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Sight lines between levels

Half-height walls provide 
visibility between spaces

Glazing in doors provide visibility 
into closed off spaces, translucent 
glass adds an element of privacy

Opportunity for sight-lines 
between levels

Large windows on North elevation provides 
naturally diffused daylighting, helping prevent 
and lessen eye strain

Half-height walls provide increased visibility 
and easy communiction

Increase visibility through doors into adja-
cent spaces

process work

The diagram above illustrates the original space filling geometry utilized in this 
design. A space filling diagram derives from a solid object that has been cut 
and flattened. In the flat state the object can be cut or folded into additional 
shapes and variety of sizes, creating a space filling geometry.

Space filling geometry applied

*drawings not to scale
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Language is the composition of carefully selected components. Components 
including lexicons, grammar, phonetics, syntax, and semantics. Each element is 
applied in combination to create a language.

 

Linguistics is part of the general science of semiology. Semiotics/semiology is 
the study of signs, their functions and effects. When understanding the basics 
of semiotics, it is important to know the difference between a signifier and the 
signified. The signifier is the sensed image and the signified is the conception 
one has when seeing the sensed image.

condensed research

American Sign Language (ASL) is an independent language like English. Unlike En-
glish, ASL is a visual language composed of gestures, signs, fingerspelling, and facial 
expressions. Similar to any spoken language, sign language has linguistic structure, 
including proper grammar rules.

The general public often does not understand that English is not a Deaf person’s 
first language but their second. The complexity of their language is more than just 
gestures and random movements of the arms, hands, and fingers. The key to under-
standing sign language is facial expressions, without this understanding the mes-
sage can not be easily understood.

Architectural Sign Language is simply that, the art of architecture as an individual 
language. The chart to the right describes the different architectural elements as 
they compare to both a written and signed language. DeafSpace is an architectural 
approach that stems from the ways Deaf people perceive and inhabit space, a sub-
set of architectural sign language.

DeafSpace is a combination of auditory and visual elements coming together to cre-
ate a rich multi-sensory environment. This environment is meant to ease mobility, 
express identity, and enhance the overall wellbeing of a space. DeafSpace also ac-
knowledges the individuals that are Deaf or hear of hearing use a form of sign lan-
guage as their primary form of communication. Utilizing elements of DeafSpace en-
hance the design quality and experience of the built environment. They also aim to 
address the practical needs of communication as well as the need to feel safe and 
secure in our surroundings. 

5 Elements of DeafSpace:

 1) Space & Proximity: Deaf individuals often initiate conversation with eye con-
tact and maintain it over the course of the conversation Facial expressions and body 
movements are very important to ASL. Signers need to be able to sign comfortably 
and adequate space—more than is typically required for someone to engage in spo-
ken conversation.

 2) Sensory Reach: Deaf people use their sense to read the environment. Senso-
ry reach focuses on the various tactics for extending a sensory experience. Specific 
design elements include ample glazing between interior spaces and controlled vi-

brations. Low-glare reflective surfaces can offer clues to nearby activity, such as the 
shadow of a person in one’s peripheral vision, while hard floors reflect the reverb of 
footsteps from around the corner.

 3) Mobility & Proximity: People that are Deaf navigate a built environment where 
hearing is assumed. Most stairs and sidewalks should allow for observing a compan-
ion’s face or using a wide range of motion, both of these are key elements in signed 
conversation.
 
 4) Light & Color: Certain colors, especially muted blues and greens, contrast will 
with a variety of skin tones making them easier to see. Lighting should also offer soft, 
diffused light to avoid dimness, back-lighting, glare, or other abrupt changes in illu-
mination levels.

 5) Acoustics: Acoustically quiet spaces have a similar and slight heightened af-
fect on the deaf and hard of hearing population. Hearing aids and cochlear implants 
amplify sound which would increase the hum of air conditioners or loud echoes that 
have proven to be distracting or even painful to people with these types of hearing 
aids.

Groups of  signers will naturally form circles or arcs to include everyone in the con-
versation. Long rectangular tables and furniture arrangements are usually avoided 
because they impede views during the signed conversation. Below are a few Prox-
imal Space Diagrams that layout a general dimension that is comfortable between 
signers in the conversation.

Language Units American Sign Language 
(ASL)

Architecture Sign Language 
(ArchSL)

DeafSpace as ArchSL

Lexicon: language 
framework = combined 
conventions

Ex. Language (vocab.) Signs, fin-
ger spelling, facial expressions, 
& additional body movements

Architectural Elements (listed below)

Primary elements (FSO) Point, line, plane, 
volume

“What is DeafSpace?” The DeafSpace 
philosophy outlines specific elements 
of design suitable for DeafSpace.

Phonology: the study 
of speech sounds 

(hand movements, shape, loca-
tion)

Ex. FATHER, MOTHER, FINE

These signs all have the same 
handshape but signed in differ-
ent locations on the body.

Form (FSO) “Architectural form is the point 
of contact between mass & space. Forms, 
textures, materials, etc. all combine to artic-
ulate space.”

Architectural form contains different mate-
rials, i.e. a plane, it is one primary element 
but embodies different phonologies by the 
material of that plane. Ex. The plane being 
made of wood, marble, brick, concrete, etc. 

