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Abstract	

It	is	becoming	increasingly	important	for	resiliency	in	rapidly	transforming	cities	that	

urban	planning	be	inclusive	of	marginalized	communities.	The	Deaf	and	signing	community	

represents	one	example	of	a	historically	marginalized	linguistic	minority	that	is	being	embraced	

in	social	inclusion	practices	of	urban	development	in	Washington,	DC.	This	paper	analyzes	these	

recent	practices	through	the	framework	of	two	major	planning	documents:	the	DC	

Comprehensive	Plan	and	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	along	with	interviews	with	individual	

stakeholders.	Findings	show	that	while	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	are	starting	to	

participate	in	planning	processes,	they	continue	to	have	limited	resources	and	agency	to	

achieve	equity	in	many	aspects	of	life.	I	argue	that	planners	need	to	leverage	the	capacity	of	

culture	as	a	driver	of	social	infrastructure	change,	instead	of	as	an	amenity;	cultivate	the	role	of	

the	Deaf	community	in	urban	planning;	and	commit	resources	allocated	to	collecting	more	data	

on	the	Deaf	community.		
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Research	Questions	

- What	are	the	national	best	practices	for	including	the	Deaf	and	signing	community	in	

the	urban	planning	process?	

- What	innovative	and	equitable	development	tools	are	being	deployed	in	Washington,	

DC	to	include	the	Deaf	and	signing	community	in	urban	development	outcomes?		

- Given	the	District	of	Columbia’s	expression	of	planning	goals	in	the	Comprehensive	Plan	

and	the	recently	released	DC	Cultural	Plan,	how	might	emerging	planning	practices	of	

including	deaf	and	signing	communities	become	the	basis	for	a	new	set	of	best	practices	

in	achieving	equity	in	rapidly	transforming	neighborhoods?	
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Definitions		

American	Sign	Language	(ASL)	

National	Association	of	the	Deaf	defines	ASL	as	the	following:	
	
ASL	is	a	visual	language.	With	signing,	the	brain	processes	linguistic	information	through	
the	eyes.	The	shape,	placement,	and	movement	of	the	hands,	as	well	as	facial	
expressions	and	body	movements,	all	play	important	parts	in	conveying	information.	
Sign	language	is	not	a	universal	language	—	each	country	has	its	own	sign	language,	and	
regions	have	dialects,	much	like	the	many	languages	spoken	all	over	the	world.	Like	any	
spoken	language,	ASL	is	a	language	with	its	own	unique	rules	of	grammar	and	syntax.	
Like	all	languages,	ASL	is	a	living	language	that	grows	and	changes	over	time.	

ASL	is	used	predominantly	in	the	United	States	and	in	many	parts	of	Canada.	ASL	
is	accepted	by	many	high	schools,	colleges,	and	universities	in	fulfillment	of	modern	and	
“foreign”	language	academic	degree	requirements	across	the	United	States.1	

Audism	

The	belief	that	hearing,	speaking,	and	spoken	languages	are	superior	to	deafness	and	
sign	language.2	This	“–ism”	is	systematically	applied	throughout	the	world.	Audism	is	different	
from	phonocentrism	(see	definition	below)	in	that	it	specifically	refers	to	the	discrimination	and	
oppression	towards	deaf	people.	

	
Audism	appears	in	the	form	of	people	who	continually	judge	deaf	people’s	intelligence	

and	success	on	the	basis	of	their	ability	in	the	language	of	the	hearing	culture.	It	appears	when	
the	assumption	is	made	that	the	deaf	person’s	happiness	depends	on	acquiring	fluency	in	the	
language	of	the	hearing	culture.	It	appears	when	deaf	people	actively	participate	in	the	
oppression	of	other	deaf	people	by	demanding	of	them	the	same	set	of	standards,	behavior,	
and	values	that	they	demand	of	hearing	people.3	

Deaf,	DeafBlind	and	Hard	of	Hearing	

																																																								
1	“What	is	American	Sign	Language?”	National	Association	of	the	Deaf.	https://www.nad.org/resources/american-
2	H-Dirksen	L.	Bauman,	Encyclopaedia	Britannica,	s.v.	“Audism,”	https://www.britannica.com/topic/audism.		
3	Tom	Humphries,	“Audism:	The	Making	of	a	Word.”	Unpublished	essay	cited	in	H-Dirksen	L.	Bauman	“Audism:	
Exploring	the	Metaphysics	of	Oppression.”	Journal	of	Deaf	Studies	and	Deaf	Education	9,	no.	2	(Spring	2004).		
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Labels	used	to	define	hearing	levels,	with	deaf	meaning	little	to	no	hearing	and	hard	of	
hearing	meaning	some	level	of	hearing.	Deaf-blind	means	a	person	who	is	both	deaf	and	blind–
this	includes	deaf	individuals	who	have	low	vision	or	are	becoming	blind.4	

