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Robert Alan Nichols  is the Co -Founder and Chairman of 

Board of Directors of World Deaf Architecture/AIA in 

Washington, DC. World Deaf Architecture (WDA) is a new 

Knowledge group of American Institute of Architects (AIA), 

which is involved with the AIA Communities and Network s 

for professional architects, designers, and teachers who are 

deaf, deaf - blind, hard of hearing or severe hearing loss 

members of AIA (thereafter designated as ódeaf/hard of 

hearingô).  WDA endeavors to bring together American and 

International deaf/hard of hearing architects, designers, and 

teachers to provide opportunities for networking, 

professional development, and education worldwide.  

Prior to established WDA in 2014, He works as Owner and 

Principal of Nichols Design Associates, Inc. in Washington, 

DC, specializing in universal design and Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) accessibility requirements. His 

expertise includes building surveys and the design of barrier Ȥ

free environments for major governmental, commercial, 

institutional and residential clients. Prior to establishing his 

own business, he worked as an accessibility specialist at the 

Access Board in Washington DC, revising and updating 
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guidelines related to telecommunications for the deaf. He 

also prepared telephone and mail responses to ty pical 

questions.  

He was an instructor and juror in the design studio at Boston 

Architectural College in Boston, MA from 1985 to 1988 and 

University of Maryland in College Park from 2011 to 2012. He 

was a representative for Hearing Loss of America on ANSI 

A117.1 Committee, the national standard for accessibility, 

where over 100 members from different organizations and 

federal agencies in the country participating every quarter of 

the year. He is an Associates Member of the AIA - DC Chapter 

and Member of   EDRA (Environmental Design Research 

Association) Board of Directors for a three - year term, 

starting last August 2018.   EDRAis to advance and 

disseminate research, teaching, and practice toward 

improving an understanding of the relationships among 

people, their built environments, and natural eco - system s 
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Guest Editorial  

 

I am pleased to be honor to accept your invitation to publish for 

the December issue of Design For  All. Iôm exciting to write as a 

guest editor on the two senior thesis projects about the 

environmental design for students with hearing loss in the facility 

at the school for the deaf.  

These  two senior thesis projects explore the emerging concept of 

the School for the Deaf  as a profound example of how perception, 

culture, and community shape spatial organization while building 

positive change for traditionally underserved cultures, 

architectural and interior practice, and society at large. Through a 

case study on the two campuses at Nebraska School for the Deaf 

in Omaha, NE and Oregon School for the Deaf in Portland, OR as 

two graduate students in the master of architecture programs, I 

will unveil their thesis projectsô relationship between deaf 

sensibilit ies and facility that has historically been overlooked by 

accessibility discourse. These projects will provide every reader to 

learn about the campus design principles and processes that 

enhance visual language, spatial awareness, social connection and 

cul tural identity. This topic introduces a community - based 

approach to sensory design school, living, and learning.  

This thesis projects presents a new understanding of the 

relationship between human experience, culture and the 

fundamental aspects of school,  living, and learning agency that 

will be valuable to any architect and designer passionate about 

building a program more livable and sustainable world. The thesis 

project will be particularly relevant to scholars, teachers, and 

staffs working across cultu res, particularly for those working with 

traditionally underserved communities. Most of the students, 
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faculties, and employees from the school for the deaf who 

specialize in the building or interior types that serve our students 

from kindergarten to 12 th  grade in high school; those leading 

change in accessibility and Universal Design will all greatly benefit 

from the thesis presentation. Finally, the message will resonate 

with a change -makers interested in reimagining their role as 

education organizer, st udent and teacher rather than a sole 

author distanced from those they serve.  

Deaf people inhabit a rich sensory world with a visual and tactile 

means of spatial awareness. Many communicate through visual 

sign language and identify with a culture rooted in  these cognitive 

and linguistic sensibilities. Throughout history, deaf people have 

altered their environments through acts of cultural customization, 

often carried out as a communal effort to enhance spatial 

awareness, visual communication, and social con nection. Through 

humble communal acts such as the arrangement of furnishings 

and careful adjustments to room lighting levels, material color, 

and patterns, the school for the deaf program extends beyond 

accessibility to create a new vernacular facility and  campus 

responsive to and expressive of Deaf experiences.  

