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INTRODUCTION
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 This paper represents the completion 
of  my masters thesis; a design exercise focused 
around the concept of Transitional Housing 
and Education for Special Needs Children.  
There are several facets of both my personal 
life as well as my professional aspirations that 
have lead me to chose this as the focus of my 
masters thesis.  I would like to take a moment 
to discus what has brought us to this point 
before we continue with the ideas and theories 
represented in this design thesis.  

 In order to move forward it will be 
necessary to take a step back and talk about 
why I chose Architecture for my life in the fi rst 
place.  At a very young age (9 in fact) I chose 
Architecture as the path I aspired to take.  I 
saw it as a conglomeration of all the things that 
spoke to me.  I loved to create things, I loved 
to understand how things worked, and how 
they came together and in order to add to the 
whole.  Later I saw that Architecture was also 
the wonderful balance of equal parts math, 
science, and art.  In discovering this I found 
yet another side of architecture that spoke to 
my personal charter and abilities.  To that , I 
like to think of myself as an artist in love with 
both the beauty and creativity of form as well 
as the math and physics that make that form 
possible.  

 As I continued with my understanding 
of Architecture I learned that it became less 
and less about the physical world  and became 
more of a broad concept of looking at the 

world.  As it sits now, I see Architecture as 
problem solving, a very unique way of looking 
at issues and problems of any scale or capacity 
and then trying to develop solutions.  

 On a superfi cial level, one could see 
the need for shelter as the problem and the 
design of a home to be the solution to that 
problem.  There is nothing incorrect about this 
perception of Architecture and Design but it 
misses the greater meaning and capacity that 
Design can have on our lives.  Shelter is one 
thing but sculpting that shelter in a way that its 
physical form can actually improve and nurture 
the lives and relationships that it mechanically 
protects, this is the truly wonderful and poetic 
capacity that Architecture has.  

 The ‘problem’ at the center of my 
thesis presented itself to me in several different 
ways before it became visible as a discussable 
topic.   My cousin’s name is Jared and he was 
born with Down Syndrome.  Jared was the fi rst 
of my many cousins to be born at a point in 
my life where I was old enough to see myself 
as an individual and to see the new baby as 
someone that needed the constant attention 
and protection of his parents.  It seems a very 
simple thing to grasp but to a young person 
seeing a physical representation of where one 
starts and where they progress to was very 
meaningful and memorable.  Over the many 
years I understood that Jared would never 
make so many of the progressions that we take 
for granted.  I saw fi rsthand what that meant 
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to him but I also saw what that meant to his 
parents, his mother in particular.  The weight 
of Jared’s constant need was something that 
dictated a great deal of my Aunts life.  I was 
remineded of this fact while visiting home a 
few months before begining my last year of 
school here at the University of Minn.  

 I was also exposed to the needs of 
individuals like Jared through my brothers 
work here in the Twin Cities.  Jonas is a nurse 
and while he was living here in Minn he worked 
at a home that cared for special needs adults.  
On ocasion i would accumpany Jonas to events 
that he would attend with the residents of the 
care home at wich he worked.  I would see that 
the needs i saw my aunt wrestling with were 
now being met by moy brother and the other 
individules that worked at the care home.  

 In a simplistic way, what i saw was 
that the situation had not changed.  All that 
had changed was whom it was that was now 
responsible for these individuals.  I then thought 
about my own life experiance.  In perticular, 
I thought about the sence of identity and 
accomplishment i felt throughout my life when 
one of the many mile stones of development 
and maturity had been reached.  Everything 
from my paper rought to the compleation of 
graduate school.  Those moments that we 
develope through help to defi ne for ourselves 
who we are and help to nurture our self worth.  
As much as each of these things means to me, 
i can’t think of a greater aspirations than to 

share those feelings with somone else and in 
doing so, lessen the burden to loved ones as 
well as the comunity at large.  

 From this i saw a need and an 
opportunity to use Architecture and the built 
environment to better the lives of a great many 
people.  The ultimate goal is to provide a place 
where people with develomental dissabilities 
can gain the exposure and experinaces needed 
to stand as confi dent individuals.  There are 
several things needed to facilitate this goal.  
Amungst these things, would be a campus 
consisting of an appartment building, an 
education facility, a shared social space, as well 
as a place where job training could take place.  
Each of these individual built environments 
would provide for a unique need and would 
allow for a safe and somewhat controlled 
exposure to a perticular skill set required 
for an independant fulfi lling life.  A facility 
like this cant work for all young people with 
developmental dissabilities but for those whos 
developmental issues are less debilitating it 
could open up their lives and thier horizons 
beyond what they or their families may have 
thought posible.  

