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“...in this dim, dusty, cavernous space eight adults 
spent the weekend. During the days we went to 
the conference, ...talked to the curious parents, 
and listened to the presenters talk about the trag-
edies of our lives. In the evenings we returned to 
our “cave,” which, like a legendary faerie hill, was 
transformed into a magical place of celebration...”

-Jim Sinclair // Autism International Conference 
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Thesis Statement and Abstract

Thesis Statement

Thesis Abstract

Overview

A Modulation of the Senses: 
Defining Autistic Space

This thesis will attempt to design a series of sensory spaces to be adapted into a 
residential living community for the increase in quality of life and independence 
for adults and adolescents living with Autism Spectrum Disorder.

For many years, physicians and the greater population saw Autism Spectrum 
Disorder as a behavioral syndrome. But what physicians have proved in recent 
decades is that autism is a wide spectrum disorder foremost affecting the
 senses. Autistic individuals have difficulty distinguishing relevant from 
irrelevant stimuli due to the fact that their brain is unable to organize sensation 
into meaning and concept. They cannot ‘break’ the whole picture into relevant 
parts. It is a known fact that not much investigation and research has gone into 
the support of adults with autism. Government funding goes into the 
education and therapy of children with autism, but after the age of 18, adults 
with autism often end up in isolation, in the care of their families, or in mental 
institutions. Furthermore, physicians tend to disagree with the current 
lifestyles residential communities put forth for those living in them. The goal of 
this thesis is to design and develop a ‘kit of parts’ or installation-like spaces that 
will be adapted into a residential living community for the increase in quality 
of life for autistic individuals. With sensory spaces fixed into the architecture of 
the residential living community, hopefully the residents’ lives will improve and 
they will gain independence. 
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Sensory Dysfunction?
Or Different Sensory Experience?

Before reading the remainder of this thesis, the reader must keep this 
anecdote in mind: in my eyes, autism should not be thought of in whole as 
a sensory dysfunction. It should be accepted as a different sensory experi-
ence. Autistic people understand they are different in early life but they do 
not understand why. For example Lianne Willey, a woman with Asperg-
er’s Syndrome did not realize she saw the world differently for many years; 
she realized how mystifying her world was- not wrong or embarrassing or 
unessential - just different (Bogdashina, 2003).

“The Ugly Ducking”
 by Hans Christian Andersen

Bob Morris uses Hans Christian Andersen’s story “The Ugly Duckling” 
to describe the discrepancies non-autistic people have towards autism. A 
swan egg was misplaced into a duck’s nest. As it grew it was seen as a 
deficient odd duck. But, in time, and after correct identification, the duck 
was shown to be more magnificent than the surrounding ducks. The au-
thor concludes that if us ducks, realize that there can be many beneficial 
‘side-effects’ of autistic conditions, we can hope to build a ‘life’ for an autis-
tic individual, rather than ‘life support.’ I believe through proper design of 
environment and research, this is possible. 

Thesis Essay

Autism (noun): 

A mental condition, present from early childhood, characterized by 
difficulty in communicating and forming relationships with other people 
and in using language and abstract concepts.   

Above is the traditional definition that one will find when looking up 
“autism” in a dictionary. However, what many of us do not know is that dif-
ferent definitions and conceptions of autism have been discovered by phy-
sicians in recent decades. Researchers now describe autism as a disorder 
of the senses rather than a social dysfunction, where each sense operates in 
isolation and the brain is unable to organize stimuli in any meaningful way. 
Studies show that the peculiar social behavior of individuals with autism 
is a consequence of the modulated sensory input that causes autistic minds 
to see the world differently from non-autistic minds. Autism is sometimes 
defined as a sensory dysfunction disorder or a sensory processing disorder. 
The brain is unable to perceive sensations in a way that allows them to be 
organized into concepts. These abnormal perceptions often give rise to 
high levels of anxiety which in turn invites a tendency for obsessive and 
compulsive behavior. Therefore, this makes  the more commonly accepted 
definition of autism actually a secondary developmental problem 
stemming from the foremost sensory issue (Bogdashina, 2003). 

Let it be noted,  

A person can have sensory processing disorder and not have Autism as 
well. Sensory dysfunction is the root symptom of Autism, but there is also 
a spectrum of cases involving sensory processing disorder that can also be 
connected with Asperger’s and other neurological disorders. However, in 
this thesis we will focus and exemplify cases relating mainly to individuals 
with autism (Volkmar, 2000). 
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Modulated Senses

