




the industry moving forward, Nepomechie 

says. "We arm our students with amazing 

research and critical thinking skills. We also 

teach students how to visualize the future, 

using artificial intelligence, virtual reality 

and augmented reality to envision and re

think what's possible." 

Professor Claudia Busch, for example, 

tasked students with creating a sustainable, 

affordable and customizable home design 

for replication in low-income areas. 

Students researched and analyzed the use 

of 30 printing, a fabrication method that 

many in the industry view as the future of 

affordable housing. Busch, the co-founder 

of her own architecture firm, invited clients, 

developers and industry experts to speak 

with students and provide feedback. "The 

projects the students came up with are 

real-life," Busch says. "I told them, 'You are 

doing something that has meaning.' We are 

addressing the future." 

The experience made an impression on 

graduate student Lila Coffey. "It was eye

opening," she says. "We were looking 

at these lofty goals of sustainability and 

affordability. It made me realize this is 
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possible. It made me feel excited about 

the future of architecture." 

Coffey teamed up with fellow grad 

student Manuela Farnot to design a 

series of sustainability-focused 3D-printed 

"shells," that theoretical clients could 

choose to incorporate into their homes, 

each specific to filling a particular need: 

producing alternative energy, with solar 

panels and other features incorporated to 

leverage renewable sources; maximizing 

capacity for growing vegetables, with 

support for an exterior vertical garden; 

and utilizing rainwater for laundering 

clothes and flushing toilets, with pipes 

fitted specifically to such purposes. 

"The idea was to create an example for 

communities of how structures like this 

can be built quickly and afford ably," 

Farnot says. "The goal was to create 

homes of the future." 

GRADUATES LEADING THE WAY 

Alumni are already ushering in that future. 

Ana Benatuil M.Arch. '13, senior project 

architect and one of eight FIU graduates 

who work in the Miami office of global firm 

Gensler, has made the issue of designing for 

long-term sea-level rise front and center. She 

and colleagues secured funding for a project 

that included working with Nepomechie's 

graduate students to create recommendations 

around challenges facing coastal communities. 

The resulting published report, "Urban 

Strategies for Coastal Resilience," served as 

the basis for an exhibition at the Miami Center 

for Architecture and Design. 

Benatuil says her education at FIU and the 

completion (under Nepomechie's mentorship) 

of an AJA-award-winning master's thesis -

which examines the impact of sea-level rise on 

Miami's architectural landscape - were critical 

to her evolution as a rising leader in the push to 

reduce negative impacts on the environment. 

"The project I did at FIU took on a life of its 

own," she says of its wide interest and potential 

impact. "FIU introduced me to these topics as 

a student. If it weren't for that, I wouldn't be 

where I am today." 

And with the architects of tomorrow now 

learning from those on the front lines, things 

can only look up. • 