 Through out the paper I will endevor 
to elaborate and explain in greater detail the 
overall goals that have guided this porcess.  As 
we have discused what has brought me to this 
thesis, we will also discuss those factors that 
have have guided choises concerning the site 
as well as those factors that have guided the 
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development of each of the built environments.  
Finally, we’ll take stock in all that has been 
brought forth for discussion and see if the 
premisses and ideals that drove the conception 
of the project have withstood that rigers of the 
design process.  I would also enjoy taking a 
moment to discuss if this process has proven 
successful for me on an individual level as 
well as in a profesional capasity.  Furthermore, 
uppon conclusion, i would like to look again 
at the entire thesis process with the eyes of 
someone who has now been out working in the 
proofesional world and see which ideaologies 
may have changed which may have survied.

 Sounds like fun, shall we begin?
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEED
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 The term ‘Special needs’ can take on a 
great many defi nitions so I feel it will help to 
focus this study if we defi ne more specifi cally 
what groups we are trying to help with this 
facility.  Upon referring to information 
provided by The National Center for Learning 
Disabilities (NCLD) those individuals having 
special needs in reference to their capacity for 
learning can be affl icted with a great many 
different ailments.  Even physical aliments 
and handicaps can legally defi ne a child as 
special needs.  For the purposes of this paper, 
however, we are focusing our efforts on those 
individuals who’s developmental diffi culty 
stem from mental defi ciencies.  Now, in cases 
such as Down Syndrome quite often physical 
disabilities accompany the mental disabilities 
so we will address accommodating physical 
handicaps in the built environment but we will 
not make that the focus of this paper.  We will, 
however, be focusing on individuals who are 
suffer from levels of Down Syndrome , Autism, 
and Cerebral Palsy (when accompanied with 
intellectual defi ciencies ).  Even amongst these 
groups there are levels of severity that effect 
individuals in different ways.  For example, 
many persons affected by Cerebral Palsy only 
display the physical handicaps associated with 
that disease.  Some of which can be so mild 
that and individual can be affected without 
those around them being aware.  Similarly, 
many people diagnosed as Autistic lead lives 
where the effects of such a disease are hard 
to detect.  While in others the disease seems 
to manifest in only one area of their lives.  In 

the case of Down Syndrome levels of severity 
can span from those needing life-long constant 
attention to those who have little diffi culty 
attending the regular education system.  In 
fact, there are many universities and colleges 
that provide continued education opportunities 
for such individuals.
 The Individuals that I see as being 
most aided by a facility such as the one 
conceived of in this thesis are those whose 
mental defi ciencies are acting as a hindrance 
to their development and profi ciencies with 
life skills that would be required of one to 
live a fulfi lled and independent life.  Those 
individuals who have the desire and the 
will to accomplish more for themselves and 
aspire to move forward to defi ne themselves 
independent of those that have cared for them 
but who don’t seem to have a safe place where 
they can gain the exposure to the world that 
they need.  
 There have been legal presidents and 
laws over the years that have done a great 
deal to help such individuals.  The Individuals 

Figure 2
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With Disabilities Act (IDEA) of 1975, the 
Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA) of 
1990, and the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001 are a few of the laws on the books that 
have been responsible for the development 
of the courses and curriculum provided for 
special needs children in the public school.  
For a great many young people the programs 
and support found in the public school system 
ends at high school.  For the individuals we are 
trying to address with this project the options 
are somewhat limited to staying at home under 
the care of family or fi nding a facilities like the 
one put forth in this paper that endeavor to give 
life training to individuals like themselves.  In 
my research I came across a paper presented 
in England in 2001 that is referred to as the 
‘White Paper’.  The ‘White Paper’ stated 
that individuals with learning disabilities 
should have the same options as everyone 
else when it came to where they choose to 
live.  It further stated that the options to live 
in housing networks, group homes, shared 
accommodation schemes, as well as individual 
self contained properties should be made 
available.  The White Paper didn’t just state 
that the options for housing stock should be 
varied but also that individuals with learning 
disabilities should be extended greater control 
over these options.  
 The White Paper also covered 
subjects such as how people with learning 
disabilities are excluded from society.  A 
survey was conducted of people with learning 
disabilities to gain some understanding of the 

exclusion that was felt by the learning disabled 
community.  
• One in six people with learning 
disabilities had a paying job.
• Two out of three people who were 
unemployed said they would like a job.
• 31% said they did not have contact 
with friends
• 32% said they did not feel safe in 
their homes, their local area, or using public 
transportation.
Other information was gathered through the 
survey regarding the lack of control individuals 
with learning disabilities felt over the control 
of their lives.
• 64% of people in support facilities had 
little or no control over whom they lived with 
or where they lived.