Deaf	culture,	Deaf	community,	and	Deaf	people	

Phrases	that	are	used	to	imply	Deaf	identity	or	culture	use	a	capital	“D”	in	deaf.	Hard	of	
hearing	people	who	identify	with	the	Deaf	community	are	often	a	part	of	Deaf	culture.	Deaf	
culture	is	intersectional,	meaning	that	it	can	be	shared	by	deaf	people	of	multiple	identities,	
such	as	race,	disability,	sexual	orientation,	gender	identities	and	many	more.5	

DeafSpace	

Bauman	defined	DeafSpace	as	the	“unique	ways	deaf	people	experience	and	modify	
space,	[offering]	a	more	empathic,	human-centered	alternative	to	contemporary	practices	that	
ultimately	lead	to	a	more	authentic,	livable	and	sense[able]	place	to	live	for	people	of	all	
abilities.”6	

Deaf	Ecosystem	

Coined	by	Kelby	Brick	from	the	Maryland	Commission	on	Deaf	and	Hard	of	Hearing:		

The	Deaf	Ecosystem	is	a	critical	tool	in	combating	the	pervasive	underemployment	and	
unemployment	that	many	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	individuals	experience.	As	
commonly	witnessed	with	many	other	minority	groups,	the	Deaf	community’s	collective	
wealth	and	opportunities	are	often	exploited	and	dispersed	into	the	larger	society.	
Because	resources	tend	to	leave	the	community,	Deaf	individuals	are	disempowered	
with	severe	negative	impacts	on	their	socio-economic	status.	

To	enable	empowerment,	purchasing	power,	and	economic	mobility	of	Deaf	
individuals,	the	Deaf	Ecosystem’s	fundamental	approach	is	to	retain	and	harness	the	
collective	socio-economic	power	within	the	community’s	individuals,	organizations,	and	
businesses	through	community	collaboration	and	support.”7	

Deaf	Gain	

																																																								
4	Irene	Leigh,	Jean	Andrews,	and	Raychelle	Harris,	Deaf	Culture:	Exploring	Deaf	Communities	in	the	United	States	
(San	Diego:	Plural	Publishing	Inc.,	2017).	
5	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture.	
6	Hansel	Bauman,	DeafSpace	Design	Guideline.	
7	“Deaf	Ecosystem,”	Maryland	Governor’s	Office	of	the	Deaf	and	Hard	of	Hearing,	
https://odhh.maryland.gov/deaf-ecosystem/.		
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The	benefits	and	the	positive	contributions	of	being	Deaf	to	society,	through	sciences,	
art,	the	medical	field,	and	more.	This	term	was	coined	by	a	late-deafened	British	artist,	Aaron	
Williamson,	who	was	inspired	to	reframe	“hearing	loss”	from	a	negative	focus	on	hearing	alone,	
to	“gaining	Deafness”	with	a	positive	focus	on	“an	entrée	into	a	language,	a	culture	and	a	way	
of	life	that	is	not	only	unique”	but	also	valuable.8	In	ASL,	Deaf	Gain	is	signed	as	“Deaf	Benefit.”	

Disability	

A	condition	where	an	individual’s	ability	is	limited.	In	the	context	of	this	plan,	a	disability	
is	also	an	environmental	and	social	construct	that	limits	the	individual’s	opportunity	for	
equitable	contribution	and	access	to	society.		

Equity	

The	act	of	ensuring	and	providing	suitable	resources	for	everyone	to	be	successful.	In	a	
system	where	power	and	privilege	creates	social	stratification,	equity	recognizes	that	everyone	
has	different	needs.	To	achieve	equity,	one	must	recognize	that	equal	treatment	(the	provision)	
is	not	the	solution;	rather,	equity	requires	equal	value	for	individual	success	(the	person’s	
progress	to	achieve/maintain	a	happy	life).9	

Transitioning	from	a	system	that	benefits	only	certain	groups	of	people	to	an	equitable	
system	means	that	those	in	power	are	accountable	to	recognize	their	privilege,	and	actively	
dismantle	that	through	inclusive	processes	of	collaborating,	innovating,	and	creating	a	system	
where	everyone	has	an	equal	say.	

