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ABSTRACT 

 This creative project represents a look at how one would create the most 

successful housing facility for newly independent adults with developmental disabilities, 

specifically autism.  Because recent research shows that a healthy mind and spirit is the is 

intrinsic to keeping our bodies healthy physically, and due to the fact that this holistic 

way of being creates a strong opportunity for optimum living, it was decided to base the 

housing community on this premise.   

At this point it became necessary to ask: “What brings peace and happiness to our 

souls?” “Why is the built environment a proper and effective tool to address this 

concern?” “What in the design of a space can help to make a ‘happy’ soul and mind?” 

Finally “How can these characteristics be implemented into a housing community for 

people who have such specific and unique needs?”  The research that went into each of 

these areas will be reviewed with a final conclusion, or reflection, of how it all came 

together in the final design of this independent housing project.   
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CHAPTER 1 

Research Findings 

  Often we look to ancient cultures to understand connection between the mind, the 

spirit, and the body.  The Ayurvedic theory of being, based on the belief that the body, 

mind and soul are inherently interconnected and comprise our entire being, began 5,000 

years ago, and is known to have been utilized by Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims and 

Greeks.
1
  However, due to a rise of religious doctrines during the middle ages a chasm 

developed in the understanding of the relationship between the body’s physical and 

spiritual parts; the belief was that the spiritual side of the person was much more 

important than the body and therefore this physical side was ignored.  Years later, with 

the rise of scientific thought, the spiritual side was pushed aside because focus shifted 

towards the physical anatomy and “how” the body functions as a biological form.
2 

Western medicine, which began years ago and is still often utilized today, became the 

epitome of this disconnected view. (Allopathic medicine (also known as Western 

medicine is the main medical doctrine throughout the world- so saying that it is still often 

utilized today makes no sense.-also saying “began years ago” is simplistic- give a span of 

time that illustrates the rise of Western Medicine) The first and instinctual reaction to a 

physical malady was to treat it through medication that would suppress the associated 

negative side effects.  However, this approach does not confront the core or source of the 

illness and often produces a plethora of side effects.
3
  Overall, it is a treatment of the 

                                                
1 Atreya.  Perfect Balance: Ayurvedic Nutrition for Mind, Body and Soul.  [New York: Penguin 

Putnam Inc., 2001], 6.   
2
 Maxine Fox.  Holistic Home.  [Fornes: Findhorn, 2006], 48. 

3
 Fox, Holistic Home, 39. 
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symptoms and not of the human being from where, it will be shown, physical problems 

can and often do stem from.  

 This approach remained the main approach to treatment until approximately the 

mid 20
th

 century when scientists and practitioners who used a holistic and integrative 

medicine framework began focusing on alternative and less invasive solutions to these 

modern medical issues that so much of the population was facing. This Western form of 

medicine is still the most prominent form of treatment in America but the increased 

frequency of, knowledge of and exposure to these less invasive forms are proving to be 

very beneficial and education for the medical and general community. New studies and 

scientific fields such as psychoneuroimmunology, the study officially coined in 1964 of 

“how the brain affects the body’s immune cells and how the immune system can be 

affected by behavior” began looking into the connection between “psychosocial factors, 

our central nervous system, the immune system and disease.”
4
  For example, stress, 

which can be physical psychological and psychosocial, creates a biological reaction in the 

body, releasing of hormones, creating a jump in blood pressure and heart rate and 

inhibiting our digestive system, all resulting in a weakened immune system.
5
   All these 

reactions have negative and degenerative effects on the body and have proved to be the 

major cause of the negative processes associated with aging, processes that were 

generally assumed to be a natural biological reaction to aging.
6
    

 Although these physical responses to stress were once necessary in our primate 

life, they are not longer crucial to our survival.  They are, however, still intact and now 

                                                
4 Keith J. Karren. Mind/Body Health: The Effects of Attitudes, Emotions and Relationships.  

[Benjamin-Cummings Publishing Co, 2005], 3. 
5 Fox, Holistic Home, 49. 
6 Karren, Mind/Body Health, 35. 
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responsive to the often self-imposed stresses of the modern world.  The recognition that 

these exponentially increasing problems people face today, including cancer, heart 

disease, obesity and psychological issues are byproducts of societal and self imposed 

pressures should spark a realization that something in our lifestyle needs to change.
7
 In a 

modern world with all these pressures it is necessary to approach how one treats their 

body from more than just the standpoint of masking the symptoms.  A focus on the whole 

person and how the mind and spirit is treated, which includes doing everything possible 

we can to lessen our levels of stress, is necessary for optimum health.  By working 

towards a holistically healthier self we can put ourselves in a position to reduce the way 

external stresses and negative factors impact out lives and health, and hopefully, bring 

peace and a sense of wellbeing to our lives. Although the connection between having a 

healthy spirit and a healthy body has been established, it must also be stated that caring 

for one’s physical self is also extremely important because a healthy spirit cannot make 

an unhealthy body healthy. 

How Do We Make our Mind and Soul Happy? 

 The most basic and generic answer to this question, in relationship to the research 

discussed, is to reduce stress in all its forms: physical, psychosocial and psychological.  

Reducing common life stresses and taking time to disconnect from pressures one cannot 

control is an essential aspect of helping to create a positive and healthy physical and 

mental environment.  The reduction of external and internal stresses helps to promote a 

situation where one can focus on and partake in the activities that are a source of 

happiness and fulfillment to each individual.  

                                                
7 Fox, Holistic Home, 49.   
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 Everyday medical, scientific and non-medical fields advance new theories on 

what constitutes a healthy body and mind.  We know that eating fresh and organically 

grown and raised foods helps to keep us strong and healthy, and that taking care to 

exercise and eat in moderation are also excellent ways to maintain our health.  Physical 

activity, in particular, is extremely important.  Studies show that a proper amount of 

physical activity can be effective in reducing stress levels and therefore reducing 

depression.
8  “Your whole being will physiologically respond to the good feelings that 

such life-affirming actions give you.  As your hormonal system sighs with happiness, so 

your internal equilibrium is restored and maintained.  It is the maintenance of this 

harmonious balance that is key to holistic health.” 
9
 

Other aspects of a “holistic” life help to create this sense of well-being.  Feeling 

connected to others, having a sense of control, taking the time to relax and be 

comfortable and having a sense of purpose and self are all crucial in addressing the 

stresses that we deal with on a daily basis and which are often unavoidable. Humans have 

an innate yearning to feel included and part of a group. Studies prove over and over again 

that people who feel that they are cared for and socially connected are much more 

productive and happier than people who feel isolated and lost.
10

  This provides a social 

support and sort of safety net that is extremely important to self-confidence and the 

ability to take risks in life.  

                                                
8 Clare Cooper Marcus.  “Healing Gardens.” Interdisciplinary Design and Research [e-Journal 

1:1], 6-7.  
9 Fox, Holistic Home, 47. 
10 ibid, 49. 
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Taking control of one’s life (often described as “self-empowerment”) is another 

way of creating an optimal healing environment for the mind and body.  This includes 

making choices in your life that are affirmative to how you want to live your life and 

recognizing that, although life can throw curve balls, one is in charge of their destiny, 

how one lives one’s life, and what one can do within the framework of one’s life.
11

  Self-

empowerment can give one the strength and courage to take risks in and make the most 

of life.  With this sense of control comes the knowledge that one can put one’s self in 

situations that are peaceful and affirmative-a state that is crucial to mental health.  As we 

have learned through countless scientific and non-scientific studies, being under stress for 

a prolonged amount of time can have detrimental consequences to health and therefore it 

is important to take time out to be aware of life’s pressures and find a way to make room 

for more peaceful ways of being.  Although it is possible to make the time and find the 

space for peace in one’s life in any place, it much easier to accomplish and more effective 

when initiated in a comfortable environment; the most effective of which, studies show, 

is nature.
12

 

Interaction with nature can be crucial to relaxing the mind and body because it 

can act as an antidote to the stresses of modern life. Robert Ulrich summed it up when he 

categorized nature as a positive distraction: something that has the capacity to improve 

mood and effectively promote restoration from stress.
13

  The reconnection to natural 

cycles such as the seasons and the rise and set of the sun help to reconnect to the basics of 

                                                
11 David Pearson.  In Search of Natural Architecture.  [New York: Abbeville Press, 2005], 52. 

 
12 Marc Schweitzer. “Healing Spaces: Elements of Environmental Design That Make an Impact on 

Health.,” [10:1 (2004)], s-75.    
 
