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This interactive system of distributed elements shares Indigenous 
knowledge across campus and invites participation in Native Hawaiian 
cultural practices that extend beyond traditional land acknowledgments. 
This project addresses an institutional need to re-imagine campus 
signage and wayfinding while physically embodying the university’s 
commitment to being a “Native Hawaiian place of learning.”

IMPACTING PROCESS: CO-AUTHORSHIP THROUGH A PUBLIC RFP

The project began by unpacking the design problem through a layered 
framework that recognizes the complexity of place. A graduate 
architecture studio examined environmental, cultural, historical, and 
Indigenous systems on campus, developing maps that illustrated 
their interconnections. A multi-phase process followed, shaped by 
engagement with more than 150 faculty, researchers, and students 
through interviews, campus tours, and listening sessions. These 
findings informed schematic designs and prototypes, forming the basis 
for a public RFP that required the inclusion of Native Hawaiian artists 
and cultural practitioners with deep knowledge and familial roots in 
Mānoa Valley. This marked the first such requirement at the University.

POINTS AND MARKERS: FROM SIGN TO SYSTEM

The spatial system includes twenty-one Building Signs and four 
‘Ili Markers distributed along three primary pedestrian axes that 
foreground ʻili—small land divisions that cross the campus. These 
architectural elements function as navigational tools while revealing the 
broader systems of knowledge that shape our understanding of place 
and culture.

OVERLAPPING REPRESENTATIONS & LAYERED MEANING

A design language merging literal and abstract references bridges 
Indigenous and Western representational approaches. Pu‘u pointers 
direct viewers to specific sites, while hand-cut botanical artworks 
of culturally significant species such as kalo and kī stand as isolated 
specimens, contrasting with the artist’s iconic aloha shirt motifs. 
A dynamic watermark pattern, inspired by kapa textiles, suggests 
navigation and movement; its repeated geometric field mirrors 
traditional stamping processes and symbolizes the motion of water. 

Repeating these patterns across signs, markers, and digital platforms 
unifies the project. Building names remain interchangeable and 
adaptable, while ʻili names are fixed, anchoring each element within its 
cultural and spatial genealogy.

TOOLS, PRACTICES & PLACES

Surrounding the campus are wahi pana—storied places rich in 
ancestral knowledge. The watermark patterns and pointers orient 
viewers toward these locations, revealing broader networks of history, 
culture, and ecology. Embedded medallions in walkways link to digital 
environments for deeper learning. Aligning with the medallions evokes 
heiau orientation and the Polynesian Star Compass—frameworks where 
physical and celestial alignment guide understanding. Here, wahi pana 
become land-based navigational points, like stars guiding voyagers at 
sea.

PROTOTYPES AS CATALYSTS

This multi-year effort reached a milestone with two Building Signs 
fabricated and installed in Summer 2022. The first cluster of ‘Ili Markers 
will follow in Spring 2026, marking the intersection of ʻili boundaries 
at the campus core. These prototypes test materials, fabrication, 
and maintenance, while ethnographic studies observe how users 
engage with the design and digital platform. As the project evolves, it 
demonstrates how small-scale prototypes can drive systemic change. 
Through slower, more deliberate approaches, it advances culturally 
grounded design practices. By reframing authorship and procurement, it 
fosters collaboration over extraction and inclusivity over appropriation. 
The resulting architectural artifacts serve as instruments for navigating, 
discovering, and decolonizing the public realm.

Heiau Alignment Diagram



A pragmatic need for a campus wayfinding and signage system evolved into an interactive, culturally grounded project that advances 
the university’s mandate to become a “Native Hawaiian Place of Learning.” The initiative also celebrates the place-based qualities that 
make the flagship campus and its community unique.7 Years of Development & Co-Design Efforts



SELECTED RFP TEAM 

Nearly 240 people have contributed to this project, including 15 administrative offices and 8 academic departments. Fifteen paid 
student project assistants contributed more than 4,000 hours, 10 of whom continued for at least a year after graduation as full-time 
university employees. The project was reviewed by the System President, Vice President, and all Deans.Expanding Collaboration Between Academia & Administration
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Layered Places Framework & User Research

A total of 31 people responded to the on-campus survey and of that total, 17 were taken following the “Campus Loop” tour. The 
majority of responses came from people who were visiting from California. 