It is important to fully understand how the sensory experience of an au-
tistic individual works. Physical surroundings form the response that 
triggers their overall existence and behavior. In simple terms, an autistic 
individual is usually hyper- or hypo- sensitive to their 
tenvironment. Through different symptoms relating to all five senses as 
well as vestibular and proprioceptive sense, they do not interpret sensory 
intake in they was that non-autistic people do. There is no filtration or 
selection of their senses, and it is difficult to distinguish between 
relevant and irrelevant stimuli. They cannot intake all their senses to a 
point where they are able to take them to a conceptual idealistic level. 
No two autistic individuals have the same sensory experience. Like the 
norm, there are common responses, but they are never the exact same. 
Common experiences include a discomfort to very bright or very low 
light, resistance of change, peculiar reactions and fixations towards 
different colors, patterns, tastes, smells, negative reactions to crowded 
rooms, disgust or fixation to specific tactile experiences, fascination 
towards certain sounds and rhythms, difficulty engaging strongly in 
more than one sense at a time, lack of awareness of body position in 
space….etc. The list is endless (Dawson, 1999). 
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In most cases, children with autism begin going to
occupational therapy at a young age. They do this in order 
to learn how to do everyday tasks without letting their sen-
sory distractions get in the way. Occupational therapy usu-
ally takes place in a room that is considered “multi sensory.” 
The objects in this room are designed for autistic children to 
“stim.” 

Stimming is a medical term for self-stimulation.  It can in-
clude the repetition of physical movements, sounds, or re-
petitive movement of objects (Davis, 2015). Some common 
fixtures in multi sensory rooms include wall padding, floor 
matts, weighted blankets, large pillows, trampolines, weight-
ed balls, and swings. These are all items that autistic individ-
uals need to use in order bring themselves “in-sync” so they are 
able to concentrate or complete a task at hand.

Multi sensory rooms are not simply rooms for entertainment. 
They are necessary spaces that many autistic individuals need 
to thrive. Just like some people do not like the idea of work-
ing 9-5 jobs in a cubicle for a living because it would make 
them uncomfortable, autistic individuals cannot stand the 
thought of having to do things such as sit in a room with fluo-
rescent lighting. A detail as minute as this can cause an au-
tistic individual discomfort, pain, confusion...etc. When put 
in an environment that is sensory friendly to them, they are 
able to thrive (Davis, 2015). The problem with homes such as 
Sweet Water Spectrum, is that they are not personalized to-
wards the people living in them. I imagine spaces can become 
transformable in order to match the likes and dislikes of resi-
dents. Through creative design, residents can become more 
engaged in their surroundings making them feel more in sync 
with their environment which in turn allows a willingness to 
increase quality of life and independence.

fig. 16

fig. 18
fig. 17

Occupational Therapy &
Multi-Sensory Rooms  

I don’t believe Sweet Water Spectrum addresses all the 
symptoms of sensory processing disorder, especially 
for those with low functioning autism. The residential 
community lacks a multi sensory room. What a lot of 
people don’t realize about autism is that these individu-
als need their environment to be altered in order to 
do every tasks with ease. For example, when the sun 
is in our eyes and we want to read a book, we close 
the blinds, put on sunglasses, or move into the shade. 
When we want to write an essay, we turn off music that 
might be playing, or we go into a quiet space. For au-
tistic individuals that are hypersensitive to their senses, 
these examples apply but they are multiplied to the 
extreme. It is extremely hard for them to enter a place 
where they are comfortable to the point where they can 
do something ‘productive.’ Things like reading a book, 
being social, or learning a new subject can be extremely 
difficult.

Original Illustration by Author Original Illustration  by Author
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Multi-sensory rooms are not a new concept. Non 
autistic individuals enjoy these types of spaces in 
order to become more in touch with their senses 
and enjoy the response that these spaces give 
them. These spaces are meant to evoke a 
specific experience and feeling. Artists and 
architects around the world usually design these 
spaces and display them in places like art 
museums or parks. These beautiful spaces affect 
our senses so much, that people travel long 
distances, and pay money to be able to experience 
them, even if just for a few minutes. Imagine how 
much autistic individuals would benefit from be-
ing able to incorporate these expertly designed 
installations into their everyday lives.
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fig. 2

fig. 1
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1-https://i.ytimg.com/vi/1jYBsTUmUFo/hqdefault.jpg
2-https://i.ytimg.com/vi/Od21EhiZXMw/hqdefault.jpg
3-14,15-  http://www.weezeeworld.com/sensory-processing-
disorder/

Autistism International Conference

“ANI had an exhibit table at one particular conference in St. Louis 
in early 1994. Doyle was able to arrange  for a group of us to camp 
indoors on an empty upper floor of a large office building near the 
downtown conference center. All the interior walls on that floor had 
been knocked out for a not-yet completed renovation process (ex-
cept fortunately, a restroom remained in tact with walls and a door). 
Naked support beams were exposed throughout the space. Bits of 
crumbled plaster and other building materials were everywhere. 
Piles of debris lurked in corners and against the walls. There was no 
furniture; we brought our own mats and sleeping bags, as well as a 
couple of floor lamps, and empty refrigerator boxes for anyone who 
wanted to sleep in one or needed to retreat alone to a dark enclosed 
space for a while. In this huge, dim, dusty cavernous space, eight 
adults spent the weekend. During the days we went to the confer-
ence, took turns staffing the ANI exhibit and talking to curious par-
ents, and listened to the presenters talk about all the tragedies of our 
lives. In the evenings we returned to our “cave” which, like a legend-
ary faerie hill, was transformed to a magical place of celebration.”

