structure are conceived as 
a kit-of-parts or an architectural product. By 
reducing variation, we hope to diminish cost 
and increase the quality and performance of 
spaces. It is our intent that by utilizing steel 
structures, local steel manufacturers—plen-
tiful in Houston thanks to the oil industry—
could be used as a resource. The choice of 
the Vierendeel truss was born out of the obser-
vation of the grid-like spindle ornamentation 
on many of the single-family homes in the area.

Notes
1 Lars Lerup, One Million Acres & No  
Zoning (London: AA Publications, 2011), 125.
2 For a study into the effects of urbaniza-
tion during Hurricane Harvey, see Wei Zhang, 
Gabriele Villarini, Gabriel Vecchi, and James 
Smith, “Urbanization exacerbated the rainfall 
and flooding caused by Hurricane Harvey in 
Houston,” Nature 563 (2018).
3 The concept of “generational typology” 
was developed by Atelier Bow-Wow in the 
context of Japan. It observes that with each 
generation, an existing lot becomes further 
subdivided as a result of the inheritance tax, 
and thus becomes more densified. The appeal 
to this concept in the context of our search for 
a housing model is that it allows us to establish 
a continuity with what was already happening 
in Houston.

Sebastián López Cardozo is a Master of Archi-
tecture candidate at Rice University. In 2020, 
he was a co-Editor-in-Chief for issues 8.5 and  
9.0 of PLAT Journal and coproduced an archi- 
tecture podcast series with Rice Architecture’s 
Tête-à-Tête. His writing has been published  
in Azure Magazine and Yale’s Paprika!. Current- 
ly, he is working on a book on contemporary 
Mexican architecture with Jesús Vassallo  
and also works for Toronto-based Partisans 
Architecture.

Lene-Mari Sollie is a Master of Architec-
ture candidate at Rice University. She is the  
recipient of the Morris R. Pitman Award in  
Architecture and the Gene Hackerman  
Scholarship. She received her B.S. in Architec- 
ture from the University of Minnesota and 
has practiced as a project designer in Sydney  
and Minneapolis.
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