Hegemony	

The	imposition	of	dominant	group	ideology	onto	everyone	in	society.	Hegemony	makes	
it	difficult	to	escape	or	to	resist	“believing	in”	this	dominant	ideology,	thus	social	control	is	
achieved	through	conditioning	rather	than	physical	force	or	intimidation.10	

Signing	Community	

In	this	paper,	this	phrase	is	used	to	refer	to	people	and	organizations	that	use	sign	
language,	like	American	Sign	Language	(ASL),	to	communicate.	This	includes,	but	is	not	limited	
to,	ASL	interpreters,	hearing	family	members	of	deaf	individuals	who	use	sign	language,	and	

																																																								
8	H-Dirksen	Bauman	and	Joseph	J.	Murray,	“Reframing:	From	Hearing	Loss	to	Deaf	Gain,”	Deaf	Studies	Digital	
Journal.	Gallaudet	University.	2009.	
9	Amy	Sun,	“Equality	Is	Not	Enough:	What	the	Classroom	Has	Taught	Me	About	Justice,”	Everyday	Feminism,	
September	16,	2014,	https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/09/equality-is-not-enough/.		
10	Ozlen	Sensoy	and	Robin	DiAngelo,	Is	Everyone	Really	Equal?	An	Introduction	to	Key	Concepts	in	Social	Justice	
Education.	Second	Edition.	Multicultural	Education	Series	(New	York:	Teachers	College	Press,	2017).	
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civil	rights	organizations	that	advocate	for	the	recognition	of	sign	languages	as	equals	of	spoken	
languages.11	

Social	Justice	

“A	critical	approach	to	social	justice	refers	to	specific	theoretical	perspectives	that	
recognize	that	society	is	stratified	(i.e.,	divided	and	unequal)	in	significant	and	far-reaching	ways	
along	social	group	lines	that	include	race,	class,	gender,	sexuality,	and	ability.	Critical	social	
justice	recognizes	inequality	as	deeply	embedded	in	the	fabric	of	society	(i.e.,	as	structural),	and	
actively	seeks	to	change	this.”12	

Innovation	Economy	

An	economy	that	depends	on	knowledge,	technology,	entrepreneurship,	and	
innovation,	focusing	on	the	efficient	use	of	resources	and	the	creation	of	valuable	commodity	
that	can	be	dispersed	to	diverse	populations.13	Brookings	Institution	has	auditing	metrics	for	an	
innovation	ecosystem,	which	identifies	critical	mass,	innovation	capacity,	diversity	and	
inclusion,	quality	of	place,	and	leadership	as	the	five	categories	for	assessment.14		

Intersectionality	

A	word	coined	by	Kimberlé	Crenshaw	to	refer	to	an	analytic	framework	of	social	
categorizations	that	identify	how	interlocking	systems	of	power	impact	those	who	are	most	
marginalized	by	society.15	

Phonocentrism	

The	belief	that	sounds	and	speech	are	inherently	superior	to,	or	more	valued	than,	
writing	in	linguistic	analysis—that	“the	spoken	language	is	the	immediate	realization	of	
meaning.”16	In	“deaf	context,”	although	sign	language	happens	in	real	time	like	speech,	
“phonocentrism	not	only	begets	but	also	saturates	institutional	arrangements	that	privilege	
speech	and	phonetic	writing	as	the	norm.	Educational	practices	such	as	oralism,	Total	
Communication,	and	mainstreaming	are	the	institutionalization	of	our	phonocentric	and	audist	