Jim Sinclair is one of the many voices that is speaking out 
about the need for a strong and successful autistic commu-
nity. Unfortunately, his voice is not being heard in most cases 
(Gottlieb, 2014). Although there is much research going into 
designing residential communities and education centers for 
adults and children with autism, it seems as though these 
spaces are designed for the earlier stated notion of life sup-
port rather than just life.

Autistic Space: Finding a Community

What is said to be true is that autistic people have little difficulty com-
municating with one another. Therefore, they need a strong community. 
Funding must go into well designed communities not for ‘normalization’ 
but to encourage growth in their own way. In 1992, Autistic individu-
als, Jim Sinclair and Donna Williams founded the Autism International 
Network. Jim published an essay in 2005 describing how one particular 
group of autistic people joined together on the basis of common inter-
ests, and grew into a community. In this essay Jim Sinclair describes his 
first encounters with other people in the community. 

“It was an amazing and powerful experience to be able to communicate 
with someone in my own language. I had sometimes been able to es-
tablish meaningful communication with people before, but it always 
involved my having to learn the other person’s language and do con-
stant laborious translating. Here, with people who shared my language, 
meaning flowed freely and easily.”

During the ANI conferences that were held, Jim describes the social 
behaviors that took place within his group of friends. 

“Autistic people in pairs and small groups were finding quiet spots in 
hallways, cloakrooms and parking lots. Most of us couldn’t afford rooms 
at the expensive hotels where the conferences were held (I often slept in 
my car while attending the conference), but if someone did have a hotel 
room, that became another enclave of autistic space.” 

In the essay Jim references his experience at a conference that took place 
in St. Louis in early 1994. To me, the paragraph on the following page 
written by Jim Sinclair  is a poetic description of what begins to describe 
and inspire the concept of “autistic space.” 

fig. 1 fig. 2 fig. 3
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I believe that with the right focus in design, the quality 
of life can greatly increase for an autistic individual. Al-
though residential communities built in recent decades 
have designed spaces with a lax sensitivity for sensory 
processing disorder, there has not been enough rigor in 
attempting to treat each persons individual symptoms. 
In today’s day and age, we certainly have the technol-
ogy to make these spaces more personalized. What 
many people seem to overlook is the extreme modula-
tion of sensory input for autistic individuals. This differ-
ence in sensory perception is the underlying root of the 
behavioral issues that autistic individuals must grow up 
with. If there was a way for autistic individuals to live 
in complete comfort, maybe their behavioral and social 
peculiarities would not hinder them in doing everyday 
tasks. In this thesis, I will attempt to design a kit of 
parts that can be adapted into a variety of locations 
for the increase in quality of life and independence  of 
autistic adults and adolescents. Additionally, I would 
like to design a residential living community that would 
act as a home base for these unique spaces.

There is a plethora of imaginative and personalized 
spaces that could greatly benefit autistic individuals. 
Through digital technology these spaces can change 
in color, form, tactility, and smell in order to make the 
experience for the autistic individual as comfortable as 
possible. These “advanced multi sensory rooms” can 
be placed in residential homes to allow the autistic 
individual to inhabit a space which is at their optimum 
comfort level. Unlike Sweet Water Spectrum, who 
has chosen a muted color palette for their walls, these 
advanced rooms can change in wall color according 
to what its habitant prefers. Not all autistic people are 
hyper sensitive to bright colors. Some prefer them. In 
order to satisfy a variety of different sensory preferenc-
es, these spaces should sprawl through-out residential 
living communities both indoors and out doors. They 
can also promote different activities such as socializing, 
watching movies, and practicing hobbies. Each instal-
lation can take on a different personality, structure, 
and purpose. These installations might also spread out 
into the  greater community. With the correct building 
program and personalization, I believe individuals with 
low and high functioning autism can truly increase 
their quality of life and gain a stronger sense of inde-
pendence. It all comes down to what physical environ-
ment allows them to feel ‘in-sync’ with their 
surroundings. 

 

fig. 1

1-Lab for Visionary Architecture_Chris Bosse
2-tverrfjellhytta_-_norwegian_wild_reindeer_pavil-
ion_by_snohetta_0
3-Miilu Architects
4-Studio 8.5 in Bulgaria.

fig. 2

fig. 4fig. 3
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essential needs sensory spaces

Ultimate comfort 

Increase in quality of life

Independence 

Increase in social skills 

Increase in productivity....