Pronunciation expression of an architectural 
form based on material use

Inflection a change in form to express the 
functionality of an element

Sensory Reach (tactile cues) Deaf peo-
ple can “read” their surroundings, they 
are highly attuned to visual and tactile 
cues that aid in their awareness and 
spatial orientation within the built envi-
ronment.

Pronunciation expression of an archi-
tectural form based on material use

Inflection a change in form to express 
the functionality of an element

Morphology: study of 
words & means of units, 
ex. Suffix & prefixes

Ex. Free vs. Bound Signs

Free- AGAIN, SEE, YOUR (stand-
alone sign)

Bound- TEACHER, 2-WEEK, 1 
year ago (compound sign)

Form & Space (FSO) Defining space & Sur-
face articulation; changing the base plane 
to articulate the specific environment.

Morpheme the variation in a forms’ topology

Space & Proximity A visual-spatial lan-
guage such as ASL requires enough 
distance between signers to accom-
modate the characteristics of a signed 
conversation.

Morpheme; combined smaller units to 
form a larger element

Syntax: sentence con-
struction, word order

ASL has many sentence struc-
tures and formations

Ex. GIRL KICK BALL (The girl 
kicked the ball) or BALL(t), GIRL 
KICK (The ball was kicked by 
the girl)

Vs.

BALL KICK GIRL (The ball 
kicked the girl)

Organization (FSO) Spatial relationships & 
Spatial Organization; like the construction 
of sentences, the construction of laying out 
spaces in a particular environment. Space 
grammar.

Syntax the combination and spatial relation-
ship between both interconnected and ad-
jacent spaces

Mobility & Proximity Moving between 
spaces can be a hazardous during 
signed conversations. During this tran-
sition, the signer is constantly scanning 
their surroundings and adjusting their 
path accordingly. Wide paths and few-
er sharp corners ease navigation during 
conversation. 

Syntax the combination and spatial re-
lationship between both interconnect-
ed and adjacent spaces

Semantics: sentence 
meaning, the applica-
tion of combining syn-
tax

Ex. (reference Syntax example)

Context contributes to the 
meaning of the signs and sen-
tence

How you come to understand the meaning 
of the arch. paragraph

Circulation (FSO) the means of navigat-
ing through related spaces (semantics); in 
terms of organization (syntax)

Semantics how architectural elements ac-
quire meaning

Light & Color the proper application 
of lighting and color in a deaf-friendly 
space is crucial to minimize eye strain

Semantics how architectural elements 
acquire meaning

Grammar: language 
rules, combined para-
graph of semantic sen-
tences

Rules applied to a set-
ting as a whole

Focus on the topic or question 
first. Gives an understanding/
preface to what the sentence 
(conversation) is going to be 
about.

Rules for expressing arch. ideas

Principles (FSO) “Order: condition in which 
each part of a whole is properly disposed 
w/ reference to other parts & purpose to 
produce a harmonious arrangement”

Like writing an essay, introduction, body, 
conclusion.

Syntax the combination and spatial rela-
tionship between both interconnected and 
adjacent spaces

Proximity to the signer and signed 
characteristics of a signed language

Syntax the combination and spatial re-
lationship between both interconnect-
ed and adjacent spaces

Language: method of 
combining elements, 
conveyed meaning of a 
topic

Combined language 
units form the resulting 
language

Ex. Facial expressions, body 
position, hand movements, lan-
guage signs & finger spelling all 
combine to produce ASL

Elements in place of the architectural solu-
tion. How are these elements interpreted 
by the user?

To convey the desired meaning; combina-
tion of elements to provide a meaning in 
architecture.

Phrase a grouping of elements together to 
form a unified element or space, creating 
formation

Light, Color, Acoustics Combined ele-
ments in a space. 
Phrase a grouping of elements togeth-
er to form a unified element or space, 
creating formation

research conclusions

main entry perspective

balcony perspective event hall perspectiveterrace perspective

Communication comes in a variety of forms, both verbal and 
non-verbal. American Sign Language is an example of a non-verbal 

form of communication. However, the challenge that becomes apparent 
with this language it is not universal, it must be learned in order to be under-

stood. Just as it says in its name, American Sign Language is composed of a variety 
of signs. These signs together create a language and that language is utilized primarily 

by those that are deaf or hard of hearing to communicate.

“Architects are advocates in the community for better design solutions that are universally 
inclusive. We are responsible in creating design standards that enhance the quality of life for 

the Deaf community through architectural solutions that are conscious of their needs, culture, 
language, way of communications and way finding requirements” (Specht, 2017).

How is this relevant to architecture? As architects it should be our goal to design and create ar-
chitecture for everyone. A question that needs to be asked and thought about is how we as ar-
chitects can effectively create that architecture for everyone by being inclusive? Similarly, how 
does American Sign Language offer the same level of inclusivity when talking about communi-
cation?

Through the design of a community center and multi-use facility, I will be offering the 
city of Rochester, NY a space to unify these different cultures and communications. I 

plan to integrate elements of DeafSpace into my design. DeafSpace is the design 
standard developed through research and practice at Gallaudet University in 

Washington D.C. My design strives to recognize and design for the needs of 
those that are deaf or hard of hearing in a way that communicates the 

building accommodations to satisfy the needs of the users.

project narrative