Meanwhile, architects, interiors, ADA design standards, and 

Universal Design discourse have largely overlooked the needs and 

design inspiration inherent to deaf sensibilities. Such an oversight 

is symptomatic of contemporary design practicesô lack of attention 

to the fundamental relationship between the senses, architecture, 

playground (if schoolôs exterior recreation is included), interior 

classroom and well -  being ðvalidating the ñdistorted perceptions 

[that] further distance the profession from the public at largeò.  
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These thesis projects seek to reposition the professionôs ñdistantò 

approach to a more empathic one grounded in curiosity and 

awareness of the relationship between the campus at the sc hool 

for the deaf, culture, and sensory experience. This thesis research 

study presented by graduate students in the Master of 

Architecture program, students, teachers, and architects will learn 

how to apply specific the school for the deaf which is compli ed 

with the ñDeafSpaceò guideline, building technology, and a 

radically inclusive design process to enhance opportunities for 

sensory and cultural connection.  

The emergence of the school for the deaf is timely. As pressures 

mount from kindergarden to 12 th  grade high schoolstudent and 

increasing density and diversity of human settlements, school 

teachers, administrators, staffs and employees must explore new 

ways to build more livable places attuned to the full range of all 

physical and sensory abilities. T hese two thesis projects will 

inform students, teachers, and architects about straightforward, 

time - tested ways to address the unique spatial sensitivities of 

deaf people while inspiring curiosity for ways to apply their spatial 

wisdom to help better conne ct people, place, and culture for a 

more sustainable and livable world.  

Within the AIA organization, education and activities, WDA goals 

also include the following:  

¶ Bring together deaf/hard of hearing professionals to share 

common experiences, knowledge, and expertise.  

¶ Conduct forums for both D/HH and hearing professionals on 

how they can work together effectively.  

¶ Educate hearing professionals about the benefits of hiring, 

developing, and promoting D/HH professionals.  
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¶ Provide D/HH professionals with resources to develop, market, 

and grow their own practices.  

¶ Improve access to information and education for deaf/hard of 

hearing professionals (language modification, interpreting, and 

captioning).  

¶ Provide deaf/hard of hearing student mentoring.  

¶ To establish a collaborative group initiative where deaf/hard of 

hearing architects can gather to foster relationships with other 

professional designers with hearing loss in the design industry. 

Together we will establish a network of peers where career 

build ing and job enhancement with the special accommodation 

as well as sign language interpreter, CART, and other 

communication access devices will be supported as we increase 

the visibility of deaf/hard of hearing in the field of architecture.  

¶ A professional I nterest Area of the AIA Local/State Chapter that 

serves as a state  wide organizational unit to coordinate 

programming and collaboration between WDA/AIA and allied 

design committees of the AIA chapter will be determined.  

As the organization reaches an advan ce stage, the WDA of the AIA 

Knowledge Groups will be served with AIA members and affiliated 

members in the field of architecture and engage a variety of 

resources to provide job - search services, continuing education, 

scholarship and internship programs. T he WDA of the AIA 

Knowledge Groups is led by a Directors of Board and volunteer 

advisory group of AIA local and state chapters in the nation and a 

key liaison of international societies of architects.  

You are welcome to learn more about World Deaf Architec ture and 

our next WDA Symposium that will be held in Las Vegas, NV on 

June 5, 2019, by visiting    

https://www.worlddeafarchitecture.org/  

https://www.worlddeafarchitecture.org/
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I would like to thank to two graduate students -  Daniel Conway 

and Cosette Hardman -  who had successfully completed their 

Master thesis projects for December 2018 issue of Design for All. I 

hope you will enjoy to learn from our senior studentsô thesis 

proj ects on the school for the deaf in which I had collected their 

thesis projects from the department of architecture at the 

University of Notre Dame and Portland State University.  

Robert A. Nichols, Assoc. AIA                       

Chairman, Board of Director s        

World Deaf Architecture, Inc.  

 robert@robertnicholsdesign.com  
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Daniel C onaway  

Danny Conaway  graduated with  Bachelor  of  Architecture  from  the  

School  of  Architecture  at  the  University  of  Notre  Dame  in  June  2018 . 