+ =

In “An Architecture for Autism” Magda Mostafa 
Describes the basic guidelines that should be fol-
lowed when designing a space for individuals with 
ASD and Sensory Processing Disorder. Institu-
tions catering to this user group should include 

both extremes. 

1,2,3,4- Original Diagrams by Author

fig. 1

fig. 2 fig. 3

fig. 4
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1,2,3-  http://www.archdaily.com/446972/sweetwater-
spectrum-community-lms-architects

Inspiration #1

Lms Architects
Sweet Water Spectrum Community 

Sanoma, CaliforniaBogdashina, Olga. “Sensory Perceptual Issues in Autism and Asperger Syndrome: Different Sensory Experiences - Different Percep-
tual Worlds Paperback – 15 Jun 2003.” Sensory Perceptual Issues in Autism and Asperger Syndrome: Different Sensory Experiences. 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, n.d. Web. 14 Sept. 2015.

Sensory Perceptual Issues focuses on the compiled research aiming to prove that Austim merely a behavioral disorder. The book starts 
by asking, is Autism a sensory dysfunction? Or, is it simply a different sensory experience. Olga explains and notes the grand and then 
the specific differences in an Autistic individual’s sensory experience. She notes the extremely wide variety of symptoms in autism and 
aims to explain that there is the Autistic way of seeing the world, which does not need to be “normalized” but rather catered to.

Davis, Kathryn A. “Autism Insight.” Telephone interview. 10 Sept. 2015.

Kathryn works at the Tulane Center for Autism and Related Disorders. Her formal position is the Family Navigator and Clinic Coor-
dinator. Mostly, Kathryn does evaluations on children and adults hoping to get diagnosed and treated for Autism. Kathryn was helpful 
in giving me specific behaviors in patients that she works with. She also helped me in understanding what the community needs to 
make patients more comfortable. She introduced me to the notion of the “sensory gym,” further explaining that the Tulane Clinic is in 
need of one. These details will help me design in the future.

Dawson, Geraldine. “Autism: Nature, Diagnosis, and Treatment.” Barnes & Noble. Guilford Press, n.d. Web. 14 Sept. 2015.

This was the first book I read when starting to research Autism. It explains the most basic and general information about the disorder. 
It starts with the diagnosis. What are the signs that show a child might have autism? What are the theories explaining why physicians 
call Autism a sensory disorder? It was important to understand the basic child development of children with autism before jumping 
into adolescents and adults.

Fitzgerald, Michael. “Autism and Creativity.”Amazon”. Brunner-Routledge, n.d. Web. 14 Sept. 2015.

“Autism and Creativity” explains the link between geniuses/Savants and Autism/Aspergers; specifically high functioning. This book 
refers to geniuses such as Judwig Wittgenstein, Lewis Carroll and William Butler Yates. I think noting these geniuses with high func-
tioning Autism is essential when going about my project. When designing, I need to keep these individuals in mind. Maybe designing 
a space catering to them will enhance their sense of genius.

Annotated Bibliography

Gottlieb, Eli. “Adult, Autistic and Ignored.” The New York Times. The New York Times, 05 Sept. 2015. Web. 14 Sept. 2015.

This article talks about a man name Joshua, who is now at the age of 50, and has been institutionalized for 40 years. The author dis-
cusses the luck his brother has, for being given the chance to live in a residential care facility that feeds his brother’s blissful ignorance. 
But he also discusses the disturbing facts that show how adults with Autism are nearly ignored by legislatures.

Volkmar, Fred R., Brian Reichow. “Adolescents and Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorcer.” James C. McPartland Editors.  
Springer, n.d. Web. 14 Sept. 2015.

In this book, the authors shed light upon a major issue. The complete lack of research on adults and the aging with Autism. The 
research done on young adults show how there is much improvement in their conditions from children, but from that point, we do not 
know. This book shows sources in quality of life, mortality rates, IQ rates and more in adults with Autism.

fig. 1

fig. 2 fig. 3
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It is important to note the basic solutions and actions taken towards 
designing for autism and sensory processing disorder. Many resi-
dential communities around the world are similar in their approach. 
There are certain basic guidelines that every residential community 
for autism should include. Sweet Water Spectrum Community in 
Sonoma, California is a residential Community designed by LMS 
Architects. It houses 16 people and sits on a site that is 2.8 acres. 
There are four homes sitting on the site, each 3,250 square feet in 
size. Grounds include a community center. activity pool, spa, farm, 
orchard and greenhouse.  Design guidelines for these homes start 
with the idea of legibility. Individuals with ASD need to inhabit 
spaces that are familiar. They often don’t recognize a space if ap-
proaching in from a different angle. They also need defined transi-
tion thresholds clearly defining public and private activity. Another 
crucial approach is the idea of hierarchy. At Sweet Water Spectrum, 
there is a “nested” experiential hierarchy, beginning with the individ-
ual room and expanding to a common room allows residents to feel 
as if they have their own personal space. The hierarchy starts at indi-
vidual, then common within the home, then the sub-neighborhood 
of other homes, then the community center and finally the other two 
homes and the broader community. Predictability is also necessary 
for the program. Individuals with ASD often do not like change in 
environment. 