																																																								
11	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture.	
12	Sensoy	and	DiAngelo,	Is	Everyone	Really	Equal?	Preface,	xx.	
13	Dan	Robles,	“Definition	for	Innovation	Economics,”	The	Ingenesist	Project,	November	26,	2009,	
http://www.ingenesist.com/a-definition-for-innovation-economics/.		
14	Jennifer	Vey	et	al.,	“Assessing	your	innovation	district:	A	how-to	guide.”	Brookings	Institution.	February	21,	
2018.		https://www.brookings.edu/research/assessing-your-innovation-district-a-how-to-guide/		
15	Kimberlé	Crenshaw,	“Demarginalizing	the	Intersection	of	Race	and	Sex:	A	Black	Feminist	Critique	of	
Antidiscrimination	Doctrine,	Feminist	Theory	and	Antiracist	Politics,”	University	of	Chicago	Legal	Forum:	Vol.	1989:	
Iss.	1,	Article	8,	https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8.		
16	Oxford	Dictionaries,	s.v.	“Phonocentrism.”	https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/phonocentrism		
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metaphysical	orientation;	the	practices	of	these	institutions	then	beget	individual	audist	
attitudes	through	daily	practices,	rituals,	and	disciplining	Deaf	bodies	into	becoming	closer	to	
normal	hearing	bodies.”17	(See	audism,	above.)	

Resiliency	

“Resilience	is	the	capacity	of	a	system—a	household,	a	community,	an	organization,	or	a	
coupled	natural-human	system—to	prepare	for	disruptions	from	outside	the	system,	to	recover	
from	shocks	and	stresses,	and	to	adapt	to	and	grow	from	a	disruptive	experience.”18	The	Rand	
Corporation	uses	this	definition	for	their	Resilience	Dividend	Valuation	Model	(RDVM).	This	
model:	“is	based	on	the	theory	of	inclusive	wealth,	which	represents	the	(net	present)	value	of	
a	system	derived	from	the	contributions	of	capital	assets	to	society’s	well-being.	The	RDVM	
takes	advantage	of	this	underlying	intuition	and	conceptual	structure,	which	assume	that	
capital	stocks	(human	labor	or	man-made	capital)	combine	with	technology	(methods	and	
tools)	to	produce	flows	of	goods	and	services.	The	consumption	of	goods	and	services	
contributes	to	society’s	well-being	by	creating	income	for	producers,	satisfying	consumer	
demand,	and	improving	quality	of	life,	among	other	benefits.”		

Acronyms	

DCOP	–	District	of	Columbia	Office	of	Planning	

ASL	–	American	Sign	Language	 	

																																																								
17	Bauman,	“Audism:	Exploring	the	Metaphysics	of	Oppression.”		
18 Craig	A.	Bond	et	al.,	Resilience	Dividend	Valuation	Model.	Framework	Development	and	Initial	Case	Studies	
(Santa	Monica:	Rand	Corporation,	2017),	2.	
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Introduction	

	“The	country	simply	cannot	afford	to	keep	leaving	vast	segments	of	the	population	disengaged	

from	the	innovation	economy,	nor	leaving	deep	wells	of	talent	untapped,”19	Brookings	Institute	

Innovation	Audit	Handbook	

	

Most	people	think	of	deaf	persons	as	persons	with	limited	capacity	in	their	daily	lives	as	

a	result	of	not	hearing	and	speaking,	without	realizing	that	cultural	Deaf	communities	also	exist.	

Cultures	that	thrive	with	intangible	cultural	elements,	such	as	“ways	of	being,”	abilities,	and	

languages,	also	have	a	different	presence	in	the	cityscape	compared	to	cultures	that	have	

strong	tangible	motifs	like	food,	music	and	art.	Today,	as	cities	are	programming	and	revitalizing	

public	spaces	with	the	celebration	of	culture,	they	are	finding	that	younger	generations	are	

driven	more	by	experiences	rather	than	materials.	As	cultural	events	become	more	experience-

driven,	it	is	important	that	our	society	evolve	to	include	a	conglomeration	of	accessibility,	

experiences,	and	potential	to	induce	positive	and	equitable	change.	Finding	ways	to	embrace	

Deaf	culture	through	inclusive	city	planning	may	reframe	thinking	about	culture,	identity,	

access,	and	how	everyone	can	contribute	their	talents.	

Unfortunately,	most	city	planners	and	planning	processes	do	not	intentionally	include	

deaf	people,	and	therefore	unintentionally	exclude	this	population	from	participating	and	

contributing	their	talents.	This	is	largely	due	to	language	barriers	established	by	systematic	

phonocentric	communication	networks.	As	a	systematically	marginalized	community,	the	Deaf	

community	has	had	limited	agency	in	growing,	improving,	and	contributing	to	planning	

																																																								
19	Vey	et	al.,	“Assessing	your	innovation	district:	A	how-to	guide,”	44.	
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decisions.	The	value	of	the	Deaf	community	continues	to	be	perceived	as	“less	than	average,”	

and	a	“dependent”	of	the	government.	This	perpetuates	the	cycle	of	oppression	of	the	Deaf	

community	and	limits	the	Deaf	community’s	ability	to	become	a	valuable	asset	of	the	city	and	

broader	society.	