He  is  currently  working  as  architectural  designer  at  at  Rugo/Raff  in  

Chicago,  IL.   He  was  born  and  grew  up  in  Plattsmouth,  Nebraska , 

and  he  has  engaged  to  be  married  soon . 
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Thesis Project: Nebraska School for the Deaf, 

Omaha, NE  

 

Daniel Conaway, 2018 graduated from School of Architecture, 

University of Notre Dame  

 

 

Designing an elementary school for the deaf allowed me to 

explore concepts of design that would create an environment 

tailored toward the needs of the students. Some of those concepts 

were: group space, walkway desi gn, visual range, color and light, 

and transparency. I wanted to study how these concepts would 

improve the day to day lives of the students when implemented 

into a new design, while also working with existing context and 

buildings. The site of the project  was located on an existing 

elementary school that was surrounded by a historical campus 

that created an influence into my design (see fig. 1). Because of 

my site location, I also studied how to incorporate new design 

theories into an existing building or context. The challenge came 

from taking a historical context that was built in the early 1900s 

and adapting it to fit the needs of a modern - day design concept.  
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       Figure 1 -  Site Plan and First Floor Plan.  

 

To begin, I decided that the campus should look cohesive and the 

exterior of the new school should be respectful to its context. In 

order to create this cohesiveness, I used similar materials as the 

existing context with the use of red brick and maintained similar 

building and floor heights.  (see fig. 2 & 3, West & South 

Elevations)A challenge with the design concepts came with the 

use of glass and natural lighting within the building. I was able to 

match the existing windows that were already large enough to 

allow ample amounts of natural li ght, but also created an atrium 

that created a separation from the existing campus while also 

allowing visual range and transparency. The atrium with the stair 

hall allows students to be aware of classmates in the building and 



 
13             December  2018 Vol - 13 No - 1 2            Design For All Institute of India  

 

on different floors. It also creates a visual cue to the focal point of 

the building and main method of circulation(see fig. 4).  

 

 
Fig. 2 -  West Elevation             Fig. 3 -  South Elevation  

 

 
  Fig. 4 -  Transparency  

In order to create a design that met the needs of its students I 

studied how the interiors would affect deaf students in existing 

buildings and where adjustments could be made to improve that 

experience. A lot of improvements could be made with furniture 

d esign and layout that would create group space and improve 

sight lines (see fig. 5). Existing classrooms would place studentsô 

desks in rows in order to maximize the number of students in a 
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classroom and create a focal point at the front of a classroom, bu t 

by rearranging the desks into a circle it creates sight lines that 

allow every student to be part of a conversation when using ASL.  

 

 
Figure 5 -  Group Space.  

 

    Hallways also tended to be too narrow for deaf students, 

because while they are engaged in  a conversation, they require 

more space in order to sign rather than walking side to side and 

listening. An improvement would be to create wider hallways, but 

when that cannot be achieved due to an existing structure then 

the use of breakout areas can be beneficial. By creating a nook at 

the end of a hallway or a recess in the wall where the entrance to 

a classroom is located, the students then have areas where they 

can have a conversation while avoiding other students walking 

from class to class (see fig.  6)  
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Figure 6 -  Walkways.  

    Another issue with existing buildings is the use of a couple 

steps in order to change level within a floor of a building. When 

deaf students are engaged in a conversation while walking their 

focus is mainly on other student w hile they sign, and the use of 

steps can create a break in that conversation while a ramp allows 

the conversation to continue. Creating different levels or taking 

advantage of level changes within a building can create positive 

sight lines but connecting t hose levels with ramps also allows for 

a smooth transition that allows students to interact without 

having to focus on the environment around them.  