With the four homes looking nearly identical at Sweet Water, 
they don’t have a problem with visiting one another or moving 
to another home on the site if necessary. Finally, serene spaces 
are crucial. At Sweet Water Spectrum, all spaces are designed 
to reduce sensory stimulation and provide a calm living en-
vironment. Designs are familiar, colors and finishes are sub-
dued, and lighting is mostly indirect. Sweet Water Spectrum 
does a suitable job in designing a space for autistic individuals 
to inhabit. It caters to their most basic and practical needs.

With the four homes looking nearly identical at Sweet Water, 
they don’t have a problem with visiting one another or moving 
to another home on the site if necessary. Finally, serene spaces 
are crucial. At Sweet Water Spectrum, all spaces are designed 
to reduce sensory stimulation and provide a calm living en-
vironment. Designs are familiar, colors and finishes are sub-
dued, and lighting is mostly indirect. Sweet Water Spectrum 
does a suitable job in designing a space for autistic individuals 
to inhabit. It caters to their most basic and practical needs.

Inspiration #1

Collective Architects
Scottish Autism New Day Opportunity and Research Base

Dundee, Competition Entry

1,2,3- http://www.collectivearchitecture.com/

projects/scottish-autism

This competition entry by Collective Architects is a 
good model for a simple and effective residential com-
munity for individuals with ASD. The design offers a 
variety of spaces that allow those with different prefer-
ences to feel at ease. Two gardens sit enclosed within 
two bar buildings that face the street. One garden is 
for activity, and one garden is a more relaxed environ-
ment. In order to keep the “quiet garden” at a low level of 
activity and noise, quiet spaces are strategically placed 
around the area. Within the building, large flexible day 
rooms can be subdivided into smaller spaces. Within 
rooms facing the streets, views are controlled in order 
to keep a more enclosed and safe environment. Covered 
outdoor spaces encourage interaction and social 
activity.  

I think this project is important to study because it 
emphasizes the essentials in building a space for individ-
uals with ASD. A variety of quiet vs. calm and crowded 
vs. isolated is very important. Controlled views and at-
tention to social activity is also important. This simple 
model is a clear base point when beginning to design. 

fig. 1

1- Original Diagram by Author
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Inspiration #1

Reversible Destiny Lofts
Shusaku Arakawa and Madeline Gins

Mitaka, Tokyo

 The concept behind the lofts is to force inhabitants to 
use their bodies in uncommon ways. Gins and Ara-
kawa believe that if humans do not settle into routine 
movements, than they are forced to use their brains 
and bodies more often by being forced to navigate the 
space in which they live in. the ultimate goal is to never 
become comfortable. I think the Reversible Destiny 
Lofts relate intensely to my project because they focus 
on the inhabitants experience in a deeper sense. Both 
projects look strongly into  researched medical facts 
before designing “moments” to intrigue the user. In this 
case, the architects look to stimulate the mind in order 
to keep inhabitant’s minds active. In my project, I hope 
to keep inhabitants senses at ease in order to allow 
them to remain comfortable and able to go about their 
everyday lives without having to feel like they don’t 
belong in the environment in which they are living. My 
project will also relate to this one, in the sense that it 
overlooks practical boundaries and designs somewhat 
in the conceptual realm. 

A wonderful example of an experiential space is “Your 
Rainbow Panorama” designed by Danish-Icelandic 
artist, Olafur Eliasson. Eliasson’s installation sits atop 
the ARoS museum of art in Aarhus, Denmark.The cir-
cular form of the panorama creates a “friendly dialogue 
about spacial dimensions, movement, and the passing 
of time.” While walking  through the endless curve, 
there is a feeling of intimacy with the other inhabitants 
sharing the experience. Only 65 feet lie ahead of the 
viewer at each moment of inhabitancy, and only one 
color is revealed at each limited view received. While 
looking down at the city of Aarhus the perspective 
changes as it is seen through a filter of saturation and 
de-saturation. Normal feelings of looking over a city 
are skewed and it feels as though you could be in a dif-
ferent sense of reality. Maybe the harsh overstimulating 
reality of the city isn’t as frightening for a person with 
ASD while inhabiting “Your Rainbow Panorama.” 
The silence, simple procession, and colored filter evoke 
a sense of comfort and belonging. 