13 ibid,” s75. 
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everyday life and forget about external distractions.  Nature is one of the most sensual 

environments and the senses are the tools for perceiving the outer world.  In turn they are 

tools for proper perception of oneself.   

Elements of the natural prove to have inherently positive impacts on our health.  

For example, full spectrum daylight is a key tool in regulating our body temperature and 

hormones, our tissue growth, body temperature and sleep cycles.
14

 Using natural daylight 

and ventilation have been used for centuries as a tool for proper health.  Beginning 

thousands of years ago cultures including the Romans, Arabs and Japanese integrated 

moments of opportunity to bath in natural sunlight throughout the designs to provide the 

users a source of rejuvenation.  Beginning in the seventeenth century designs for 

hospitals began to incorporate more opportunities for exposure to natural light, 

ventilation and views of the outdoors because experience showed that healing was much 

faster and more successful in environments that provided these moments.
15

    

The self-reflection that comes with moments of relaxation is the perfect 

opportunity and set up to develop a sense of self and purpose.   Having clear goals and 

values, which can only be developed after a great deal of time and thought, are the 

foundational elements of how one decides to act and how they want to live.  Once one 

articulates a value system for oneself and begins to implement actions that help one 

achieve that system, life can be more fulfilling, inspired and meaningful because having a 

                                                
14 Fox, Holistic Home, 65. 
15 Richard Hobday. The Light Revolution: Health Architecture and the Sun.  [Forres, Scotland: 

Findhorn Press, 2006], 65. 
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sense of purpose “prevents our thoughts and actions from becoming mundane, allowing 

our intuitive creativity a chance to shine.”
16

  

Although these are not definitive or concrete contributors to a health mind and 

spirit, they are generic enough to be quite encompassing and became crucial to the 

opportunity of and creation for holistic health into the thesis project’s design of a 

successful independent housing facility.   

 

The Built Environment As the Optimum Way to Implement These “Healthy Mind 

and Body” Factors 

 The question that arises is: “How can one implement these stress-reducing factors 

into everyday living?”  There are endless ways to achieve this and many ways that can 

make a difference are found in the design of the built environment.  Statistically, the 

average American spends the vast majority of their time indoors, whether in the office, at 

home, sitting in a movie theater or at school; this fact informs that if there is one way to 

impact how one lives daily life, it is through controlling and optimizing these inhabited 

spaces.
17

  This time spent interacting with the built environment (and how one interacts 

with it ) defines the experience one has there, it makes it peaceful or tumultuous, relaxing 

or unnerving and generally positive or negative.
 18

   Recognizing the scope of the effects 

that spaces can have on how the inhibitors feel, not only while in that space but also 

through the rest of their day, is crucial when the designer begins planning the layout, 

aesthetics etc. 

                                                
16 Fox, Holistic Home, 49. 
17 Christopher Day.  Places of the Soul: Architecture and Environmental Design as a Healing Art.  

[Oxford, Boston: Architectural Press, 2004], 36.  
18 Barbara Crisp.  Human Spaces: Life Enhancing Designs for Healing, Working and Living 

[Gloucester, MA: Rockport Publishers, 1998], 8.   
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The physical structure, make up, and aesthetics of a building has the inherent 

power to impact physical health and when designed properly can serve as an opportunity 

to reduce many of the everyday components that are detrimental to our health such as 

stress, pollution and anxiety. Studies even show that there is a biological correlation 

between the aesthetics of the physical places we inhabit and our physical health.
19

  

Unsettling statistics show that indoor air can contain more and higher concentrations of 

pollutants than outdoor air, most likely due to the various fixtures and machinery used to 

make it “comfortable” and to the use of toxic materials.
20

  Known as sick building 

syndrome, a building with a lack of natural ventilation, with excess use of toxic and 

unnatural materials, over utilization of artificial lighting and excessive density can be the 

cause of physical sickness.  People who work or live in such environments often report 

chronic sickness, respiratory problems and lack of productivity.   

On the other hand, environments provide opportunities for people to become more 

physically active and can encourage people to lead a healthier lifestyle.  If an 

environment is spacious, contains proper programming and encourages interaction 

between people, then it can be the perfect opportunity to partake in physical activities, 

which is essential to holistic health. 

Not only do buildings have the power to affect us physically but also they can 

alter our mental and spiritual state as well.  Just think of the feelings encountered when 

walking into a history or symbolic building such as a church or memorial, experiencing 

its vast proportions or what it feels like when confronted by ethereal and dynamic light in 

                                                
19 Day, Places of the Soul, 21. 
20 Schweitzer “Healing Spaces,” s-74.    
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a well designed library; there is an emotional spark that seems to be lit upon entering a 

space that is well designed.  

 Inhabited environments also provide the opportunity to implement, manipulate 

and encourage the previously discussed influences that create mental health.  Interactive 

programs and useful community spaces provide an opportunity for interpersonal 

interaction and therefore a feeling of group involvement and social support.  Public 

buildings can house amenities and programs that are necessary for the community and 

will therefore become a high traffic space for people who might not normally spend time 

together, encouraging interaction.  In a space where interaction already occurs such as a 

home, where these programs and public areas are implemented, how they relate to the 

more private spaces can all force and encourage a stronger connection between people 

who cohabitate there.  Housing spaces where visitors are anticipated and encouraged, 

such as hospitals or retirement homes, can encourage stronger and more frequent 

interaction between the residents and their family/friends if the development is inviting 

and socially encouraging.  For example the Beausejor Retirement Home in Normandy 

France where the facility was designed as a series of open and natural spaces.  The 

overall feel of the development is comfortable and inviting; staff there say that, as a 

result, not only are they more inclined to get out in the space and interact with the 

residents but also the visitation is much higher and more enjoyable compared to other 

similar types of facilities. 

An environment that encourages choice making and risk taking in terms of where 

to be, what to do etc., is the perfect setting to aid in one’s development of a sense of 

control.  The first way a space can provide this is by making the inhabitants feel safe; 
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people are more inclined to take risks when there is some kind of support system behind 

them and they feel secure.  The physical environment has the ability to provide emotional 

stability by being secure, predictable and supportive, physically, emotionally and 

socially.  These kinds of environments allow the user to feel like they can control what 

happens in the space instead of feeling dominated by the building and the architecture.   

Spaces must also provide the opportunity for this decision-making to happen.  

How we get from one space to another, how we decide to use a space, crossing thresholds 

we are fearful to cross and the ability to change the mood of a space are all ways to 

encourage risk taking.  For example, a space that has three different paths, all very 

different but still leading to the same end result, provides a choice to the user while being 

secure in the fact that they will not get lost, no matter which route is chosen.   A space 

can also utilize physical contrasts such as ascents and descents through level changes, 

compression and release, dark and light etc. to create a feeling of mystery and 

anticipation as one moves through a space.
 21

  If it is a locations where the visitor has not 

been before, moving through the space can present a risk because of the built up 

anticipation and sense of uncertainty: what is at the end of all this build up?  This sense of 

surprise and discover are characteristics of spaces that keep people intrigued, interested 

and coming back. 

When thoughtful design and detailing is put into a space it can create the perfect 

location for relaxation and integration with a rich and connective environment.  The 

release of stresses and allowing oneself to truly let go can only happen in a space that is 

comforting; when this happens one can thoughtfully reconnect with herself.  For this to 

occur the space needs to be private and be a refuge for the user from the public realm 

                                                
21 Crisp, Human Spaces, 9. 



 17 

outside.  Therefore, providing a strong threshold into this space is necessary and 

extremely effective.
22

  It allows the user to feel like they are isolated from the outside 

world.  It presents the moment where he is subconsciously told he can emotionally take 

off his coat.   

 Spaces that integrate nature and the outdoors are also extremely successful as 

spaces for relaxation and meditation because that is where spirit and soul is strongest.   