I	argue	that	in	the	urban	planning	field,	the	emerging	framework	to	tap	into	cultural	

assets	as	essential,	sustainable,	and	resilient	building	blocks	for	urban	development	is	the	

perfect	opportunity	to	be	genuinely	inclusive—transforming	how	people	and	buildings	shape	

each	other.	This	must	be	done	with	consideration	of	cultural	experiences	beyond	tangible	

motifs,	with	radical	visions	of	how	humanity	may	evolve	with	time.	I	argue	these	through	the	

lens	of	the	Deaf	community,	a	historically	marginalized	linguistic	minority	community	that	has	

often	wrestled	with	its	society-given	label	as	“disabled.”20	I	also	present	how	the	Deaf	

community	can	be	included	in	the	planning	processes,	the	benefits	of	inclusion,	and	reaffirm	

the	importance	of	representation	in	decision-making	processes.		

Representation	and	inclusive	participation	in	the	decision-making	process	of	urban	

planning	is	becoming	increasingly	important	for	rapidly	transforming	cities	that	want	to	

maintain	resiliency.	Leaving	people	behind	creates	a	long-lasting	burden,	both	social	and	

financial,	and	misses	out	on	the	potential	to	innovate	for	an	inclusive	future.	Today,	planners	

are	exploring	various	resources	and	tools	to	assist	them	with	inclusive	community	participation.	

This	process	of	participation	benefits	neighborhood	visioning,	planning,	and	developing—

strengthening	resources	and	networks	that	serve	to	build	economic	and	environmental	

resiliency.	While	this	participation	framework	is	being	applied	in	many	neighborhoods	and	

																																																								
20	“Complementary	or	diametrically	opposed:	Situating	Deaf	Communities	within	‘disability’	vs	‘cultural	and	
linguistic	minority’	constructs”	(position	paper,	World	Federation	of	the	Deaf,	Helsinki,	Finland,	2017).		
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minority	communities,	there	has	not	been	much	effort	from	urban	planners	to	understand	the	

existing	conditions	of	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	and	how	the	inclusive	participation	

framework	can	serve	this	demographic.	

Understanding	the	relationship	between	urban	planning	and	the	Deaf	community	is	the	

heart	of	this	capstone	project.	My	focus	on	Washington,	DC	is	intentional	not	only	because	I	live	

and	attend	graduate	school	there,	but	also	because	including	the	Deaf	community	in	urban	

planning	is	gaining	momentum.	The	timing	is	right.	Washington,	DC	is	a	successful,	growing	city	

and	is	actively	expanding	its	resources	to	serve	all	communities	who	live	there.	Gallaudet	

University,	established	in	1864,	and	the	world’s	only	university	designed	to	be	barrier-free	for	

deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	students,	is	actively	revitalizing	its	borders	near	the	bustling	Union	

Market	district.	This	mixed-use	development	will	serve	the	public	while	giving	careful	attention	

to	the	nuances	of	the	Deaf	community.	Nowhere	else	in	the	world	is	this	happening,	and	I	am	

excited	to	be	a	part	of	this	exploration	in	codifying	this	relationship	between	urban	planning	

and	the	Deaf	community.		

It	is	my	hope	that	urban	planners	will	recognize	the	importance	of	Deaf	culture,	as	well	

as	other	cultures,	for	more	than	its	assets	and	for	its	ability	to	be	an	agent	of	change.	An	

inclusive	future	needs	to	go	beyond	building	equity—which	is	one	tool	used	to	remediate	a	

flawed	system	that	has	set	back	so	many	individuals	and	communities—to	seeking	out	the	

transformative	wisdom	and	value	that	exists	within	each	culture	to	guide	us	through	the	next	

generation	of	urban	growth.	This,	really,	starts	with	building	personal	relationships	that	are	

accessible	and	foster	understanding	between	communities	and	planners.	
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Chapter	1:	Laying	the	Foundation	

Research	Methodology	

This	study	used	the	Washington,	DC	Comprehensive	and	Cultural	Plans	to	identify	the	

frameworks	that	enable	inclusion,	as	well	as	understand	the	context	of	implementing	Gallaudet	

University’s	6th	Street	development	plans	with	its	DeafSpace	design	principles.	Through	

qualitative	case	study	analysis,	this	study	identifies	where	the	relationship	between	urban	

planning	practices	and	the	Deaf	community	can	be	strengthened	for	greater	inclusion.	