Figure 3
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• 39% said they didn’t have enough 
privacy
• 54% said someone else decided how 
much money they could spend each week.
• 12% said someone else decided what 
they could spend their money on.
The survey also found that people with 
learning disabilities had limited opportunities 
to be independent.
• 50% of adults with learning disabilities 
lived with their parents.
• 12 % lived with a relative
• While one 7% lived on their own or 
with a partner.
The information provided in this survey 
demonstrated the desire of the members of the 
learning disabled community to gain control 
and independence over their own lives.  Such 
a simple thing this is, however, it’s at the very 
foundation of each individuals self worth and 
self respect.
In developing this project I have come across 
some facilities who have taken a similar 

approach to transitioning special needs 
children into the public world.  One such 
project is called First Choice located in Wales 
and was said to be modeled after a similarly 
successful project located in England.  First 
Choice a facilitating organization that takes 
a unique approach to the housing concerns of 
special needs adults.  They act independently 
of Social Housing Grants and help several 
special needs individuals to communally own a 
varied assortment of housing opportunities.  In 
some of the examples provided , First Choice 
helps 5-6 individuals to each own a fl at within 
a complex that is then supported (minimally) 
from outside by the staff of an assisted care 
facility.  They measure the success of such 
a facility in not only the diminished cost of 
such housing options on the State but also 
in the quality of life shared by the residents.  
Another example provided by First Choice 
told the story of a man named Jim French who 
had been living at a particular care facility for 
the last 10 years.  Because of Jim’s learning 
disability he was not able to accumulate 
enough savings to live outside the care home 
even though he aspired to live alone and have 
that independence.  First Choice was able to 
put Jim with others like him who wanted the 
same independence.  He owns his fl at and can 
live there as long as he likes.  
Another facility that I came across in my 
research focused on providing educational 
opportunities for special needs children.  
The Kennedy Krieger Institute is located in 
Baltimore Maryland and works within the 

Figure 4
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school system to supplement that education 
of individual ages 3-21 with autism, learning 
disabilities, and traumatic brain injuries.  
The Kennedy Krieger Institute provides a 
wide range of programs for a wide range 
of individuals with both physical as well as 
mental handicaps.  One area of their program 
that spoke more directly with my thesis was 
their LEAP program (lifeskills and Education 
for Students with Autism and other Pervasive 
behavioral challenges)  The LEAP program 
acts outside the public school program and 
its goal is to provide students with severe 
autism the opportunity to develop functional 
independence and life skills.  
A combination of each of these facilities is 
ultimately what I’m hoping to accomplish 
with my thesis.  But not only would I hope 
for these functions and opportunities be 
provided for I would also endeavor to create 
an environment who’s form not only provides 
the shelter for such activities but also, through 
its form, actually generates and encourages the 
success of the ultimate goal of instilling within 
its residents a greater sense of self worth and 
independence.

Figure 5
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APPORACH AT A SOLUTION
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 The need seem well apparent and 
the progression of my thesis lead naturally to 
developing an approach towards a ‘solution’.  
The idea that there could be a defi nitive 
solution to such a complex issue might be a 
bit simplistic so let’s just consider this design 
thesis as less of a solution to a set problem and 
more as providing the opportunity for others to 
fi nd their own solutions.  
 The survey information referred to 
earlier in the White Paper gave a great deal 
of insight as to what the learning disabled 
community felt was lacking in their lives.  
In many instances the themes of free will, 
responsibility, safety, and control made the 
most profound impact.  These concepts were 
at the forefront of their desires, as they should 
be.  These are the things we all crave and covet 
for our lives; it should not be surprising that 
the desires of those with learning disabilities 
should prove any different.  What can we 
provide to give these people this sense of 
control, safety, freedom, and responsibility?  
 A safe environment within which to 

spend their time and live their lives would 
seem to be the most basic place to start.  For 
anyone venturing out for the fi rst time from the 
world they have know to a world of unfamiliar 
changes, a sense of safety and well being 
would be the foundation from which to move 
forward.  Like any fi rst year college student, the 
structure and inclusion of a shared communal 
living arrangement such as the dorms helps 
to provide us with a level of freedom while 
not completely overwhelming us with all the 
responsibilities and requirements that might be 
needed to transition from the home we grew up 
in to a home of our own.  Freedom with build 
in structure for a level of comfort to retreat to.
 Another similar factor in that analogy 
is the comfort and safety we feel knowing there 
we are living with others who are struggling 
with the same things we are.  We tend to be 
braver when we see and know that we are 
not going through diffi culties alone, that we 
are surrounded and supported by others like 
ourselves.  That recognition of similarities in 
others helps to bond us in the diffi cult times 

Figure 6
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of transition and wonderful friendships and 
relationships develop from that.  
 Continuing to role with this analogy, 
one spends the fi rst few weeks in a new place 
defi ning the levels of the inside and the outside.  
A comfort level can be found rather quickly 
with a space we see as ours; ‘this is MY room, 
I feel safe here’.  Also, the relationships we 
start to form with the others struggling just 
as we are start to foster a safe feeling as well.  
‘They feel all the same things I’m feeling’ ‘I 
feel safe confi ding and sharing this experience 
with them… because they are just as cared as I 
am!’  These relationships necessitate a shared 
space for interaction and recreation.  One 
leads to the other, and vice versa.  One needs 
open shared spaces to interact with friends and 
shared open spaces provide the opportunity 
to meet friends you didn’t know you had.  
Shared open spaces like these provide the 
opportunities and the environments for these 
connections and shared experiences to be had.  
This is a perfect example of how providing 
the environment for interaction generates and 
creates the interaction.  To distill it down to 
a single sentence, without the open spaces 
between the dorms my friends Josh and Ben 
would not have been best friends for the last 15 
years.
 So now the space where one feels 
‘ownership’ and safety grows beyond the 
private room and encompasses a public space;  
a space where WE ‘of similar situation’ feel 
ownership and safety.  The ‘I’ becomes ‘We’ 
and the individual starts to see themselves 

as part of something beyond themselves.  A 
sense of community is the by product.  At 
this point in our analogy, our Freshman year 
student has found a level of safety in their new 
surroundings and they have also found a level of 
freedom in living with others like themselves.  
From that social structure created by the build 
environment, a sense of community develops.  
Supported by the strength of that feeling of 
community, the protagonist of this story is no 