Nature has an innate calming effect for people for many reasons.  The first reason is that 

people associate being in nature with being on a break from everyday life, work etc; such 

as when they spent winters in the isolated snowy mountains, went camping near the creek 

or vacationed summers at the beach with their family or simply took a walk outside to 

help forget about the stresses faced at work or home.
23

  Another reason is simply that it is 

a place where we can really take ourselves out of urban life and remove ourselves from 

the overcrowding and over stimulation associated with it.  Whatever the reason is, studies 

show that individuals feel the benefits after being in a natural setting.  One questionnaire 

which interviewed college students showed that, after spending time in a garden 79% of 

those questioned felt more relaxed, 25% felt refreshed, 22% were able to cope, 19% felt 

more positive, 6% felt more religious and only 5% felt no change in mood.
24

 Being in a 

space that is in touch with the basic elements helps us to understand the potential for 

simplicity in our lives and allows us to recognize the natural cycles and rhythms that are 

innate within our bodies: systems that are crucial to recognizing and becoming in sync 

                                                
22 Fox, Holistic Home, 49. 
23 Hebert, Bonnie B.  “Design Guidelines of a Therapeutic Garden For Autistic Children.” [ 
Master’s Thesis, Louisiana State University, 2003], 10. 
24 Marucs, “Healing Gardens,” 3. 
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with being holistically healthy.   A perfect example would be a spa: a place that is meant 

to reconnect us to our biological rhythms, open our mind to the moment and reconnect us 

with our selves.  It results in an altered state of mind.   

Lastly, various environments can foster a sense of self by providing opportunities 

for self-expression, inspiration and creativity.   One way our inhabited space can inspire 

us is by being multi sensory; a place that appeals to and awakens all of our senses gives 

the place and our experience in it more meaning and depth.  When we are aware of our 

surroundings and their effects on our senses we become more engaged, involved and 

have a stronger cognition (19).   Buildings can accomplish this stimulation in so many 

ways beginning with a choice in colors, textured materials, acoustics, the manner in 

which it introduces light, playing with compression release, changes with the 

surroundings conditions etc.  It can also accomplish sensory stimulation through detailed 

landscaping and by providing plants which filter light, are aromatic and colorful, bring in 

wildlife, rustle with the wind, the list is endless.  Promoting and providing tactile 

experiences and opportunities is another way in which environments can go beyond just 

being visual.  By stimulating the senses and breaking the monotony of life places can 

spark our innate creativity and inspire us to think beyond the typical.  This is when self-

expression can thrive and when we can truly get to the core of who we are and what we 

are capable of accomplishing.   

What better places to utilize these design tactics than in our homes: the place we 

spend so much time and the environment that is innately our refuge from the world? 
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CHAPTER 2 

Integration With the Studio Project 

Introduction 

 The challenge forwarded for the fourth year integral architecture and landscape 

architecture studio in the School of Architecture and Landscape Architecture at Arizona 

State University was to perform research on autism including its history, its place in 

society now, how people live with autism, and what society is doing to accommodate 

these individuals.  After acquiring a sufficient knowledge, the studio was directed to 

design a housing facility for newly independent adults with developmental disabilities.  

Details such as the site, what type of developmental disabilities the facility would 

accommodate, how many people would live there, what programs would be included etc. 

were left open to individual discretion.  This project seemed like a great opportunity to 

integrate the findings about the mind, body, and soul connection by utilizing the 

discussed design tactics that accommodate this synthesis, creating a stronger project.  The 

intent was to create a building that is a tool for the residents and other various user of the 

space to cope with their daily frustrations.  This would in turn reduce stress levels, create 

a healthier holistic self and provide the opportunity to live as fully and independently as 

possible.   

Case Studies 

Because a great deal of the concepts and theories behind these design tactics can 

be complicated, metaphorical and often hard to grasp it was extremely important to look 

at case studies of successful designs that reflect this concept of “places of the soul.”   

 



 20 

 

Ventana Vista Elementary School 

Tucson, Arizona 

Antoine Predock 

 This elementary school was beneficial to study because its division of space into 

user specific “neighborhoods” and the design of the physical building to be a teaching 

tool proved to be extremely successful in creating a comfortable educational 

environment. Although the school is for children, and this thesis is a project for autistic 

adults, the two can be 

analogous due to the fact that 

autistic people generally have 

childish tendencies in addition 

to underdeveloped 

communication skills and 

mental processes.  Referred to 

as a “city for children,” the 

classrooms throughout the complex are grouped into age specific villages that have 

identifiable and unique facades.  This makes it easier for the students to find their way 

around and to feel associated and connected with a specific space, in turn reducing the 

stress that is often associated with more austere and unaccommodating educational 

facilities.   

 The design of the buildings with corresponding courtyards and the detail within 

the project become innate teaching tools through the resulting rich environment and its 
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ability to inspire creativity and encourage tactile activities.  The materials appeal to 

sensory stimulation by providing a variety of textures, forms and by playing with light vs. 

shadow (fig. 1).  The building is also a reflection of the unique and preserved surrounding 

desert landscape, all resulting in the creation space that puts one in touch with the natural 

environment.  Creativity and tactile activities are successfully inspired throughout the 

project in the various courtyards that correspond to their specific “village.”  Everything 

within these outdoor spaces relate to the age and size of the students who utilize it: 

proportions of everything are relative to the size of that age group and interactive tools 

are provided based upon their physical and mental capabilities.  For example, seating and 

tables for the younger age groups are smaller than those for the older.  Also, their 

courtyard is accented with child appropriate toys while the older children have places for 

writing, self-expression and other activities pertaining to higher thought processes.   

Faculty and staff report that the school inspires 

their students to explore, discover and interact in 

an environment that is comforting and easily 

negotiable.
25

 

Beausejour Retirement Home 

Normandy, One would find the Beausejour 

Retirement Home beneficial and relative to the 

project of this thesis because it had success in 

providing a higher quality of life for its residents, 

                                                
25 Crisp, Human Spaces, 178. 
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resulting from the unique layout, the integration of outdoor spaces and supply of relaxing 

environments. This project is divided into clusters much like the previously discussed 

elementary school.  Groups of six of the elderly residents live in buildings that resemble 

an average family home containing the community living spaces and kitchen while also 

providing private and semi-private bedrooms.  These clusters are spread throughout the 

site and connected by a series of pleasant outdoor spaces with soothing features including 

streams of water, meandering pathways, a plethora of planting, interactive activity areas 

and comfortable seating accommodations (fig. 2).  The spread of the residential units 

throughout the natural environment and lack of any hallways in the project make it feel 

less institutionalized and more like a home something residents say provides them a sense 

of physical and emotional comfort.  Staff and family testify that because the project 

provides the opportunity to interact in a pleasant environment they are more likely to visit 

their friends and family who live there and to stay for longer amounts of time.
26

 

Mariposa Jesuit Priest Housing 

Phoenix, Arizona  

DeBartolo Architects 

 A third case study was 

included because of its success in 

designing both private and group 

residential spaces that were 

enjoyable to be in and had a strong 

connection to the outdoors.  The 

                                                
26 Crisp, Human Spaces, 175. 
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complex is home to Jesuit priests who work at the school nearby and comprises of their 

individual rooms and the community living spaces.  What makes the design unique is 

how the individual spaces are spread throughout the landscape and disconnected from the 

main community building; the path between the two is a gentle stroll on meandering 

pavers through desert landscape.  This forces interaction with the natural environment 

right outside their doors.   

 The design is also very successful in bringing nature in and this is no more 

apparent than in the individual units.  Their glass facades slide completely away and the 

desert gravel runs right up to the concrete interior flooring; the end result feels more like 

a pavilion located within a garden than an interior sleeping space (fig. 3).  Glass is used 

often throughout the rest of the project creating constant views of the well-designed 

outdoor spaces and also allowing for a comfortable space filled with natural light.  