The	process	began	with	a	literature	review	that	examined	how	experience,	identity	and	

culture	is	shaped	by	the	built	environment;	the	inclusion	practices	in	urban	planning;	and	what	

the	Deaf	community	says	about	urban	planning.	Since	no	literature	could	be	found	on	the	

inclusion	of	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	in	urban	planning,	the	Deaf	community	needs	to	

be	understood	and	defined	within	the	general	context	of	urban	planning.	The	chapter	on	the	

Deaf	community	is	a	short	summary	on	the	community’s	history	and	experiences,	which	is	

essential	to	analyzing	the	two	Washington,	DC	planning	documents	and	the	case	study	of	

Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development.			

Washington,	DC	was	selected	due	to	the	fact	that	it	is	home	to	Gallaudet	University,	the	

world’s	only	university	designed	to	be	barrier-free	for	deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	students,	and	

also	due	to	the	large	concentration	of	Deaf	people	in	specific	neighborhoods	in	the	Northeast	

quadrant.	Additionally,	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development	by	the	Union	Market	

district	is	gaining	attention	for	its	innovative	integration	of	DeafSpace	design	principles	into	its	

buildings	and	public	spaces.	Finally,	Washington,	DC	is	in	the	process	of	updating	its	
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Comprehensive	Plan	and	recently	launched	its	first-ever	Cultural	Plan.	This	creates	an	ideal	

setting	for	research	into	the	planning	documents’	relationship	with	how	the	Deaf	community	is	

evolving	in	the	capital’s	urban	context.	

In	addition	to	reviewing	and	analyzing	Washington,	DC	planning	documents,	I	conducted	

interviews	with	professionals	who	contributed	to	the	shaping	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	and	the	

Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development	project.	I	wanted	to	gather	the	backstory	and	

gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	plans’	intent	and	impact.	I	asked	questions	that	were	

derived	from	the	research	questions,	including	how	the	vision	was	shaped	and	how	they	

anticipate	implementing	the	plans.	While	plans	focus	on	where	we	want	to	be,	the	interviews	

reveal	more	about	the	experiences	that	inform	how	the	plans	were	created	and	where	things	

are	currently.	

	 After	collecting	qualitative	data,	I	identified	the	foundations,	gaps,	and	resources	in	the	

planning	documents	and	processes	related	to	the	Deaf	community.	I	present	my	arguments	for	

how	to	continue	developing	the	framework	for	inclusive	planning	processes	that	considers	the	

needs	and	goals	of	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	in	Washington	DC.	 	
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Literature	Review	

	 While	there	is	limited,	if	any,	academic	literature	about	the	inclusion	of	the	Deaf	and	

signing	communities	in	urban	planning,	there	are	scholarly	works	that	focus	on	understanding	

how	physical	and	cultural	experiences	shape	our	relationships	with	the	built	environment.	

Other	literature	also	research	and	imagine	how	society	can	continue	to	create	equity	and	

enable	communities	to	build	their	own	agency.	This	review	begins	with	basic	theories	of	how	

people	occupy	space	and	design	cities	that	are	reflective	of	power,	and	then	circles	back	to	

identity	and	culture	and	its	manifestation	in	space.	The	review	also	explores	the	architectural	

quality	and	objective	of	DeafSpace	in	creating	enabling	spaces	for	the	Deaf	and	signing	

communities	to	thrive.	This	could	also	be	leveraged	in	growing	cities	that	are	expanding	its	

resources	to	better	serve	marginalized	communities.	However,	despite	some	emerging	

participation	and	cultural	plans	establishing	goals	for	disability	inclusion,	there	is	still	a	void	in	

how	the	Deaf	community	can	be	included	in	urban	planning	practices.	

	 Starting	with	the	fundamental	ways	of	how	people	experience	places,	Edward	T.	Hall’s	

book,	The	Hidden	Dimension,	argues	that	“people	from	different	cultures	not	only	speak	

different	languages,	but	what	is	possibly	more	important,	inhabit	different	sensory	worlds.”22	

These	sensory	experiences	are	also	regulated	by	cultural	norms:	Hall	captured	some	popular	

cultural	generalizations	of	his	time	in	terms	of	how	individuals	create	cultural	spaces	based	on	

sensory	experiences.	The	sensory	experience,	in	turn,	also	shapes	how	people	communicate.	