Figure 7

Figure 8
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longer a mere resident of this place; this is their 
place; this is their community.  The Place starts 
to hold a greater meaning when it is seen to be 
one’s own.  From that, a feeling of control and 
choice over what the place can or should be 
can develop within the community.
 Just as the safety of the room grew 
to include the shared social space, and then 
grew again to embody the community so to 
can that level of comfort and safety move 
beyond the immediate community of the dorm 
(in this analogy) to encompass the campus 
and then the ‘real world’ in general.  This is 
just the opportunity we are trying to provide 
for the residents conceived of in this thesis.  
To make that leap there needs to be other 
structures and environments provided.  With a 
sense of ownership and community the work 
of preparing students for greater exposure can 
begin.  To step back from this narrative analogy 
and speak more directly to this thesis, a school 
focused on life skills would be necessary 
in order to fulfi ll some of the other desires 
expressed by the learning disabled community.  
Particularly those concerned with control over 
one’s own path in life and the responsibility of 

working and ownership.  The skills needed and 
the method of education might differ but the 
concept remains the same… knowledge will 
set you free.
 Another unique characteristic that this 
proposed campus would poses would focus 
around how the students are exposed to the 
world around them.  With the ultimate goal 
of transitioning into the greater world, the 
program conceived of in this thesis would need 
to help students to see how the successes of 
moving beyond the safety of one’s room to the 
unknown of the larger campus can be applied 
to the world around them.  My aspiration will 
be to show how the build form will provide 
and foster these successes.  
 The built form of this thesis will 
provide a place to live, places to socialize, 
places to learn, and places to gain comfort 
and exposure to the world around it.  As an 
intellectual discussion we will argue that the 
built form, through its structure and design, 
has the power to improve these people lives.  
And upon conclusion of this thesis we will 
discuss why it is the role and responsibility of 
Architecture to take on such goals. 
 

Figure 9
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UNDERSTANDING THE SITE
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 There are such a great many thing that 
need to be considered when choosing a site 
for a project such as this.  Topics of available 
lots, lot size, proximity to transportation, 
proximity to goods and services, as well as 
overall neighborhood safety and community 
atmosphere were all contributing factors in site 
selection.  Another major point that has a great 
infl uence on the location of any form of land 
speculation is the direction that the surrounding 
area is going.  Meaning, is the neighborhood in 
an overall state of improvement or an overall 
state of decline?  The site that was ultimately 
chosen excelled in all of these areas and 
continues to impress to this day.
The fi rst choice I made to narrow my search for 
a suitable site was to limit myself to a relative 
proximity to the largest amount of transportation 
options.  At the point of the conception of this 

project the Hiawatha Lightrail line was still 
the ‘Prospective’ Hiawatha Lightrail line.  
The project was very much decided and the 
locations of the stops had been made public 
knowledge at this point, but then again until 
the train is rolling down the tracks you never 
know what might happen.  What was most in 
question was how the lightrail was going to be 
received by the community.  That community 
being both those groups surrounding the new 
public transportation but also the overall 
community of Minneapolis.  Concerns such as 
“Would the lightrail act as a barrier between 
existing communities across Hiawatha?” and 
“Would the train be safe and would the stations 
turn into hubs of criminal activity?” as well as 
others were all still in question.  No matter the 
outcome, positive or negative, the Hiawatha 
corridor was going to change dramatically and 

Figure 10
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I felt there was great potential in looking for 
land in this area.  
Once that corridor had been selected I started 
to look at cross streets at whose intersections 
there could be found the most amenities and 
communities or at least the greatest potential 
for such things.  With the proximity to the 
light rail, any location from Down town to 
the VA hospital was equalized if the topic 
of transportation was under scrutiny.  With 
fast, cheap, and easy transportation so close 
distances across town got shorter.  
As the Hiawatha corridor had historically been 
an industrial corridor, it had not been until 
recently that the intersections of major cross 
streets had truly begun to develop as commercial 
or community centers.  Another helpful side 
effect to Hiawatha’s legacy as a commercial 
and train corridor was that there were several 
large undeveloped sites along either side of its 
boulevarded highway.  The process of fi nding 
a site had been focused and sometimes the 
simplest answer is the right one.  The most 
obvious major cross street to nearly all North-
South south metro streets will always be Lake 
St.  Its stature, standing, and potential within 
the Minneapolis community can never really 
be questioned.  It was not a matter of whether 
or not this area would work for my project but 
if there would be a place for my project in this 
area.  A great deal of time was spent driving 
all along the neighborhoods adjacent to the 
Hiawatha corridor with particular attention 
focused around the community and amenities 
associated with the Lake Street intersection.  