 

Inspiration #1

Olafur Eliasson
Your Rainbow Panorama (ARoS Kuntsmuseum)

Permanent Exhibition

1,2- http://www.archdaily.com/469611/your-rainbow-panorama-
olafur-eliasson
3- Original Diagram by Author

1,2,3- thttp://www.archdaily.com/62055/reversible-destiny-shu-
saku-arakawa-madeline-gins

fig. 1

fig. 2

fig. 3
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Inspiration #1

Rivane Neuenschwander
Continent Cloud (Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney)

April 2012

Continent Cloud is an installation attempting to 
mimic the moving of the clouds over the static land 
that sits below them. The exhibit is composed  of a 
polypropylene lining that supports small styrofoam 
balls which occupy the entire gallery ceiling. The balls 
are moved around by hidden fans creating changing 
forms in constant movement. tThis project resembles 
not only a piece that would entertain and stimulate a 
person with ASD, it also signifies a sense of calm. The 
pillows placed on the floor tell the viewer, come and 
relax, feel as if you were outdoors. Often those with 
ASD are bothered by the real outdoors. The noise and 
the textures like grass can be bothersome for them. 
If there were to be a virtual reality like this installa-
tion, these individuals would be able to experience a 
number of activities without feeling the pain of being 
in the actual location. Other examples could be in the 
ocean, or on top of a mountain. I like the idea of this 
virtual reality coming from the ceiling. It provokes the 
viewer to lie down and relax which can promote social 
activity. 

1-http://collabcubed.com/2012/04/12/rivane-neuenschwander-
continent-cloud/
2-http://www.coolhunting.com/culture/mca-australia-relaunch

Inspiration #1

Olafur Eliasson
Contact (Foundation Louis Vuitton, Paris)

December 17, 2014 to February 16, 2015

1,2- http://www.designboom.com/art/olafur-
eliasson-contact-fondation-louis-vuitton-
paris-12-15-2014/

Olafur Explores ‘the relations between self, space, and 
universe’ by creating a surreal, alternate reality within 
the Gehry museum in Paris. The start of the exhibit 
brings viewers in “contact” with a meteorite that is 
intended to heighten their perception, imagination, 
and participation. The multi-sensory experience al-
lows viewers to feel as if they are meandering through 
a different world.

Like Your Rainbow Panorama, this installation plays 
with our sense of reality. If designed for a person with 
ASD in mind, a space like this has the power to put 
the individual at ease, or allow to person to become 
stimulated to the point of comfort. I imagine a space 
like this that is able to transform itself as needed by the 
individual. The projections can change on command, 
or maybe according to time of day. 

fig. 1 fig. 1

fig. 2
fig. 2
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Program Analysis
A residential Living Community

Statistics

Individuals living with Autism are in need of more residential 
living communities. Little research money is spent on adults 
with autism, and there is almost no public policy debate on 
how best to serve them. Although there are a hand-full, a 
large percentage of adults with autism end up living in isola-
tion because of the lack of these much needed communities. 
Currently, researchers such as Magda Mostafa, are finding 
the best practices for autism designers, but there is no finite 
solution to this ongoing issue. Architects that have designed 
autistic space, aim for the sensory approach, realizing that 
autism corresponds directly with Sensory Processing Dis-
order, but more outdated designs follow the ‘neuro-typical’ 
approach. An example of this is the “Celebrate the Children 
School.” The school director commented that her students 
need to learn in ‘real’ world settings if they will ever have a 
chance to use their acquired skills outside of the classroom. 
This logic for replicating ‘neuro-typical’ environments, di-
rectly opposes the sensory sensitive approach. Through both 
medical research, and the review of a few newly designed 
autistic communities, I strongly disagree with the ‘neuro-
typical’ approach. 

In my residential living community, many of the programmatic 
characteristics will be similar to other residences and education 
centers, but there will be special attention given to the sensory 
experiences. So much so, that before designing the program and 
form of the building, I plan on designing these specific sensory 
experiences first. At points these spaces will bleed into one 
another similar to a gallery exhibition, and at points they will stand 
alone like an art installation. 

39% 90%
of young adults with autism in the US 
receive no services after high school. 
Lonliness and social isolation are a major 
issue. 

of young adults with autism in the US  
are  unemployed or underemployed. 

Program Analysis

Magda Mostafa 
“An Architecture for Autism”

Essay Published March 2008

high enclosure and containment 
vs. low enclosure and openness 

Low ceilings and moderate proportions 
vs. High ceilings and exaggerated 

proportions  

Open Floor Plan Closed Floor Plan

Symmetry Asymmetry

Orientation towards external views vs. 
use of activity to focus and organize 

space

fig. 1

fig. 1

1- Original Diagram by Author 1- Original Diagrams by Author



Maya Sassoon // Master Thesis // 2016 // Advisor Ammar Eloueini 3130

Program Analysis- Inspiration #1

Magda Mostafa 
Advanced Special Needs Education Center for Children 
 
Cairo, Egypt

Based on Magda Mostafa’s ‘Sensory Design Theory,’ 
lead architect Ashraf Tawfik saw architecture as a 
sensory environment when designing the Advanced 
Special Needs Education Center. Spacial 
Organization, acoustics, texture, color, pattern and 
lighting were all major considerations in the design. 
The principles of sensory zoning, spatial sequencing, 
compartmentalization, transitional sensory space, 
graduated acoustical treatment and the provision of 
‘escape’ spaces, were strictly followed. Mostafa’s major 
zones in the project are Low Stimulus, High Stimulus, 
Circulation, and Transitional Space. 