“Communication	constitutes	the	core	of	culture	and	indeed	of	life	itself,”	Hall	states.	Professor	

Benjamin	Bahan	at	Gallaudet	University	took	that	concept	and	applied	it	to	actual	physical	

																																																								
22	Edward	T.	Hall,	The	Hidden	Dimension	(Garden	City:	Anchor	Books,	1969),	2.	
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differences	in	sensorial	experiences	in	his	chapter,	“Senses	and	Culture:	Exploring	Sensory	

Orientations,”23	describing	two	communication	orientations,	the	“audio-vocal”	and	the	“visual-

tactile”	orientations.	Both	orientations	have	completely	different	ways	of	shaping	the	person’s	

reality	in	the	built	environment.	And	while	Deaf	culture	has	its	own	norms,	deaf	people	are	

accustomed—and	are	often	adept	at—reading	and	knowing	norms	of	the	audio-vocal	

orientations.	The	important	takeaway	from	Hall	and	Bahan	is	that	culture	(often	also	influenced	

by	ability,	like	deafness)	influences	how	people	experience	the	environment.	It	is	more	complex	

than	people	just	having	different	interpretations	of	the	environment.	There	are	actual	

differences	in	sensory	awareness	and	experiences	within	the	physical	realm.	

	 Kevin	Lynch	in	his	book,	The	Image	of	the	City,	lays	out	five	qualities	that	make	up	the	

city’s	image:	paths,	edges,	districts,	nodes,	and	landmarks.24		These	broad	qualities	are	essential	

in	establishing	a	framework	to	define	how	communities	fit	in	the	city’s	image.	For	example,	

which	communities	are	the	landmarks	honoring?	Does	being	located	by	the	city’s	edge	define	

the	existing	culture’s	isolation,	or	is	it	a	unique	enclave—or	both?	Scholars	who	study	the	

history	of	Deaf	culture,	and	Deaf	architect	Jeff	Mansfield,	have	presented	examples	of	how	

Deaf	communities	have	clustered	around	institutions	and—although	designed	by	hearing	

people	and	usually	located	at	the	edge	of	urban	cores—maintained	these	places	as	their	own	

community	districts	and	infamous	landmarks.25		

																																																								
23	Benjamin	Bahan,	“Senses	and	Culture:	Exploring	Sensory	Orientations”	in	Deaf	Gain:	Raising	the	Stakes	for	
Human	Diversity,	ed.	H-Dirksen	Bauman	and	Joseph	Murray	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota,	2014).	
24	Kevin	Lynch,	Image	of	the	City	(Cambridge:	MIT	Press,	1960).	
25	Jeffrey	Mansfield,	“The	Architecture	of	Deafness:	On	the	subversive	and	dignified	architecture	of	the	Deaf	
school,”	Cooper	Hewitt,	last	updated	April	13,	2018,	https://www.cooperhewitt.org/2018/04/13/design-and-
agency-architecture-of-deafness/.	
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	 As	communities	convene	and	seek	to	reclaim	their	political	and	cultural	agency,	they	

often	build	a	manifestation	of	this	process,	creating	a	different	spatial	reality	for	themselves.	

Architect	and	author	Lisa	Findley	wrote	four	case	studies	illustrating	these	points.	She	found	

that	the	redistribution	of	power	has	to	be	intentionally	built,	led	by	the	communities	

themselves,	and	not	just	be	“given”	the	right	to	reclaim.26			

	 Claiming	space	in	the	city,	however,	looks	different	for	marginalized	communities	united	

through	a	horizontal	identity—such	as	people	who	are	disabled	and	Queer—who	are	raised	by	

parents	who	do	not	share	their	identity.27	Psychologist	Andrew	Solomon	explains	that	this	is	

different	from	communities	that	share	vertical	identities,	that	is,	identities	passed	on	to	them	

from	their	parents.	Race	and	nationality	are	such	examples.	While	ownership	of	a	property	or	

space	can	often	be	preserved	and	expanded	over	a	lineage,	it	is	more	challenging	to	share	and	

nurture	spaces	across	a	horizontal	identity.	Most	disabled	people	inherit	ableist	spaces	from	

their	families	and	might	pass	them	down	to	their	children	who	do	not	have	the	same	disability.	