Miraculously, I found a site just off of Lake 
Street that seemed to fi t the bill.
The site seemed to be just far enough out of the 
way to work for the campus I was proposing 
for my thesis.  One side of the lot ran along  
the side of a short dead end street where as 
the other street that ran along the front of the 

Figure 11
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site fronted a few 4-6 room apartment units 
but mainly single family residences.  There 
were also a few random partial lots that ran 
along the side of the prospective lightrail line 
and were recently purchased by an LLC that 
was contracted by the city.  With a little bit of 
research I found that the site itself was owned, 
and had been for some time, by an LLC that did 
mostly apartment building development.  The 
adjacent neighborhood had a good feel and the 
scale seemed capable of supporting something 
of the magnitude of what I was proposing for 
my thesis.  
The pace of Lake St. can be daunting for anyone 
at times so I was happy to fi nd that this site not 
only was a block off of Lake St but because of 
the diagonal path that Hiawatha originally cut 
through this area long ago the street that fronted 
the lot did not run continuously through to 
Lake.  In fact, with some recent developments 
in the area, the nearest connecting street had 
been taken off the grid and now ran in a long 
sweeping path to a metered intersection further 
slowing and discouraging traffi c through that 
area.
The intersection was Lake and Hiawatha so it’s 
not like it was undiscovered but having been 
mostly a light industrial area it had not had 

a great deal of established development over 
time.  And with the new lightrail stop coming 
in it had wonderful potential for further growth, 
on this side of Hiawatha.  The other side of 
Hiawatha was a slightly different story.  There 
was a lot of retail and big box strip mall setup 
just under the bridge.  This area had been much 
more commercially developed and had been 
for some time.  The problem was that it was at 
a point of being a bit run down and was, being 
a strip mall, much more accessible by car.  So 
this area could provide for a great number of 
the needs of the residents of the campus but it 
also might be a bit overwhelming.  
These retail centers nearby could not only 
fulfi ll the consumer needs of the residents 
of the proposed campus but they could also 
provide training; both in the sense of jobs 
but also in exposure and interaction with the 
community at large.  To continue on this point 
of community interaction, the site also happens 
to be located within a block of a local YMCA.  
Such a facility could serve an almost unlimited 
capacity for a campus like the one discussed 
in this thesis.  For as long as many of us can 
remember the YMCA has stood for social 
interaction, cultural exposure, recreation, 

Figure 13



18

fi tness, and community development.  At this 
site the inclusion of a YMCA could act as that 
greatest point of community contact and thus 
represent the greatest potential for teaching the 
life stills that are at the center of this thesis.
Considering the topics of available lots, lot size, 
proximity to transportation, proximity to goods 
and services, as well as overall neighborhood 
safety and community atmosphere, the location 
was more than I could have hoped for.  The lot 
itself was a wonderful corner lot dotted with 
mature trees which not only had a great deal of 
access but also a great deal of natural barriers 
and seclusion.  The overall dimension of the 
lot provided for just over 31,000 sq ft of usable 
footprint and was surrounded by a community 
that could handle the scale of a project like 
this.  From a strict buildabilty stand point, the 
lot sits at the crest of a small hill that drains out 
in nearly all directions.   Also, the oddly shaped 
lots owned by the city that border the overpass 
just beyond the back of the site would function 
perfectly for access and staging areas so the 
impact to the community during construction 
would be less than minimal.  
With the site chosen the next task was to 
move inward and start to develop the built 
environment that would actually make up the 
livable campus.
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UNDERSTANDING THE 

BUILT ENVIRONMENT
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 With the site located my attention 
turned inward to providing for all the 
immediate needs of the campus.  First and for 
most, as a ‘Transitional Housing’ project the 
residents of the campus would need a place to 
live.   A further description of the project title 
refers to the education component of the thesis.  
Naturally there would be a built environment 
on the site that would provide for a more 
structured formal learning environment.  My 
hope, however, is that as the intention of the 
thesis becomes more elaborated it would be 
clear that a greater portion of the learning to 
be had on this campus would exist in the less 
formal community spaces.  Amongst these 
informal learning spaces would be a park 
environment existing between the buildings 
found on campus.  The last structure that would 
make-up the campus would be a small retail 
building that would be something like a coffee 
shop or a sandwich shop.  With these four areas 
I feel we would be able to address many of the 
desires of the learning disabled community 
and safely provide the exposure and education 
that they would need to transition from living 
with those that care for them to living a full 
and independent life.  
 The inspiration for the apartment 
building on the site comes from the 1st Choice 
project we referred to earlier in the paper.  
From a practical point of view, the apartment 
building would be a three story building 
with a full basement that would mainly be 
used to provide the mechanical necessity 
of the residence.  The upper fl oors would be 