Transition

High Stimulus

Low Stimulus

Circulation

Programmatic Zones

1- http://www.archdaily.com/435982/an-interview-
with-magda-mostafa-pioneer-in-autism-tttdesign
2,3- Tonal overlay by author

Classrooms: Roughly 256 sf
Dance/Drama Room: 980 sf
Dining Hall: 980 sf
Computer Space: 490 sf
Science Space: 490 sf
Art Studio (3): 195 sf
Hydrotherapy Pool: 1,470 sf
Music Room: 240 sf

Classroom Lighting

Programmatic Zones

Classrooms

Recreation Rooms

Outdoor Rec

Restrooms, offices

1- Photos and Drawings :http://www.haverstock.com/
projects/education/special-needs/tuke-school
2,3- Tonal overlay by author

Program Analysis- Inspiration #2

Haverstock Architects 
Tuke School 

Southwark Borough of London, UK

When designing the Tuke School in Southwark, the 
architects took the sensory ideology very seriously. 
They call the project a ‘sensory school,’ remarking that 
it offers a sensory experience throughout, rather than in 
specified locations. The sensory aspects can be found in 
the form and materials as well integrated ICT facilities. 
To improve the comfort level of the students, the plan is 
simple and legible, and the building envelope integrates 
itself with the interior allowing for distinct markings for 
each zone in the building. 

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig. 1

Fig. 1

Fig. 3

Fig. 3
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Manhattan, New York 

Data:

Population: 1,636,268
Sq. Miles: 22.83 
Residents per Sq Mile: 71,672
2013 GMP: $1.39 Trillion
NYC Tourist Average: 25,000,000
Founded: 1683

Manhattan is the most densely populated of the five 
boroughs in New York City. The borough is most-
ly bound by Manhattan Island which is surrounded 
by the East, Hudson and Harlem Rivers, and also 
includes several small adjacent Islands. Manhattan 
is said to be the economic and cultural center of the 
United States, and is the most dense in terms of 
its endless design urbanism. Manhattan holds the 
United Nations Headquarters, NAZDAQ, as well 
as the one of the homes for many artistic niches such 
as the fashion and film. Although Manhattan is a 
dense and overwhelming ‘concrete jungle,’ its land-
scape has accommodated a number of large parks 
and green spaces allowing for nature to proclaim 
itself in the big city. 

Site Selection

Fig. 1

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig. 3
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East, Hudson, and Harlem River

Manhattan

Tribeca

Tribeca History

My site sits in Tribeca, a neighborhood that is located right outside the 
financial district in lower Manhattan. In the mid-19th century Tribeca 
was the center of commercial industry, as well as a strong industrial 
epicenter. By the 1970’s however, major commercial and industrial 
businesses left the area, and artists began purchasing the large open 
spaces for their studios. Since the 70’s, the area went from an artist’s 
retreat, to an upscale residential neighborhood. It’s artist roots have 
not left however. In 1996, the “Tribeca Open Artist’s Tour” was started. 
Once a year artists open their studio doors and all exhibitions are free 
to the public. The area is also is often used for filming TV and movies. 
After September 11th, the “Tribeca Film Festival” became an annual 
tradition. As of 2010, Forbes Magazine named Tribeca the safest and 
most desirable neighborhood in New York City. 

Washington Market Community Garden

Washington Market Community Park is an ideal location for my resi-
dential community. The lot is currently on the market, and although it 
is under the zoning restriction of “parks and recreation,” I believe that 
my community would be a positive addend to the neighborhood. 

Fig. 3

Fig. 11- Original Diagram by Author
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Zoning

Urban Fabric

Commercial / Office

Mixed Commercial / Residential

Public Facilities

Historic Zones

Circulation

Historic Zones

Historic

Ferry

Current

Metro
Highway

1,2-  Original Diagrams by Author 1,2- Original Diagrams by Author

Fig. 1
Fig. 1

Fig. 1
Fig. 1
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My residential community will be not only a building, but 
also a park which will strive to engage with the neigh-
borhood. In total, the park is 93,850 sf (2.15 acres). A 
building will be erected on the site, but most likely, half 
of the site will remain park space. Not only will the park 
engage with the community in terms of its green space, 
but I would also like to allocate part of the built program 
to a pre-school or a children’s center. After beginning to 
design spaces intending to help create activities for Oc-
cupational Therapy, it looks like a number of my designs 
will cater well to children. The artistry of the area will be 
fitting for the installations I hope to design alongside the 
building.