 

 

Characteristics of Autism 

 To understand how this design can be a place of healing for people with autism, a 

general understanding of what autism constitutes, the frustrations that come along with 

this disorder and the common behaviors that are a result of these stresses a definition is 

needed.  The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual IV characterizes autism as: 

A.  A total of six (or more) items from (1), (2), and (3), with at least two from (1), and 

one each from (2) and (3): 

1.  Qualitative impairment in social interaction, as manifested by at least two of the 

following: 
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 a. marked impairment in the use of multiple nonverbal behaviors such 

as eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures, and gestures 

to regulate social interaction 

 b. failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to developmental 

level 

 c. a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests, or 

achievements with other people (e.g., by a lack of showing, 

bringing, or pointing out objects of interest) 

 d. lack of social or emotional reciprocity 

 2.  qualitative impairments in communication as manifested by at least one of 

the following: 

 a. delay in, or total lack of, the development of spoken language (not 

accompanied by an attempt to compensate through alternative 

modes of communication such as gesture or mime) 

 b. in individuals with adequate speech, marked impairment in the 

ability to initiate or sustain a conversation with others 

 c. stereotyped and repetitive use of language or idiosyncratic language 

 d. lack of varied, spontaneous make-believe play or social imitative 

play appropriate to developmental level 

 3.  restricted repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, and 

activities, as manifested by at least one of the following: 

 a. encompassing preoccupation with one or more stereotyped and 
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restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in intensity or 

focus 

 b. apparently inflexible adherence to specific, nonfunctional routines or 

rituals 

 c. stereotyped and repetitive motor manners (e.g., hand or finger 

flapping or twisting, or complex whole-body movements) 

 d. persistent preoccupation with parts of objects   

B.  Delays or abnormal functioning in at least one of the following areas, with onset 

prior to age 3 years: (1) social interaction, (2) language as used in social 

communication, or (3) symbolic or imaginative play. 

C. The disturbance is not better accounted for by Rett’s Disorder or Childhood 

Disintegrative Disorder
27

 

 

Although this is a spectrum disorder and the characteristics of each person can vary, 

people with autism generally lack basic life and communication skills, seek to be alone, 

have an strong desire for repetition, taking part in strange and repetitive movements and 

can have serious aversions to extreme sensory stimuli.
28

  It is apparent why, with all of 

these issues, autistic people face excessive stresses when exposed to daily life in the 

modern world.   

 In response to these characteristics of the disorder and their resulting stresses, 

autistic people develop typical behaviors in order to manage their frustrations the only 

                                                
27 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4

th
 ed., s.v. “Autistic Disorder.” 

28 Hebert, “Design Guidelines,”  25. 
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ways they know how.  When over stimulated, people with autism generally withdrawal 

from the world physically, emotionally and mentally; they might retreat into themselves 

or decide to spend excessive amounts of time manipulating objects in order to not have to 

interact with other people.
29

  If there is a lack of sensory input they will generally self 

stimulate with repetitive movements such as rocking, humming or hand flapping.
30

    

Another common behavior is taking part self-injurious activities, the result of the 

frustration that comes with the inability to communicate.  These actions are analogous to 

a “neurotypical” human having a heart to heart discussion, going for a run to clear his/her 

mind or screaming into a pillow; these behaviors are how autistic people release their 

feelings that cannot be verbally communicated. 

 

Integrating the Healing Design Tactics with an Autistic Community 

At this point in the thesis it is now clear that reducing various life stresses is 

essential to developing a healthy mind and body and therefore essential to a fulfilled 

existence.  Utilizing design tactics that are conducive to a healthy mind to create a 

soothing environment would be beneficial in a housing facility specifically for newly 

independent adults with developmental disabilities because of the relief they need from 

the additional and exaggerated life stresses they must manage.  However, when creating 

spaces that will be utilized by a specific group of people, the special needs of the 

community need to be addressed throughout the design.  In the case of this project it is 

beneficial to utilize the design tactics already discussed but necessary to alter them in 

order to the needs associated with being developmentally disabled, specifically autistic.   

                                                
29 Ibid,” 30. 
30 Ibid,” 38. 
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The design tactics will be innately beneficial for the autistic community because 

they are inherently in line with many methods of therapy already being utilized.  Various 

treatment methods such as perceptual/cognitive, developmental, applied behavior and 

play therapy involve activities such as physical activity, which is encouraged in outdoor 

spaces and interaction.  These can only be achieved through group spaces and 

programming, spending time in places of clarity and peace while also providing 

opportunity for exposure to tactile experiences and stimulation, both of which are 

encouraged when in a natural, manageable and predicable setting.
31

  Although these 

therapies are geared towards children, most likely due to the recent recognition of the 

disability and therefore lack of properly diagnosed adults to study, the theories are still 

applicable to autistic adults because they deal with problems that are innate to the 

disease, not the age of the afflicted.  Characteristics and behaviors of the disease have an 

inherent juvenile and underdeveloped nature to them, which seems to continue as the 

recently diagnosed population of children reach adulthood.   

The design will be most successful if it integrates these methods of therapy with 

the healing design tactics while always keeping in mind the need for adequate 

supervision, a simplified and accessible layout that provides the opportunity for both 

privacy and interaction all in an environment that is stimulating without being 

overwhelming.   

 The following pages will address the concepts that drove this design, how the 

previously discussed design tactics were utilized while addressing the special needs of the 

                                                
31 Ibid,” 40-50. 
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residents and will show how this was all synthesized in one final design with a special 

focus on a healing sensory garden.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Project Design 

 

A great deal of the information about the basic living needs for autistic adults was 

gathered during interviews and meetings with autistic adults and the people in their lives 

who support them as independent beings and the general and easily accessible knowledge 

of our professor Kim Steele who has studied the topic extensively and has an autistic 

child of her own.  

Concept  
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The driving concept for the design reflects and integrates the stress reducers 

discussed earlier in the document with the intention to create an environment that would 

allow the residents to be as holistically healthy as possible by integrating them with the 

surrounding community and fellow residents, allowing them opportunities to be creative 

and reconnecting them with nature, in turn allowing them to live as fully and successfully 

independent as possible.   

Site 

The integration of tactics that encourage a peaceful and integrated mind and body 

began in the very beginning with the site selections.  In order for the residents to feel in 

control and successfully independent there must be the necessary amenities, including 

food, entertainment, medical and educational facilities in close proximity.  These 

amenities include food and grocery stores, places for entertainment such as movie 

theaters, bowling alleys and arcades, educational facilities such as libraries and schools, 

medical facilities and recreational opportunities such as public parks and pools.  There 

also must exist effective and accessible public transportation to assure safely getting to 

necessary places that are outside of walking distance.   

The site of the project is located in downtown Phoenix, and it provides all of the 

necessities. There are multiple schools of all levels in the area, it is within a short walk of 

the Arizona Center and is located near the First Friday Art Walk. It is within close 

proximity of all of the opportunities that our growing downtown has to offer.  There are 

also two public bus routes and one community bus route that circulate just yards from the 

site.  
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The site’s location also provides an opportunity for the residents to connect with, 

get support from, and feel closer to the surrounding community.  Its proximity to the Arts 

District and the once monthly First Friday Art Walk allow the residents to take part in the 

community activities that have started to define the area and the people who live in it 

instead of simply living in their own walled off world that happens to be in the 

neighborhood.  The growth of businesses in the area, both large commercial and 

independently owned, creates an opportunity for the adults to obtain employment.  

Whether it is helping out at an art gallery or coffee shop located just down the street or 

growing vegetables or flowers to sell at the nearby grow house or weekly farmers market, 

these opportunities help them interact with other people who live in the community. It is 

but another opportunity to foster a sense of independence and therefore confidence.  

Lastly, the plethora of schools nearby, including Arizona State University’s downtown 

campus, provides an opportunity for the residents of this facility to take classes in areas 

that interest them, allowing them to further their education while experimenting in 

creative exploration, all in close proximity to the comfort of home.   

Programs 

The basis of the concept discussed above inspired what programs would be 

included in the design and determined how and where buildings would be manifested.  In 

a broad sense there needed to be a public and private sphere to the site: two components 

which needed to be interactive but due to the nature of the residents could also be 

disconnected because of either program differences or user preferences.   

In the private programs there needed to be individual residential sleeping quarters.  

To clarify the purpose of the design, the residential community that would be living here 
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was narrowed down to either dependent or independent adults with autism.  The 

dependent adults were characterized as people who could perform very basic daily tasks 

such as bathing and dressing and could sleep alone but needed a 24-hour staff in place 

just in case.  The independent adults were characterized as being able to take care of 

themselves in the most basic ways, who could find their way around the neighborhood 

but needed a close support system there for the occasional moments of emotional stress 

management, medical care or even assistance with complicated or dangerous tasks.   

Therefore sleeping quarters that accommodated these various levels on the spectrum of 

autism had to be designed and integrated into the site.   