The majority of respondents (65%) drove themselves to UH for the campus tour.Other 
respondents caught a ride (32%) with either a taxi, uber, lyft, or family. One respondent 
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WAYFINDING SUMMARY: Tracing a complete journey among users, from arriving on campus, finding their destination, and then leaving campus, most people used at 
least two types of media to find their way around.
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A total of 31 people responded to the on-campus survey and of that total, 17 were taken following the “Campus Loop” tour. The 
majority of responses came from people who were visiting from California. 

The majority of respondents (65%) drove themselves to UH for the campus tour.Other 
respondents caught a ride (32%) with either a taxi, uber, lyft, or family. One respondent 
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Tracing a complete journey among users, from arriving on campus, finding their destination, and then leaving campus, most people used at 
least two types of media to find their way around.
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A total of 31 people responded to the on-campus survey and of that total, 17 were taken following the “Campus Loop” tour. The 
majority of responses came from people who were visiting from California. 
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respondents caught a ride (32%) with either a taxi, uber, lyft, or family. One respondent 
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Tracing a complete journey among users, from arriving on campus, finding their destination, and then leaving campus, most people used at 
least two types of media to find their way around.
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This project began with a series of interviews, campus tours, cross-departmental conversations, and the input of more than 150 
faculty, researchers, and students. The Layered Places Framework served as the basis for subsequent phases. 



A lei-making class was held during the pop-up lei exhibit to educate visitors on the art of crafting lei.

Students conducted surveys in the lobby of the Moana Surfrider, a major hub for visitors. The data helps to inform the demographic of Hawaiiʻs visitors and their preferred modes of wayfinding through the city.
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Students conducted surveys in the lobby of the Moana Surfrider, a major hub for visitors. The data helps to inform the demographic of Hawaiiʻs visitors and their preferred modes of wayfinding through the city.

The majority of respondents (73%) have been to Hawai‘i before, with some reporting 
that it was their 3rd time or more. Most respondents said that they were on vacation 
(71%) as opposed to being in Hawai‘i for business (12%), a wedding (7%), or visiting 
family/friends (5%). The most popular activities respondents plan on participating in on 
their trip were beach activities such as swimming, surfing, paddleboarding, snorkeling, 
fishing, parasailing, and sunbathing. Only four respondents said they were interested 
in cultural-related activities. A few resondents said they plan on visiting Pearl Harbor, 
North Shore/Hale‘iwa, Diamond Head, and the Botanical Gardens. For those respondents 
who were visiting Hawai‘i for the first time, the majority said that they heard about sites 
to see and things to do from family or friends. They also find their way around mainly by 
asking for directions and then refer to their smartphone apps and/or printed maps. For 
those respondents who have been to Hawai‘i before and know about sites to see and 
things to do, they find their way around mainly by using their smartphone apps. Of those 
respondents who use their smartphone apps, they said they also tend to ask for directions 
or refer to a printed map. 49% of respondents speak more than one language, with 
English being their first or native language. 
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A total of 41 people participated in the off-campus survey and of that total, seven were conducted in Japanese. The majority of 
responses came from people who were staying at the Moana Surfrider and visiting from California and Japan.

PARTICIPATION LEARNINGS: Information dissemination and activity participation is primarily a measure of convenience
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EDUCATION LEARNINGS: About half of respondents are bi-lingual or multi-lingual and most people were interested in learning another language including Hawaiian

ASSIMILATION LEARNINGS: People find their way around using a combination of wayfinding media and the choice depends on “high touch” versus “high tech” preferences

ARCH 750G Course Integration

This graduate design studio, conducted in Summer 2018, integrated research and design through collaboration with university experts 
in academia, leadership, and planning. Students developed proposals for installations across campus and collectively produced a 
series of maps that spanned from regional to local scale, informing later design phases.



Native Hawaiian Co-Designers & Cultural Practitioners

A renowned family of Hawaiian artists and cultural practitioners joined the university-based team through a public Request for 
Proposals. The mother, father, and son share familial connections to Mānoa and ancestry in Hilo extending back more than seven 
generations. Their artwork and culturally grounded concepts bring a multi-generational, place-based perspective to the project.

Native Perspective on Wayfinding

“The Hawaiian perspective of wayfinding will always be from the seated 
position in the canoe. The wa‘a is the navigational compass on land.”

Nalani Kanakaʻole, Seventh Generation Kumu Hula & Cultural Practitioner

Watermark Pattern

The custom, geometric artwork 
represents navigation at sea 
and the directionality of ocean 
currents and wind patterns.