residential and would be ADA accessible.   
Accessing the building would be done from 
a centralized vertical circulation core as well 
as a double loaded corridor that would run the 
length of the building fl anked on each side 
by apartments.  When I had fi rst considered 
the apartment I thought of it more as a dorm 
with single independent residences but after 
better understanding the wants of the learning 
disabled community as well as seeing the 
success of the 1st Choice program I feel there 
should be a varied collection of residential 
models.  There could be a studio option as 
well as a more complete single bedroom 
option.  There could also be a few models set 
up for cohabitation.  Two bedrooms units with 
shared kitchens and living rooms could be 
one example of the shared apartment option.  
Also, a larger single bedroom option could be 
possible for couples.  
 Like any other apartment building, 
each unit would fulfi ll all the needs of shelter, 
food prep, full bathrooms, and social space.  
Based on the scale and location within the 
building, each unit would have its own unique 

Figure 14
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feel and amenities.  Some of the units that faced 
north would have small balconies with a views 
of down town while those that faced south 
would overlook that campus and get great 
light.  The point of this statement is simply 
to express the diversity and choice available 
to the residents.  Individuals could come to 
the campus and might feel more comfortable 
living with someone else who has been at the 
school for while and knows the ropes a little 
better.  Once they feel more comfortable, they 
could transition into one of the smaller single 
units.  After a while they might make a friend 
in the building and may want to live together.  
If one of the two bed rooms was open they 
could move in there.  The support that they 
gather from each other may be what is needed 
to help them to transition out of the campus 
to a place they could share at some point.  
The main point is to provide for the residents 
needs while giving them options and exposure 
to the options that are out there in the world.  
One fi nal feature to the apartment would be 
addition of a unit operated by a care provider.  
This could be a small apartment that could be 
manned 24/7 by someone that could be there to 
help the residents with major issues and to help 
transition new arrivals but for the most part 
they would not be there to provide constant 
care for the residents.  Just a bit of a safety net.
 What is learned through this?  The 
responsibilities of running a home can teach 
so much and requires a great deal of life skills.  
Keeping a house clean; keeping one’s self 
clean and healthful; keeping one’s self fed and 

entertained;  All these a learned skills that all 
young people acquire, eventually, when they 
move out into the world.  Also, each of these 
tasks requires that one venture out into the 
world as well.  The need to buy groceries, the 
need to by cleaning supplies; these are the fi rst 
explorations that we all made into the larger 
world.  This site combined with the support 
of the other peers on campus, provides for a 
manageable exposure to this fi rst of many life 
skills.
 The school also provides a wonderful 
opportunity for a shared open community 
learning experience.  What I have conceived 
for the school is a small three room school 
located at the back of the site away from as 
many distractions as possible.  I picture the 
space as introverted and simple in order 
to remove as many outside distractions as 
possible.  This theory is just as helpful in any 
education setting but even more so when the 
students have learning disabilities and keeping 
then on task and focused is additionally 
diffi cult.  

Figure 15
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Obviously, the students of this school will all 
be facing unique challenges and have unique 
aptitudes.  The school is set up to allow students 
to learn from each other in larger spaces but 
also allow for smaller groups to break off from 
the main group to work more intensely on 
some skills that might need greater attention.  
First and foremost, the school is intended to 
teach tangible life skills.  However, at some 
level each of the students may also need some 
further instruction on more academic skills; 
that would then prepare them to apply those 
academic skills.   It might also be prudent to 
discuss the types of lessons that are intended 
to be learned in this school.  
I see the school as having many functions, one 
of which being a gate to transition students 
into the campus.  Meaning, the school would 
have a capacity to handle far more people than 
could be housed in the adjacent apartment 
complex.  Furthermore, the residents of the 
apartment would be those students who were 
farther along on the process of transitioning 

off campus and out on their own. By that fact, 
those students would have already moved 
passed much of the formal instruction that the 
school could provide.  My thought was to use 
this campus as a supplemental education for 
learning disabled students of the surrounding 
public school system.  After school students 
could come here for life skills education.  I 
feel this would be benefi cial because students 
could learn more about the applications of 
things they have learned in school but they 
could also focus more on life skills that they 
might not fully be comfortable with.  An added 
benefi t of using this school to a greater capacity 
then the campus its self is as an inspiration 
to others.  High school students would get 
exposed to the freedom and independence of 
the residents of the campus.  They could see 
what their peers have accomplished and this 
could encourage them and show them that 
there are greater freedoms and options waiting 
out there for them.  It is this informal exposure 
and enlightening that I feel is the true potential 
of this school and this campus.