Group living spaces were also integrated into the main residential space in order 

to create interaction and a connection between the residents and staff while also serving 

as a means of safety and supervision.   Spaces such as the kitchen needed staff 

supervision because of issues such as dealing with knives.  The living and dining areas 

were also made as group programs because they had the potential to become spaces 

where the residents must visit daily and therefore could be a tool for the staff to keep an 

eye on the residents without being the “big brother.”  These interactive spaces would 

create an opportunity for the staff to provide life-skills classes in order to instill required 

knowledge and a stronger sense of confidence necessary for successful independent 

living.  

In order to address the more public programs of the site the original concept was 

revisited and there was a close look paid to the nature of the surrounding community.  

The concept includes integration, meaning creating a connection between the residents 

and the community, the residents with each other, the residents with nature and the 
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buildings with nature; what better way to integrate the immediate community, who has 

such a strong inclination to creativity, into the project than by creating an art gallery and 

art display plaza. The space to be developed in our project was envisioned to be a place 

where the residents and members of the community could be creative, use art as a method 

of self expression and take classes.  It would also be a main point along the First Friday 

Art Walk where everyone who partakes in the studio can display what he or she has 

created.  The space could also be home to classes and education/fundraising events about 

the developmentally disabled and autistic community. It is known historically that since 

Classical Greece people have been creating spaces where people can interact with art in 

all its forms because it had a healing, restorative and calming effect on its users. 
32

  

Therefore, the inclusion of a program for viewing and creating art is inherent to the 

healing concept of the project.   

One other crucial space to the community programming of the site was the 

outdoor green space.  A park was decided upon because there was an obvious lack of 

green space, exposure to nature and opportunity for outdoor physical activity (which is 

necessary to a proper well-being) for the residents of the surrounding urban community.  

A park has the potential to address all these missed opportunities and would also prove to 

be a great tie in to various public events envisioned to occur at the site.  These events 

would include an exhibit of the gallery on First Friday, educational events on autism, and 

recreational and entertaining events for the community.  The culmination of green space 

for the residents and a large part of the design for this thesis would be through the design 

of an interactive and therapeutic sensory garden 

Layout 

                                                
32 Schweitzer, “Healings Spaces,” s-71.   
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  The image of a hand and fingers became a driving form in the design due to the 

original intention to pull the community into the space and provide the residents the 

opportunity to reach out.  After overlaying various images of hands on the site the 

buildings began being placed like fingers throughout the space.  Programs were arranged 

to simultaneously provide clear access and security for the residents, to put the more 

public spaces near the First Friday Walk, to allow for fluid public circulation within the 

public spaces and to create opportunities for interaction with the outdoors, the 

culmination of which was the large park area (fig. 5).  

After looking at various case studies a decision was made to place the residential 

sleeping quarters (each person has their own “town house”) into small villages or 

clusters.  This tactic proved successful, especially when integrating nature between the 

clusters, in other housing communities, one being the Beausejour Retirement Home in 

Normandy, France.  The goal of the project was to encourage communication, promote 

social life and enhance joy for all of its residents.  It was successful in its endeavors by 

situating small clusters of residential units around a larger garden and providing each one 

with a view.  The programs on the site were situated to eliminate the use of hallways and 

instead connect these spaces through a series of sensory outdoor spaces that included 

pathways, water, benches and exposure to nature.  The owner, residents, family of 

residents and staff say that it is an overall enjoyable environment which encourages 

family members to come visit for longer periods of time, enables the residents to spend a 

large amount of time outdoors and promotes stronger interaction between the residents 

and the staff.
33

  The intention here was also to create a sense of companionship between 

the people who lived within these clusters.  As a result there is a grouping of 8 town 

                                                
33 Crisp, Human Space, 179. 
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homes (8 residents) immediately off of the community living spaces, separated by only a 

transitioning courtyard and about 50 feet further South, after a meander through the 

sensory garden is where the more independent community lives.  There are 4 two-

bedroom units and 2 single-occupancy units grouped together.  Just South of those units, 

edging up to the street, is where we have another group (3 models) of dependent residents 

who live in a family-teaching style home.  This is an underutilized system where a 

specially trained and compensated family lives connected to 1-3 developmentally 

disabled adults.  This allows the adults to live as independently as possible but provides 

them the support system they often need when it is necessary.   

The living spaces for the residents is part of the main building that also houses the 

public lobby space for the site as well as the art studio in order to provide easy access for 

the DD adults.  However, staff programs are strategically placed between the two as a 

buffer and in a manner so that the public visitors are not aware of the location of the 

private programs let alone the presence of an entire living community, beyond the 

offices.   
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Design Specifics: Integration of Healing Design Tactics 

After creating a thoughtful program list and very methodical layout for the project 

is when detailing came in and it was really possible to utilize and integrate the design 

tactics that are necessary to creating a project that inspires a happy mind and spirit, 

allowing the body to be its healthiest and therefore creating the opportunity for the people 

who utilize this space to live the best life possible for the people who utilize this space.   

Physical Health 

As discussed earlier, a healthy physical body is essential to being holistically 

healthy and results from being free of toxins, properly nourished and partaking in 

physical activities.  To begin the process of creating a healthy building there was a strong 

focus on natural lighting and exposure to the outdoors in order to take advantage of 

natural ventilation.   As a result, the building utilizes taller than average spaces, clerestory 

windows and facades comprised mainly of glass, only on the Northern and Eastern facing 

or shaded facades because otherwise the desert sun would be too strong, consistently 

throughout the project.  Most of these moments of glass are operable in order to let in 

natural air and simply allow the users to experience the outdoors, even when inside (fig. 

6).  This allows for the reduction of mechanical processes that often produce a milieu of 

toxins and result in sick building syndrome and is a method of healing that has been used 

for centuries, such as the hospital pavilions earlier discussed. 

Within the project there is a strong emphasis to take part in interactive activities 

and being outdoors where physical activity is strongly encouraged.  This is of course 

essential for every human to be physically healthy but such activities have proven to be 

emotionally beneficial for the autistic community as well.   Studies show that taking part 
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in physical activity, especially when unrestricted and outdoors, such as running around or 

even playing on a swing set is a way for autistic people to release their frustrations and 

self stimulate without being self-injurious.
34

  This opportunity is available in the outdoor 

space immediately off of the dining room, throughout the sensory garden and of course in 

the large park aspect of the project.  The many group spaces throughout the residential 

aspect of the community also encourage the residents to get up, out of their individual 

units and therefore to move and be interactive.   

Creating Interaction and Connection with Each other and the Community  

 Integration and a connection between the residents and community is generally 

accomplished in this these project through the various programming and layout of these 

various spaces within the site.  Providing opportunity for events that both the community 

and the residents can partake in, individually and also interactively, encourages 

communication between the two groups who often have an unnecessary rift and will 

hopefully result in education the community on people with DD while creating a support 

system for the residents. 

 The community living spaces within the residential area, their close proximity to 

the support staff and the family teaching model all encourage interaction and 

communication between the residents and their inherent support system and within the 

residents themselves.  The focus while designing the individual residential town homes, 

both dependent and independent, was to create a space to be used mainly when the 

residents are in need of privacy and relaxation, whether they simply need sometime to 

themselves or are sleeping.  Therefore, the individual units are not fully functioning.  For 

example, the dependent residents do not have full kitchens or extremely spacious living 

                                                
34 Hebert, “Design Guidelines” 78. 
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or dining rooms.  The more independent people do have these amenities but only in their 

very basic form.  Other basic necessities of a home 

such as the living room, dining room, kitchen, mail 

pick up and office area were placed in the 

community residential building to make sure all 

residents come use space at some point, creating 

interaction and movement for at least a short time 

(fig. 8).  Creating this connection between the 

residents of the community provides them with 

another for of support, security and comfort. 

Sense of Control 

As discussed earlier feeling in control means feeling independent and recognizing 

that one has the opportunity for choice.  As mentioned in a previous section, the 

accessibility to amenities, the site’s proximity to useable transportation and a wide 

variety of interactive opportunities in the community provide a strong sense of 

independence and plethora of options for the residents.   

This concept goes further into the design of the buildings.  The residents are 

initially given the option to choose which type of unit they want to live within : the 

dependent can live in either the single-occupancy spaces right off of the courtyard where 

they will utilize the group amenities in the main building, or they can choose a family-

teaching model, while the more independent can live on their own or with a roommate.  

