
Empowering Independence:
Empathetic Design of Environments 
for Neuro/Physically Diverse Learners



Learn how to actively engage marginalized user groups that 
cannot represent themselves.

Learn empathetic design practices to employ for 
neuro/physically diverse learning environments.

Learn to advocate for marginalized learners through design.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES GOALS 
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Anne Carlsen Center



Our Mission
To make the world a more 

inclusive place where 
independence is a gift to all

“Empowerment is going from dependence to 
independence.”

Our namesake, Dr. Anne Carlsen



Our Vision
The Anne Carlsen Center champions the power of 
inclusion and development of every person's true potential 

Who we Serve
Birth through adulthood
Intellectual and development disabilities
Developmental delays or other diagnosis
Autism
Medically complex healthcare needs 
Behaviorally complex needs 

Core Values 
Acceptance, Teamwork, Gratitude, Lifelong 
Learning, Compassion, Service above Self, 
Holistic Services 



Path to Independence

Innovation 

Family First



We partner with people and their families to 
facilitate a transformative journey toward 
independence

Using a whole-person approach, our team 
provides specialized serves to children and 
young adults with diverse behavioral health 
and developmental needs

These services are available statewide, 
delivered in home at regional outpatient 
centers or within our residential centers







Direct Support Professionals
Special Education Teachers
General Education Teachers
Adaptive Physical Education 
Teachers
Nurses (LPN, RN, NP)
Respiratory Therapy
Pediatrician
Case Management
Speech Language Pathologists

COMPASSIONATE TEAM

Occupational Therapists
Physical Therapists
Assistive Technology Specialist
Adaptive Equipment Specialists
Chaplain
Recreational Therapy Coordinator
Nutritional Therapy Services Team
Board Certified Behavior Analysts 
(BCBA)
Registered Behavior Technicians



SERVICES 

0-3 Program / Infant 
Development

▪ Parent Coaching Model

▪ Services provide in 
home/natural 
environment

Therapy 

▪ Speech Therapy (ST)

▪ Occupational Therapy (OT)

▪ Physical Therapy (PT)

Behavioral Health/Autism

▪ Applied Behavioral Analysis
(ABA)

In Home Support/Respite

Day Habilitation (Day Hab)

Employment

Residential Habilitation
(Res Hab)/Taylor Made Living

Community Based Services Clinical Services Early Intervention 



Residential Services
Medically Complex
Behaviorally Complex

Therapy Services
Physical Therapy
Occupational Therapy
Speech Therapy

Educational Services

JAMESTOWN CAMPUS 



Space and Adaptability 

Innovative Person-centered services 

Technology & Infrastructure 

Expand Services & Connectivity

Transformational Impact

OUR WHY’S





PATHWAYS 
PROJECT



Flexible space for life-long learning for clients, 
families, and staff

FLEXIBILITY

Provide opportunity for teamwork and collaboration

TEAMWORK AND COLLABORATION

Embrace and leverage technology and innovation

TECHNOLOGY

Visible spaces, activities, and interactions. Ability to 
highlight and showcase specialized services

VISIBILITY

PROJECT GOALS 



Provide a facility that recruits and retains the best 

TOP TALENT 

Inclusive, individualized care that fosters 
independence and choice – accessibility of services 

INDIVIDUAL CARE 

Ability to foster communication between staff and 
families, staff and clients, and amongst staff 

COMMUNICATION 

PROJECT GOALS 



FLOOR PLAN



SITE PLAN 







PROCESS



Interview Process

Energy and Resources

Mock workshop – Glimpse of 
the process

LANDING THE PROJECT 



A DECADE IN THE MAKING 



Design process became virtual – We didn’t see each 
other for 16 months

Forced everyone to lean into technology, and resulted 
in more innovation and integration into building