 

By allowing the context of the campus to drive the style of 

the building and the concepts to drive the layo ut of the building, I 

was able to design a project that met the needs of its students 

while also respecting its surroundings. The design methods used 

to create a better environment can easily be adjusted to existing 

structures and in the end can benefit mo re than those who are 

just deaf.  
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Cosette  Hardman   

Cosette  Hardman  graduated  with  Master  of  Architecture  from  

Portland  State  University  in  June  2018  where  she  had  completed  

her  thesis  project,  called  ñVibrotorium ï Read  my  hands,  not  my  

lipsò which  was  purely  focused  on  the  deaf  space  research  for  the  

Oregon  School  for  the  Deaf.  Furthermore,  it  was  specifically  on  

creating  an  auditorium  to  improve  visual  communication  at  OSD  

since  they  were  a  lack  of  accessible  sp ace  inside  and  outside  of  

the  structure.   She  discovered  that  some  of  the  schools  of  the  deaf  

in  the  nation  has  an  auditorium  with  improvement  for  the  visual  

communication  and  friendly  deaf  space  that  enabled  her  a 

considerable  knowledge  in  the  Master  prog ram  at  Portland  State  

School  of  Architecture.  

 

She  is  currently  an  ASL  tutor  who  has  received  the  international  

ASL  tutor  certificate.  During  this  time,  she  is  an  associate  member  

of  the  American  Institute  of  Architects  (AI),  participating  on  the  

Emerging  Professional  of  the  AIA  Oregon  Chapter.   At  this  

moment,  she  volunteered  baking  cookies  and  selling  coffee  to  

raise  finances  for  the  AIA  Oregon  Chapter.  
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Thesis Project: Vibrotorium -  Read my hands, not 

my lips at Oregon School for the Deaf  

 

Cosette Hardman, 2018 graduated from School of Architecture, 

Portland State Univerity, Portland, OR  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is important to start changing architecture that will accommodate 

all bodies. By doing this the architecture will need different surfaces, 

textures, lighting, and senses that help deaf people to feel like they 

belong to the space rather than being exclu ded. The closed off walls, 

steeped stairs, hard floors, and contrasted lighting are all what the 

barriers are for the deaf.  In typical auditoriums, the acoustics for 

hearing have certain limitations with noise.  With this unique world 

of senses, for the d eaf, the louder; the deeper; the more vibrated, 

the better it is for their performing experiences.  Itôs one of the 

examples that is appropriate design for the deaf. Considering the 

context for Oregon School for the Deaf, it is a fully sign language 

commun ication in the deaf cultural community.  Everyone is 
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experiencing some sort of hearing loss as well as from profound loss 

of hearing to hard of hearing.  They would appreciate this new 

typology of architecture that is included within the ñauditoriumò. 

With  the ñVibrotoriumò, which means a combination of two terms -  

vibration + auditorium, they will increase a sense of identity in a 

way that no other typical performing spaces would have 

architecturally.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Question:  

What will happen if we step away from the word ñdisabilityò and 

start focusing on how diverse human bodies actually occupy the 

space? The deaf individuals have claimed that theyôre not disabled, 

because they consider themselves normal human beings, just in a 

different world of senses. In particular; Iôm interested in the 

experience of the deaf as an inspiration for a new typology of 

architecture.  

Precedents:  

Oregon School for the Deaf is a great cultural and social school, but 

it is certainly lacking something. Researching other deaf schoo ls as 
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Kendall Demonstration Elementary School, Washington, DC; 

American School for the Deaf, Hartford, Connecticut; Model 

Secondary School for the Deaf, Washington, DC; Maryland School for 

the Deaf, Frederick, Maryland; and California School for the Deaf, 

Fremont, California, there is a realization that they all have a great 

space for certain performing programs which is their auditorium.  

OSD doesnôt have an auditorium on the campus. Instead, they have a 

gym which doesnôt truly benefit their expressive education and a 

sense of their identity.  Creating a special auditorium that has never 

been specifically designed for the deaf will give them an identity 

because it will become something that they can find pride in.  So 

with the precedents, the design standar ds are met, but it explains 

why they arenôt for the deaf. 

 

 

Map of the City of Salem in Oregon  Map of Oregon School for the Deaf campus  

 

Project Development Plan:  

After researching the precedents, Iôve come to a conclusion of what 

OSD will need to find t heir own identity. Their identity is lost, 

because there is no current architecture on the campus.  None of the 