Washington Market Community Garden

Open Spaces and Recreation 

Public Facilities 

Mixed Residential and Commercial

Multi-family Residences 

1,2- Original Diagrams by Author 1,2- Original Diagrams by Author

Fig. 1

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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Site Data Surrounding Neighborhood Tribeca Demographics

Known Use: Community Garden
Address: Greenwich St., Manhattan, 10013
Area: 93,850 sq. ft. (2.15 acres) 
Block and Lot_ Block 142, Lot 30 

450’

300’

200’
122’

190’50’

TRIBECA PERFORMING ARTS CENTER

STUYVESANT HIGH SCHOOL

FOOD EMPORIUM

PS 89

CONDIMINIUMS, MANHATTAN YOUTH

PS 234
MC DONALDS

ANNA’S STREAKHOUSE

MACARON CAFE

SALAAM BOMBAY

KOH KIDS

TRIBECA ASSOCIATES

SWING SET KITCHENS

Washington Market Community Garden sits on 
the intersection of Chambers and Greenwich St. 
Directly surrounding the site sits three schools. 
Adjacent to the site is the Borough of Manhat-
tan Community College which shares a building 
with the Tribeca Performing Arts Center. Across 
Chambers Street is PS234 Independence School, 
and adjacent to that is a community center called 
“Manhattan Youth.” Across West Street is Stuyves-
ant High School. The child friendly neighborhood 
would benefit from a community offering interac-
tive installations that sit within a newly designed 
park. Across from Greenwich Street are a 
number of small shops and cafes. 

Population: 17,986
Median Household Income: $157,019
Average Household Net Worth: $1,509,470
Median Age: 36 Years

Whites:82.34%
Asian: 7.96%
Pacific Islander: 4.89%
African American: .10%
Native America: 1.66%

Fig. 1 Fig. 1

1- Original Diagrams by Author 1- Original Diagrams by Author

 Defining Space for Autistic 
Individuals
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Roughly half of the current park will remain green space, and the other half will become built space. 
The program will contain: 

Residential living community
Children’s center 
Isolated/ raised park space 
Sensory gym 
Swimming pool 
Private movie theater

Given the design guidelines for autistic space, half the built environment will be “low stimulus” and half will be “
high stimulus.”  Connecting the two will be a “transitional garden” which will hold the park. Installations  and climbing 
structures will sit in the garden and stem off the site, possibly to the Hudson River. 

Known Use: Community Garden 
Address: Greenwich St., Manhattan, 10013 
Area: 93,850 sq. ft. (2.15 acres) 

 

 

Thesis Project
Spring 2016
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View from Low Stimulus Wing View from High Stimulus Wing

Low Stimulus Sensory Zone High Stimulus Sensory Zone
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Tactile Zones Visual / auditory Zones
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proprioceptive / vestibular Zones
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The Resident’s Perspective The Resident’s Perspective 
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The Resident’s Perspective Transparent Sections
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Transparent Plans



Maya Sassoon // Master Thesis // 2016 // Advisor Ammar Eloueini 5958



Maya Sassoon // Master Thesis // 2016 // Advisor Ammar Eloueini 6160

Final Board
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The Hypo / Hyper Perspective: 
Interactive Sensory Pods

The  Hyper-Sensitive Perspective: The  Hypo-Sensitive Perspective: 

When looking through the peephole of the “hyper” pod, 
one gains a glimpse of the perspective of a hyper-sensitive 
autistic individual. In this case, everything in this individual’s 
environment is overly stimulating. This person would ben-
efit from living in the low stimulus wing of the 
residential community. 

To this individual the contents of the space are over-
whelming to the point of discomfort. Some objects appear 
oversized and some colors are too bright. A room that is 
slightly messy to the average person feels so cluttered to the 
hyper-sensitive individual, that  it threatens to swallow him 
whole. A crescendo of noises from the street and people 
nearby haunt the individual.  The loud noises, brightness, 
and disturbing objects in this space easily evoke panic.   

When looking through the peephole of the “hypo” pod, one 
gains a glimpse of the perspective of a hypo-sensitive autistic 
individual. In this case, everything in this individual’s envi-
ronment is under-stimulating. 

To this individual the contents of the space are devoid of 
detail, color, and texture. Sound is muffled and muted and 
light is pale in the monochrome and empty world. Due to 
this lack of sensory input, this individual yearns for stimula-
tion from extraordinary sources of sensation. This individual 
would benefit from living in the high stimulus wing of the 
residential community, where he or she can enjoy bright 
colors, fantastical forms, and a lively ambiance that allows 
them to engage meaningfully with their environment.