Figure 16
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As an aside, I feel that this sort of progressive 
transition into the program would also be 
benefi cial for parents who might be reticent 
and fearful of letting their children venture out 
into the world on their own.   As the campus 
slowly became a larger part of their child’s life 
they could see its benefi ts and see the success 
it has had.
The next built environment of the campus I’d 
like to discuss is a bit vague but is critically 
important to the success of a project such as 
this.  The space I’m referring to is the open 
greens space between the buildings of campus.  
It is here in this provided space that the next 
level of exposure and social education would 
take place.  Recreation and socialization. 
I feel the greatest function of our education 
system is not to teach us math or science but to 
teach us how to be social animals.  Subsequently, 
I feel that often the greatest hurdles that young 

people with learning disabilities face are those 
that separate them socially.  Providing a safe 
and comfortable environment and a social 
space for interaction will naturally give them 
the exposure to this socialization with peers 
and the collective community of the campus.  
Something as simple as providing gathering 
spaces, pick nic tables, or horseshoe pits 
facilitates interaction and socialization.  Once 
you have the opportunity for interaction you 
have the beginnings of relationships. From 
those relationships you start to have a greater 
sense of self as well.  The collective impact of 
those relationships associated with this place 
leads to a sense of community and belonging.  
Knowing that we are part of something that is 
growing and developing gives us the courage 
and strength to move forward and discover 
what else we have accomplish; to fl ourish 
rather than just survive.

Figure 18

Figure 19



24

Another invaluable byproduct of this social 
interaction is confl ict.  We are not preparing 
these individuals to life in a Utopia sheltered 
from the diffi culties of the world. Quite the 
contrary we are intentionally showing them 
that the world is not an easy place to be but that 
it is in that struggle that we fi nd and measure 
ourselves.  It is in that struggle that we fi nd the 
greatest rewards that life has to offer.  What 
we are doing is minimizing the repercussions 
of these struggles so that the impact of those 
lessons learned will not prove insurmountable.  
The open spaces between the buildings truly 
have some of the greatest capacity to teach the 
residents of this campus the things they need 
to learn in order to join society on the next 
level.  With the lessons learned on this more 
manageable scale they can be taken out into 
the level of social assimilation.
Which bring us to our last building on campus 
and our last layer of exposure to the world 
at large.  While living on our own we were 
forced to venture out into the world to acquire 
the things that we needed to live.  This act in 
itself covers the understanding and mastery 

of everything from understanding the value 
of money to negotiating traffi c, to simple 
levels of social interaction.  All those things 
that may have seemed daunting at fi rst would 
begin to become easier over time.  We have 
learned what it means to need something 
and the exchanges required to take that need 
from society.  The last test is how to provide 
something for society in order to not only 
contribute to the group but also to sustain and 
provide for the things that we want.  
The last building on campus would be a 
lunch counter of sorts.  This structure, like 
all on campus would serve some many more 
functions that might be immediately apparent.  
Job skills is a major function of the lunch 
counter.  Residents could work in the shop 
and learn job skills such as preparing food, 
dealing with customers, dealing with money, 
and cleaning up the place.  All of which can 
translate to both job training as well as life 
skills.  The shop could also provide yet another 
space for socialization and all the educational 
benefi ts intrinsic that those activities.  
However, as I see it, the greatest contribution to 
the lives of the campus residents that the lunch 
counter could perform is to facilitate a greater 
interaction between the campus community 
and the outside community at large.  Being 
open to the public, the lunch counter could be 
a space where these two groups could interact.  
Acting as a safe and familiar place that could 
simulate the experiences that will be had out 
in the world.  Not only could the residents of 
the campus have greater exposure to the larger 

Figure 20
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world they are moving into but the surrounding 
community could understand individuals with 
learning disabilities better.  Often it is a lack of 
understanding or exposure to things that cause 
us to be fearful.  This concept works both in 
the sense of the fear persons with learning 
disabilities feel moving out on their own but it 
also refers to how communities react to those 
individuals with learning disabilities.  I feel 
that this lunch counter could bother serve to 
educate and familiarize the residents with the 
world as well as the world with the residents.
An added benefi t could be that if the lunch shop 
was seen as a welcome and useful amenity to 
the neighborhood it would help to diswage 
some initial apprehension that some people 
might feel to a facility such as this moving into 
the neighborhood.  

Figure 21
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 So how do we measure the success of a 
project like this.  Referring to the intensions of 
the thesis itself, one would have to argue that for 
this type of endeavor to be seen as successful 
we would have to help young people with 
learning disabilities to accomplish the goals 
and aspirations that they have for their lives.  
But more than that I would feel that a campus 
such as this would only be truly successful if 
it had a legacy and longevity.  Meaning, that 
if the campus worked at providing a place for 
the residents to live and learn and improve 
their ability to cope with the outside world that 
would be wonderful; but if it then functioned 
to inspire others to do the same then it would 
have truly succeeded in my eyes.  Each year 
students who took after school classes at the 
campus would be encouraged and inspired by 
their peers living at the campus.  They would 
then chose to move to campus themselves to 
discover if they too could develop beyond their 
families.  They would grow in confi dence and 
eventually transition out on their own but only 
after inspiring those following behind them.  