With these options the residents don’t feel as if they are being forced into a lifestyle they 

have no control over but rather can choose what makes them feel most comfortable.  
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Also, each residential unit functions independently with their own patios, front doors etc, 

allowing the users to feel like they do not have to be effected by their neighbors if they 

don’t want to be also helping the project seem as far from a controlled institution as 

possible.   

There is the opportunity for choice throughout the site as well as through the 

many varied spaces it has to offer.  There are both indoor and outdoor spaces for privacy, 

group interaction, education, creativity physical activity and connection to nature.  At no 

point in the day should the residents feel like they are stuck with no place to go because 

no space suits their mood at the time.    

Being within their own private spaces creates opportunities for just as many 

choices.  All units are provided operable sliding windows (sometimes fully operable 

facades) and then provided another layer that is comprised of a screen that is transparent 

to the elements but not to vision.  The intent is that, if the residents are in their private 

space and want to let in the fresh air, but not allow people to see in, or if they want to 

allow for visibility, but not let in the light or possible hot summer air, or even if they want 

to allow for either of these options, or not, all choices are accommodated and easy to 

initiate,  

For people to feel in control within their environment they must be able to 

navigate within it; for an autistic community this means that it must be predictable, 

accessible and easily identifiable.  Studies show that environments that have a distinct 

structure and order, utilizing schedules, visual cues, color-coding etc decreased stress 

levels and increases independence for its autistic users.
35

  This was taken into 
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consideration for the design by creating simple connections between the various spaces, a 

minimal varying of circulation paths and by providing single entrances and exits into 

each space.  There are no hallways in the project and spaces flow from one to the next.  

The simple transition from the kitchen opening up to the dining room and leading directly 

into the living room has a strong opening to the outdoor courtyard where all of the 

dependent residential unit entrances are located.  When longer circulation moments occur 

strong paths delineated by material or enclosed by earth provide a strong guide.   

In order for residents to more easily identify where programs are located in the 

building materials were varied on the exterior and are representative of the uses of each 

space.  One case study that was looked at and helps support this design tactic is the 

Ventana Vista Elementary School in Tucson, AZ.  The complex is separated into villages 

that are specific to an age group and connected through passageways and courtyards.  

The building itself is a contributor to and tool in the rich learning environment by 

providing a variety of textures, shapes, patterns, colors, playing with the contrast of light 

and shadows and relating to the beautiful surrounding desert landscape.  These 

characteristics and details of the space, such as proportion, seating spaces and tactile 

activities, vary depending on the age group within that “neighborhood” making them feel 

much more at home and creating easily identifiable space.
36

 

                                                
36 Crisp, Human Space, 177. 
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The design of the building for this thesis project utilizes mainly of CMU and glass 

but where there is a need to block physical access, limit sun exposure, create a visual 

barrier or simply call out a specific space, screens were put in place.  The more public 

spaces were provided with metal screens to create the experience of a being in a 

commercial/warehouse (fig. 9).  This helps to create a distinction between the more 

public and private areas of the design and also help to guide the visitors and residents to 

the proper programs.  Following the transition from public to private spaces is a gradual 

and metaphorical change to a rusted metal that has a warmer and more inviting tone.  As 

the buildings become purely residential the screens eventually alternate into wood, the 

most inviting and comfortable of all the screen materials.   Because of the repetitive 

nature that is innate to the residential units’ design and layout, a sense of individuality 

was provided for the independent and family-teaching model housing by alternating the 

use of the wood and rusted steel screens (fig. 10).  As a result, the site is more 

predictable, accessible and easily identifiable for the autistic users.   

Opportunity to Relax 

The first and most apparent design decision that provides the residents an 

opportunity for relaxation is in the 

creation of individual town homes (if 

it is a shared town home there is an 

individual room).  This amenity 

provides each resident with their own 

“home,” the place that is our most 

soothing sanctuary and the first place 
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we go to escape the stresses of the outside 

world.   

There is also an interaction between 

the building and nature and there is a sense 

of security provided by the architecture that 

induces relaxation.  Nature is inherently 

soothing and calming for reasons previously discussed and studies show that this is no 

different for people with autism.  Experience shows that when exposing autistic children 

to nature their aggressive and self-injurious behaviors could be lessened.
37

  With this in 

mind indoor-outdoor spaces were provided as often as possible and in as many varied 

program areas.  For example, there are public indoor-outdoor spaces connected to the 

dining room, living room and dependent residents’ houses (figs. 12 and 14).  There are 

also more private spaces such as the courtyards in the family-teaching model and the 

patios that look out to the sensory 

garden from the independent and 

some of the dependent units (figs. 15 

and 17).  All of these spaces are 

connected through the sliding glass 

and screen facades earlier discussed 

to create easy integration.  Of equal 

importance to the connection of 
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people with nature was the integration of natural lighting.  For this reason glass is one of 

the main materials used and often comprises entire facades or used in clerestory 

windows.   

Relaxation is much easier to achieve in an environment where the user feels safe 

and secure because this is a time when the mind can forget about obligation and begin to 

wander and disconnect.  For the autistic community, feeling safe and secure means 

providing them with community support and interaction but also creating a predictable 

and accessible environment that is physically secure.  In this case this entails much more 

supervision, enclosure from the outside world and also the ability for the staff to secure 

the space when necessary so the residents are not able to leave without their knowledge.  

The design dilemma here is how does one accomplish this without making the residents 

feel like they are gated in or under constant supervision.  This was accomplished by 

providing limited access into their residential area.  The entrance that runs through the 

office is hidden and under constant supervision.  The second entrance on the West façade 

of the building, has the basic security of being locked 24-hours and only accessible 

through a key or gate card and the physical door is not obvious: it is tucked away and 

turned behind a wall and landscaping so, to access it, one much know it is there.   In 

addition, the screen that runs along wall can be closed off and locked for extra security at 

night.   This limited access and connection to the staff areas also allow the staff to always 

know who is there, who isn’t, who is leaving and who is coming.   

This security extends farther south into the sensory garden and the independent 

living.  The narrowed spaces between the dependent and independent units have gates 

that can be closed off and locked while the perimeter of the sensory garden is enclosed by 
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walls and a variety of wide 

and tall planters.  The result 

is the ability to completely 

enclose, secure and monitor 

the independent and 

dependent living units, the 

sensory garden, courtyard 

and group residential living spaces.  This level of security was not addressed in the design 

of the family-teaching model residences because it is assumed that the family lives 

closely enough with the developmentally disabled adults that they know of their 

whereabouts and can provide security for the DD adult.   

A Sense of Self-Purpose 

Developing a definition of who we are comes from discovering our likes, dislikes, 

talents and flaws; these can only be realized through exploration and creative expression.  

These two activities come from being inspired and it has been discussed that one of the 

best ways to become inspired is to expose oneself to sensory stimulation such as 

interesting visuals, soothing sounds, interesting textures etc. When dealing with an 

autistic community, the design dilemma is to accomplish this stimulation without causing 

the residents to become overly stimulated and therefore overwhelmed and anxious.  This 

was accomplished by utilizing nature as a main source of sensory stimulation.  As 

discussed earlier, nature is the most multi sensory, but also one of the most inherently 

soothing, environments one can interact with.   
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This opportunity for creativity was also provided through the basic programs of 

the project.  Being on site with and having direct access to an art studio provides the 

residents with the tools to be creative (fig. 18).  The architecture of the building and 

layout of the spaces is another way of providing sensory stimulation.  Utilizing 

compression-release methods and alternating ones placement between indoors and 

outdoors is a way of making the residents aware of their surroundings and stimulating the 

sense of where they are within the various spaces.  For example, the raised ceiling but 

step down floor of the dining room area and then the transition back up into the living 

with a dropped ceiling helps the resident realize this change of environment and their 

presence within the building.  The idea of compression-release as well as the alternation 

between nature and architecture is apparent during the movement from the main building, 

into the dependent courtyard, through the narrowed pathway created by the close 

buildings, then into the sensory garden and back again into a narrowed pathway, creating 

the same effect.  The large part natural day lighting plays in the architecture and interior 

spaces is an opportunity for, through sensory stimulation, the residents to become aware 
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of the play of shadows, the circular movement of the sun throughout the day and what 

time of that day they are in.   
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Garden 

Introduction 

As discussed, the concept of the project is focused on being a healing 

environment for these autistic adults while nourishing their mind, body and spirit.  After 

reviewing the research findings it seemed apparent that a therapeutic sensory garden had 

the opportunity to be a culminating point in the design because of innate healing 

properties of nature, both physically and emotionally, all the tactics previously discussed 

can be integrated and because and outdoor setting is conducive to many methods of 

therapy to individuals with autism.  It is a space within the project that has the soul 

purpose of being a refuge that is completely their own and therefore a healing space for 

the developmentally disabled residents who find their home in this project.  The programs 

within and layout of the garden are conducive to the properties that make our soul happy, 

which were previously discussed, by providing spaces for individual and group activities, 

opportunities to be creative and leave their mark, moments for relaxation and also 

sensory stimulation, all within a natural and easily negotiable space.  Here nature, which 

has proved to be crucial to a healthy mind, is the site of various activities, programs and 
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spaces that utilize the healing design tactics and integrate therapeutic methods for people 

afflicted with autism.   