Traditionally, a carved i’e kuku, 
as seen on the opposite photo, 
is used to beat plant fibers into 
textiles for making clothing. 
The subtle embossed pattern is 
unique to each artist and serves 
as the background for applied 
patterns made of natural dyes.

Botanical Specimens

A collection of hand-cut, plant species endemic to Mānoa Valley was chosen for its meaning to, and 
relationship with, kanaka ʻōiwi as many of these plants are also recognized as kinolau, one of the many 
embodiments of akua (elemental forces). 

KouKī Kukui ‘ŌhiaKalo

Kumu leading a kapa making, team workshop with traditional tools and materials

I’e kuku beat the plant fibers into kapa textiles, their embossed patterns serve as signatures for the artists



Paired Elements

Building Signs set into the landscape are paired with bronze Alignment Medallions inlaid into campus pathways. Each construct 
layers information and cultural meaning, connecting viewers to online content that reveals the significance of pattern, color, botanical 
artwork, Hawaiian land divisions, nearby wahi pana, and details about the building and its occupants.



Alignment Medallion with Polynesian Star Compass

Alignment Medallions invite viewers to participate in a body alignment protocol associated with certain types of Hawaiian heiau. This 
practice heightens awareness of the direction of nearby significant sites. Each medallion is outlined by the Star Compass, which many 
Polynesian voyagers use for traditional ocean navigation.



Certain Hawaiian heiau incorporate body alignment as a ritual practice connecting individuals to land, sun, and stars. Standing in relation 
to specific stones or sightlines, participants align their bodies with celestial movements and/or surrounding wahi pana. This embodied 
orientation reaffirms ancestral knowledge systems, linking spiritual awareness, environmental observation, and navigation through place.Body Alignment



Wahi pana—storied places connected to Mānoa Valley—are paired with 21 Building Signs and 4 ‘Ili Markers composed of clusters of 
vertical blades. Mo‘olelo (stories, myths, and legends) associated with each site allow campus visitors to understand the larger natural 
and cultural context that surrounds them.Network of Wahi Pana



When complete, the Wayfinding and Signage System will unify the campus’s three main pedestrian axes, with brass inlays tracing 
navigation lines that link the medallions into a continuous, legible network.Navigation Paths as Campus Infrastructure
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The building signs are viewable from all sides. The relative “flatness” of each sign is retained by closely spacing three separate layers. 
Two identical watermark panels are spaced a few inches apart from one another, creating a subtle moiré effect as the viewer moves 
past. Botanical specimens float in front of the counter-shaded panels sending deep shadows across the face in the sunlight.Components & Meaning



Full-scale mock-ups, scale models, and digital prototypes were used across the entire design and development process. ‘Ili Markers & Map Verticals



Four ‘Ili Markers will be installed in key campus locations, with the first positioned near the convergence of four ‘ili boundaries. 
Additional single-blade verticals will be deployed through future capital projects, featuring campus maps on one side and digital 
screens with stories from the university’s communications office on the other.‘Ili Markers & Map Verticals



A high-resolution image of the Ko‘olau Range serves as the background for eleven didactic panels, each linked to the peaks and 
wahi pana surrounding the campus. These panels also identify the ‘ili in which the viewer is standing at each marker.‘Ili Marker Didactic Panels



When the campus opened in 1912, its north–south orientation followed federal funding requirements, contrasting with the natural 
alignment of Mānoa Valley and the Koʻolau Range. The new campus map overlays ‘ili boundaries atop this grid, using the watermark 
pattern to reconcile these spatial logics.‘Ili Markers & Map Verticals



In partnership with university IT, the team launched a pilot Wayfinding & Signage website to collect visitor data and track place-based 
engagement. A collaboration with IIT’s Institute of Design in Chicago extended this work, challenging students to envision digital 
interactions that deepen connection between physical and virtual systems.Place-Based, Contextually Relevant Content



Bilger Hall & Wa‘ahila Ridge
Bilger Hall, completed in 1950, is a prominent mid-century modern building on campus, originally designed to house the departments of 
Chemistry and Physics along one of the university’s main pedestrian axes.



Bilger Hall & Wa‘ahila Ridge
Wāhilā Ridge rises above Mānoa Valley, forming part of the Koʻolau Range, and is known for its native forest ecosystem, panoramic views, 
and deep cultural significance.



1 of 5 University Accreditation Commendations
This project was recognized as one of five commendations the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa received during its 2022 WASC  
(Western Association of Schools and Colleges) accreditation review.