This is the aspiration of this thesis.  
If we were able to see this site have this level 
of function and longevity then it would be easy 
to say that the project had been successful.  
However, since this is theoretical, we could also 
judge the concept as successful if we were able 
to consider and conceive of an environment 
that we feel would provide the opportunity 
for people with learning disabilities to gain a 
greater sense of self worth and to expose them 
to the greater options that are out there in the 
world for them.  To that end I feel that I have 
been successful.  I feel that I have thoroughly 
and diligently approached the subject of this 
thesis.  Concerning the more mechanical and 
tangible sides of this process, such as site, I 
have worked hard to search out a site that exists 
in a real setting and fulfi lls a great deal of the 
requirements of my thesis.   By not designing 

Figure 22
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in the vacuum of academia I feel that this 
approach has done more to educate me to the 
real problems faced in the design fi eld.  
I chose this thesis because of how it affected 
people I cared about; people like Marry 
Jonas and Jared Groth.  In them I saw the 
need for something else.  In Marry I saw 
the welcomed burden of caring for someone 
every day.  With my cousin Jared I saw that 
frustration of not being about to stand on 
your own or to stretch out to defi ne your own 
identity beyond that of your family.  It was for 
individuals and families like this that I chose 
this topic.  I don’t intend to contest that to live 
independent of one’s family is the only way 
for a person with learning disabilities to live 
a meaningful and successful life, but I simply 
want those individuals to know that here are 
options and choices to be had.  Others have 
felt as I do and have been successful toward 
this end.  Programs like The Kennedy Krieger 
Institute and First Choice mentioned earlier 
in this thesis continue to work to improve the 
prospects of individuals like my cousin Jared.  
Encouraged by their efforts I feel I have come 
up with a meaningful and well developed plan 
to combine their efforts as well as to contribute 

my own personal contributions to helping 
those with learning disabilities to fi nd greater 
richness in life.
 From and education and process side I 
feel that I have tried hard to bring my education 
out of the design utopia of academics to a more 
realistic setting.  To this end I feel that I did my 
best to consider real problems of cost, location, 
availability, current ownership, community 
fabric, and community acceptance when 
choosing the site for this thesis.  In fi nding this 
site a great deal of time was spent out in the 
community searching and understanding the 
condition and feel of the surrounding area.  
In working hard to make this design process 
as realistic as possible I feel that I have also 
conceived of an environment that has the 
potential of being successful in its goals.  I feel 
that the concepts expressed in the built forms 
of the campus would serve both the tangible 
and intangible needs of the residents of the 
campus.   I see that the school through both 
form and function would work to transition 
students out of the public education system 
and on to this, the next level.  I see that the 
apartment complex would force residents to 
learn about how to live and make choices as 

Figure 24
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individuals.  I see that the shared spaces of the 
campus would expose the residents to a sense 
of community and identity.  And fi nally, I see 
how the lunch counter would give the residents 
a safe and familiar place to gain job skills and 
to gain exposure to the community at large.
 For me this thesis will most likely 
remain paper architecture but what will always 
stay with me is the spirit of the process as well 
as the spirit of caring and providing for others.  
My cousin Jared never was able to live out on 
his own.  At times he had lived in group homes 
in an effort to broaden his horizons but for the 
most part he stayed under the care of my aunt.  
In 2009 Jared passed away due to physical 
complicates related to his down syndrome.  He 
is missed.
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 Well, it has been quite some time 
now that I have been away from school and 
working in the architectural fi eld.  In that time 
I have worked at three different fi rms as well 
as on my own.  I have worked in fi rms of 4 
employees to fi rms of 44,000 employees.  I 
have worked on school, hospitals, residential, 
and commercial projects.  And I have learned 
a great deal since then until now.  Some of the 
changes from then to now are good things, 
things that I have improved on, things that 
I have learned.  Others are things that have 
jaded me to the practice of architecture but all 
of which are part of the continuation of my 
architectural education.  
 In fact I feel it has actually been 
informative in a unique way to have put this 
thesis book off for such a long time.  It gives 
me a unique perspective to look back and 
question the things that I did in school.  I can 
see things that I feel I could do better now but 
also I see things that I did better then.  Looking 
now at the work I did then I see that there are 
so many considerations of building this type 

of project that I didn’t consider.  Sadly, as I 
have been out in the working world, I have 
learned that parking often drives the scale of 
projects such as this.  This was never much 
of a consideration of mine while developing 
the project in school.  I am, however, glad that 
I was not aware of this fact because it might 
have overwhelmed the focus of the project, as 
I see that it often does in the real world, and 
the design of the project might have suffered.  
Also looking back I see that some of my design 
work would have benefi ted from my time spent 
out in the fi eld.  Specifi cally, I feel that the 
design of the apartment complex could have 
been more developed and better represented in 
the fi nal drawings.
 Some things change, some stay the 
same but the process never end… the project 
will always be underdevelopment in my head 
and the lessons learned will also continue to 
evolve.  Architectural education never stops; 
Projects never stop evolving they just run out 
of time.  Architects never stop evolving either, 
they just run out of time as well.
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