Case Studies 

In order to get an idea of ways to successfully achieve these goals, it was 

necessary to look at completed projects that had similar intentions and were successful in 

their endeavors.  Forms of therapeutic gardens in medical and/or for children were most 

closely studied because of the properties they innately have that need to be included in a 

garden for autistic adults.  Gardens can come in many forms; therefore it seemed 

necessary to look at gardens that had a specific intention behind them because there was a 

specific intention for this project’s garden to be a restorative one:  “to evoke rhythms that 

energize the body, inform the spirit, and ultimately enhance the recuperative powers 

inherent in an infirm body or mind.  Where recovery is not possible, intimate contact with 

the cycle and flow of nature may yet calm the spirit.”
38

   The autistic residents would fall 

under the category where recovery is not possible and although their disorder is not one 

that is terminal, the population can most certainly benefit from an environment that might 

help them come to terms with their condition and help them deal with the frustrations of 

having to live with it everyday.  

Other gardens that were looked at that were more associated with children seemed 

analogous because of the underdeveloped physical, mental and social qualities/behaviors 

that often characterize people living with autism.  Children and people with autism also 

suffer similar frustrations in life such as the inability to properly communicate, dealing 

with a lack of proper social skills and underdeveloped motor skills, just to name a few.  

                                                
38Annalisa Gartman Vapaa.  “Healing Gardens: Creating Places for Restoration, Meditation, and 

Sanctuary.” [Master’s Thesis, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 2002], 
39. 
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The only difference is that for one group these come from a lack of experience and 

physical growth and a neurological barrier for the other.   

Good Samaritan Hospital’s Healing Garden 

 

Phoenix Arizona,  

Underwood+Crisp Architects 

 The goal of Good Samaritan’s 

Garden is to provide a space for 

relaxation and renewal for all users of the 

building, patients, family, staff etc.  

Focusing on sensory stimulation and 

utilizing symbolic layouts were key in the success of the garden as a place of reflection.  

For example, there is a water feature that runs throughout the garden and symbolizes the 

cycle of life, which in turn provides pleasant sounds and creates a self-introspective 

environment.
39

  Sensory stimulation is also pervasive through the native desert planting 

that is abundant throughout the space. 

 Another key in the space’s success is how often it is used, the result of proper 

programming and seating.  Chairs are located all throughout the garden but what makes 

them especially convenient is their ability to be moved according to the user’s preference.  

This is key in the desert environment where, during the summer months, the scorching 

sun is extremely unpleasant.  These interactive spaces, in conjunction with the inclusion 

of a coffee bar, encourage people to come to and spend vast amounts of time in the space.  

                                                
39 Marucs, “Healing Gardens,” 14. 
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Staff says the garden has proved crucial to the 

relaxation of the patients, their families and the 

other people who work on site.
40

 

Rusk Institute of Rehabilitative Medicine 

Garden for Children 

New York City  

Paul R. Clark and M. Elizabeth Hannesson 

 The intention of this garden was to be a place where the children staying at the 

hospital, specifically children suffering from brain injuries and mobility issues, could 

come to not only relax and escape the stresses of being in a hospital, something that is 

extremely traumatic especially for children, but it was also meant to be tool for 

rehabilitative physical activity.  Relaxation is successfully induced through the natural 

setting and planting the garden provides while physical activity is encouraged through 

programming and design.  For example, the garden uses planters raised to a specific 

height to encourage plant interaction and plays with topography, both to help strengthen 

the children’s motor skills, re-use of limbs and sense of balance (fig. 20).  The varying of 

height, surfaces, planting etc. also are sources of sensory stimulation which help the kids 

forget about what is occurring outside the garden and provide a space where it is easier 

for them to relax, despite the frightening and stressful circumstances they face.
41
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Gardens at Lucas Gardens School 

New South Wales, Australia  

 A third case study was the Garden 

at Lucas Gardens School, another garden 

meant to be a therapeutic and relaxing 

space for kids who are living in the nearby 

pediatric hospital but is also open and 

designed for the elderly and visually and/or 

physically impaired students from a nearby school.  The garden is intended to be an 

educational tool within a relaxing and soothing environment.  It is centered around a 

sensory garden that is characterized by raised and undulating planters, areas for various 

activities such as a musical stage and plotting shed and lastly by various “activity 

stations” where children can run their hands through water and experience different 

textures (fig. 21).   The garden is also entirely handicap accessible which can make it a 

momentary relief to people in wheelchairs who spend the rest of their day functioning in 

a world not designed for their needs.  The accommodating design, robust planting and 

wide variety activities contribute to the high traffic throughout the garden.
42

 

The Garden’s Design  

Physical Health 

 The encouragement for physical health is a large part of the garden.  First and 

foremost, he natural setting is one that has proved to be innately physically, in addition to 

emotional, healing.  Studies show that people who are commonly exposed to nature, 

                                                
42 Severtsen, “Healing Gardens,” 3.  
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especially in a garden setting, are generally healthier and feel better.
43

  The garden also 

encourages a variety of physical activity, which, as mentioned in the previous section, is 

a crucial and effective part of helping autistic people manage their stresses.  Therefore it 

is an important element in the garden space.  In conjunction with programming for 

physical activity was a desire to program for tactile activities because of the positive 

improvement it has on motor skills, a problem people with autism can often face.
44

  

Although there is seating available throughout the garden there is also an encouragement 

for movement throughout the space.  The ground covers used, permeable pavers and 

compacted DG are much more conducive to movement than they are to sitting and 

stopping.  This same encouragement can be felt by creating long transitional spaces such 

as the ramp that leads down into the more tactile side of the garden (the Western side).   

 There are also many physical and tactile activities built into certain areas of the 

garden.  For example, there are gardening plots located along the western wall of the 

garden that can be assigned 

to specific residents who can 

then do whatever they please 

with these spaces including 

plant flowers, grow 

vegetables or simply leave 

as sand to have a place to run their fingers through (fig. 23).  Interactive sculptures will 

be scattered throughout the garden.  These will be a wide variety of tools the residents 

can manipulate, move, play and interact with however they desire.   

                                                
43 Gartman Vapaa, “Healing Gardens,” 13. 
44 Hebert, “Design Guidelines,” 62.  
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Group Interaction 

 Although the garden is not as spacious or as open as the adjacent park there are 

moments of adequate space where group interaction is encouraged.  Experience has 

shown that moving therapy sessions to a natural setting are more effective and efficient 

because of the stress reducing effects and therefore reduction of aggressive behaviors, a 

natural environment has on the autistic participant.
45

   There are larger and open areas for 

group activities but also semi-private areas that are partially enclosed by raised planters 

for more one-on-one therapy sessions.  A plethora of benches and even an activity table 

are opportunities that encourage people to sit and use the garden as opposed simply 

walking through.   

Sense of Control 

 The garden addresses the residents’ need for a sense of control by providing 

opportunities to make choices, to initiate a physical effect or change in the garden and by 

providing a space that is predictable and easy to navigate through.   