Realized the importance of 
being nimble

Infection control became a focus

Housing pod structure 
– controlled connections

IMPACT OF A PANDEMIC 



VIRTUAL DESIGN 



USDA FINANCING/CAPITAL CAMPAIGN 



Compassion & care

Connection to nature and natural light 

Classroom technology, innovation, and 
power redundancy

The team has passion for what they do 
and a reputation of excellence 

Vision/Mission: Embracing new ideas and 
change 

ADVOCATE ENGAGEMENT 





Spaces are disconnected, spread out, and 
offices are not located properly

Spaces do not facilitate teamwork & 
flexibility 

IT, communication, and heating/cooling 
infrastructure

Transition spaces and sheltered access is 
lacking

Safety and security 

EXISTING BUILDING & CHALLENGES





LEAN Approach

"Gemba" Walks

Improved quality of care and safety

Employee recruitment and retention

Not the work of a single person

Fundamental shift in organization culture

CURRENT & FUTURE NEEDS 



DESIGN THINKING 

EMPATHIZE DEFINE IDEATE PROTOTYPE TEST



EMPATHY 

empathy/ ‘em·pa·thy / noun

1 the action of understanding, being aware of, 
being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing 
the feelings, thoughts, and experience of anotherEMPATHIZE



SYMPATHY

PITY

COMPASSION

EF
FO

R
T

UNDERSTANDING & ENGAGEMENT

I’m sorry for you

I feel for you

I feel WITH you

I am moved by youEMPATHY



“The real problem of autism is 
not that your child can’t learn, 
but that your child doesn’t learn 
from his environment the way 
most children do.” 
- Dena Farbman, M.Ed.

AJ Paron-Wildes



EMPATHY
DESIGN 

EMPATHY

HUMAN 
BEHAVIOR

SENSORY 
INTEGRATION

DESIGN 
PRINCIPLES



empathy mapping/ ‘em·pa·thy map·ping’/ verb

1 visualizing the attitudes or behaviors of a user to better align 
outcomes and user needs or goals.



Useable space
• Allocated work areas (centers, 

various group instruction, individual 
work areas, therapy treatment 
space)

• Space designed with independent 
wheelchair use in mind

Adequate Storage for 
Equipment and Educational 

Supplies
(standers, bikes, gait trainers, curriculum 

materials)

Kitchen area which includes a 
full-size stove, refrigerator, 

washer, and dryer for students 
to work on life skills 

Playground 

Multiple Bathrooms/Student 
freshening areas in each POD 

Special lighting (adjustable, 
non-fluorescent) 

Sensory areas in each POD 

Gym (6,600 square feet is 
typical for an elementary 

school gym) 

Teacher workspaces 
incorporated within the
learning environment 

USER STORIES – NON-NEGOTIABLES 



USER STORIES 



Minimize disruption

Work area with sightlines

Allocated areas – collaboration, media, gym

Non-violent crisis intervention space

Adaptable technology 

AS A TEACHER I NEED…



Private area for treatments/assessments, 
multiple restrooms and freshening rooms

Variety of spaces - media center, large 
indoor area, individual workspaces

ADA compliant playground & entries

Natural environment

Adjustable lighting 

AS A STUDENT I NEED…







BEFORE AFTER





Minimize 

overstimulation

Maximize 

Space 

Encourage 

independence 

Clear wayfinding 

SUGGESTED DESIGN FEATURES 



EARLY CONCEPTS 



EARLY CONCEPT FEEDBACK 



EARLY CONCEPT REFINEMENT  



EARLY CONCEPT REFINEMENT  



SCHEMATIC DESIGN ESTABLISHMENT 







SCHEMATIC DESIGN PIVOT 



THE LOOP & SIGHTLINES 



COURTYARD 



ENTRANCES & MOVEMENT 



SECURITY & ACCESIBILITY & 
INDEPENDENCE 



Secure and streamlined entry 

Common area with abundance 
of natural light

Easily accessible to resources 

EDUCATION WING



In-ground trampoline

Overhead swing attachments throughout 
the project 

Multi-purpose room can be many things 
to many people 

Moveable bottom pool 

THERAPY 



Single, private bedrooms with hide-able 
headwalls

Each residential room to be neutral palette for 
kids to make the space their own

Higher ceilings in living/dining to let in
more light so the space feels like home

Blending privacy with safety and individual 
with small group

Activity and education areas within residential. 
Play and learning doesn’t need to stop

RESIDENTIAL AREA 



Q & A
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