 Although the garden is not extremely spacious it does provide many opportunities 

for a wide variety of programs.  For example, there are areas conducive to complete 

privacy and other for group activities, moments for being entirely engulfed in nature and 

others more in the open, spaces to move through and spaces to sit, areas surrounded by 

water and areas surrounding by planting etc.  Therefore the user has the opportunity to 

make the choice of what kind of space they feel like being in.  In addition, the majority of 

                                                
45 Ibid,” 71.  
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the garden is meandering and therefore they are not stuck to one path of circulation; the 

users could even take a different route every time they visit the garden.   

 The garden also allows the users to impact the look and functioning of the garden.  

The greatest example of this would be the gardening plots already mentioned: this is their 

opportunity and space to decide how they want it to look, what they want to grow there 

etc: it is a moment in the garden that can be entirely theirs.  The interactive sculptures 

previously mentioned are similar features for the developmentally disabled residents to 

physically interact with and impact an aspect of the garden.   

 Another feature of the garden that is an opportunity for the residents to impact 

their surrounds are the living walls located along the main path.  These walls have 

various functions one of which is a drawing surface, a wall the users can easily access 

and leave their mark upon, whatever it is.  These living falls are also meant to function as 

directional tools, aiding in making the garden easily negotiable.  For example, they might 

have visual cues as to which direction towards the interactive table or which way to get to 

the water feature.  They can also provide directions to the public residential area or 

towards the independent living units.  Lastly, by making the garden much more 

meandering, as opposed to using a series of controlled pathways, a circulation path is 

created that is simply and straightforward.  In addition, there is only one entrance and exit 

into the garden and only one way to enter both sides of the garden.   

Opportunity for Relaxation  

 Moments of relaxation are essential to the garden because they are moments for 

the developmentally disabled residents to decompress from over stimulation and are an 

opportunity that can help induce meditative moments.  The garden addresses this by 
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including spaces that are meant to be inhabited by one or two people at a time, often 

referred to as a “corner of the world.”  These spaces are not completely disconnected 

from the garden, to limit it from becoming confusing, but they are generally not readily 

accessible or visible: their entrances are more compressed and farther away from the 

main entrances or their located in places opposite the general direction of view.  Here is 

where the residents can come, feel enclosed by nature and retreat to their own world that 

so often is comforting for them.   

One does not have to be in these corners of the world to relax: the entire garden is 

a retreat and disconnect from the chaos of the outside world.   One way to help enhance 

this is by depressing portions of the garden and surrounding it by tall planting and walls.  

This helps to reduce outside noise and also makes a stronger visual disconnect, as it is 

harder to see out and over planters the lower one’s vision begins (fig. 25).  Additionally,  

fact that it is an entirely natural setting makes it inherently conducive to stress reduction.  

The natural setting of the garden space is enhanced by its plethora of planting, the light 

that filters through the overhead trees, the soothing sounds the water features make and 

wildlife that will be attracted to the space.   

Sensory Stimulation 

 One final healing characteristic of the garden is its supply of sensory stimulation, 

which as noted earlier helps inspire creativity and exploration, which is how we discover 

and define our sense of self.  The planting that is prevalent throughout the garden is the 

strongest source of sensory stimulation.  Planting for the space was decided based upon 

the plants’ color range, textures, aromatic qualities and ability to attract desirable wildlife 

such as hummingbird and butterflies.  It was also desirable to chose plants that bloom 
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throughout various times of the year, helping to identify a changing of the seasons and 

make the residents aware of these natural cycles, an awareness that also helps us discover 

our own natural cycles and relationship to the world around us.    Stimulation can also be 

found in the way the canopy of the trees filter the light into the space and create dynamic 

and ever-changing shadows across the ground.   

Water is another strong source of sensory stimulation for the people who use the 

garden.  There are moments where the water is part of a fountain feature, trickling down a 

stone wall and down into a collecting pool, all the while creating pleasant and soothing 

sounds (fig. 24).  Other water features are meant to be more interactive and tactile where 

the resident can feel the water run through and around their fingers if so desired.  The 

interactive sculptures would be an additional aspect of the garden that stimulates the 

senses when it reacts to the elements, such as chiming in the wind or changing with the 

rain.  The developmentally disabled adults can use the sculptures and other features such 

as swings, rocking benches and hammocks, as stress relieving tools and therefore 

reducing self-injurious behaviors.   

The garden utilizes compression and release methods for sensory stimulation and 

environmental awareness as well.  One example would be the rhythm of overhead 

trellises found on the main pathway.  Moments where the user walks under the trellis 

provide a change in lighting 

conditions, mood within the space, 

visibility etc and therefore forces the 

user to become aware of the changing 

path as they progress through it.  
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Compression and release can also be found in the entrance to each side of the garden.  

The Western side is characterized by a series of downward sloping ramps: as one gets 

lower and lower the planters begin to rise and enclose when suddenly one is released out 

into the garden space.  The entrance to the eastern side is a passageway enclosed on both 

sides and above by green screens but then suddenly opening up to introduce them to this 

colorful side of the sensory garden.  These compression release tactics are engaging and 

enhancing tools for the garden; they instill a sense of mystery and anticipation within the 

garden’s users, calling them to return time and time again.   

However, it is always important to remember that people afflicted with autism 

have a tendency to feel overly stimulated or to have an aversion to particular 

stimulations.  As a result a wide variety of sensory spaces were provide so each user can 

hopefully find one that is conducive to their liking.   It is a reason for the inclusion of the 

corners of the world spaces so they have a refuge to come to and refresh in if they feel 

overwhelmed by their surroundings.  Overall the stimulation throughout the garden is 

very subtle and constant so it will be soothing and predictable instead of overwhelming 

and uncertain.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

There is no doubt that we have created a disconnect between the mind, body and 

spirit.  As this thesis has demonstrated, there is a wealth of research that proves that there 

is a relationship between our daily lives, the immune system and disease.  The stresses of 

modern life can cause negative physical reactions in the body and often results in 

degenerative and impairing physical maladies.  Research proves that setting aside time 

for relaxation and making space in our lives for positive and affirmative situations is 

essential to our mental and physical health.  One of the strongest ways to encourage this 

throughout everyday life is through the design of the built environment.   

 The benefits that come with a more relaxing existence could be felt by anybody, 

but they could be especially beneficial for people who, in addition to these daily 

frustrations, face additional issues.  For this reason it seemed necessary and extremely 

valuable to integrate this goal into the housing facility for newly independent adults with 

developmental disabilities, specifically autism: the project assigned as an Integral 

Architecture/Landscape Architecture Studio at Arizona State University.  Newly 

independent adults with autism face all the issues of modern life that other people face.\, 

and in addition they must deal with the limitations imposed by their disorder and the 

uncertainty that comes with being on their own for the first time.   

 After further research into the disorder and its treatments, the inclusion of and 

goal for holistic health into the project seemed even more appropriate because of the 

correlation and similarities between the design tactics necessary to create this space and 

physical and emotional therapies often utilized for people with autism.  The result of this 
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synthesis was a project centered on social interaction, integration with nature and 

inclusion of opportunities to develop a strong sense of self, purpose and security which 

would result in a greater ability to live independently for the first time.   

 This project was most successful in its attempt to integrate the programatical list 

with its organization; the indoor/outdoor spaces and the aesthetics of the various areas 

throughout the design help to integrate the residents with the community as well as each 

other; the people who use the design with nature and integrated the physical architecture 

with nature.  I believe that these connections are the foundation of creating a space that is 

nurturing for the mind, body, and spirit that is essential to the success of the project as an 

independent housing facility.  However, there are weaknesses in the project, as pointed 

out in the review, that can certainly be addressed for thoroughly but area also inherent to 

the project.  The lack of density in an urban site that yearns to be as dense as possible was 

brought up multiple times.  Should land that is so expense and valuable be put aside for 

such a small group of people?  The issue with this question then crosses the lines of 

designing for the specific community of the developmentally disabled.  Is it possible to 

make a living community for autistic adults extremely dense without having it become a 

type of institutionalization.  The idea to move the project to the outskirts of the city was 

brought up as one solution, but then the issues becomes a lack of accessibility to and ease 

of mobility towards necessary amenities.    

 Given the proceeding list of questions, it is obvious that this project and projects 

similar to it are not nearly as resolved as one would like them to be.  The idea of creating 

a nurturing environment for a population that is so under-acknowledged still needs a 

great deal of research, analysis, experimentation and overall exposure to the community.   
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