Queers,	however,	are	often	ostracized	from	their	families	and	the	legal	system.	They	find	

identity	and	support	through	peers	(often	online),28	and	many	do	not	connect	to	the	next	

generation	to	pass	on	the	spaces	and	the	progress	that	they	have	created	for	themselves.	Due	

to	the	horizontal	dispersion,	how	these	specific	community	spaces	are	inherited	can	be	

unpredictable,	highly	transient,	and	vulnerable—but	one	benefit	is	that	these	communities	are	

not	necessarily	weighed	down	with	the	oppressive	history	of	some	inherited	spaces.	

																																																								
26	Lisa	Findley,	Building	Change:	Architecture,	Politics	and	Cultural	Agency	(Routledge,	2005).	
27	Emma	Brockes,	“Far	from	the	Tree	by	Andrew	Solomon	–	review,”	Guardian,	January	23,	2013,	Book	of	the	
Week,	https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/jan/23/review-far-from-the-tree.		
28	Ibid.	
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	 Planning	with	cultural	communities	that	have	higher	unpredictability	in	terms	of	where	

they	decide	to	build	a	community	can	be	challenging.	Planning	for	queer	spaces,	like	Petra	

Doan,	the	author	of	Planning	and	LGBT	Communities:	The	Need	for	Inclusive	Queer	Spaces,	said,	

“the	presence	of	gays	and	lesbians	in	urban	areas	is	widely	acknowledged,	mostly	tolerated,	but	

still	rarely	considered	in	public	planning	processes.”29	Identities	of	communities	that	are	more	

tied	in	with	experiences	and	people	rather	than	inherited	spaces—such	as	the	queer	

community	usually	concentrating	in	specific	portions	of	a	city—are	not	often	considered	in	

planning	processes.	In	short,	“widely	acknowledging”	a	community	is	not	adequate.	Being	

inclusive	means	inviting,	considering	the	experiences	of,	and	planning	with	everyone	within	the	

community,	even	those	whose	experiences	may	set	them	apart	or	exclude	them	from	being	

“grounded	in	place.”	Just	because	some	minorities	(e.g.	queer/disabled)	might	intentionally	

move	to	another	location	to	better	connect	with	people	who	share	more	similar	experiences	

does	not	justify	excluding	these	communities	from	the	planning	process.	

	 Alison	Kafer,	known	for	her	book,	Feminist,	Queer,	Crip,	says	regarding	crip	(short	for	

crippled,	another	word	for	disability)	theory,	“inclusiveness	is	often	more	hope	than	reality.”30	

She	explains	how	different	intersectional	identities	often	leave	others	behind:	feminist	theories	

leave	out	disability	when	imagining	utopia;	even	crip	theory	usually	focuses	on	physical	

disabilities,	often	neglecting	or	marginalizing	people	with	different	sensory	or	mental	abilities.31	

Ultimately,	Kafer	points	out	that	our	society	continuously	makes	statements	about	who	should	

and	should	not	inhabit	the	world—and	that	is	shown	by	how	the	ideal	future	is	envisioned	and	

																																																								
29	Petra	Doan,	Planning	and	LGBTQ	Communities:	The	Need	for	Inclusive	Queer	Spaces	(New	York:	Routledge,	
2015).	
30	Alison	Kafer,	Feminist,	Queer,	Crip	(Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press,	2013),	15.	
31	Kafer,	Feminist,	Queer,	Crip,	16	
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assumed	with	an	absence	of	disability	(or	recognition	of	the	marginalized).32	Using	this	

framework	to	understand	inclusivity	and	imagine	a	better	future,	it	is	clear	that	merely	relying	

on	inclusive	policies	is	inadequate	because	“spaces	get	imagined	differently	in	different	futures;	

creating	accessible	futures	requires	attention	to	space,	both	metaphorical	and	material.”33	This	

attention	must	engage	diverse	representation	to	create	a	functioning	framework	that	provides	

accessible	service	for	all.	

	 Establishing	the	Deaf	community	as	a	guiding	framework,	Hansel	Bauman	writes	in	

“DeafSpace:	An	Architecture	toward	a	More	Livable	and	Sustainable	World”	that	DeafSpace	

transcends	accessibility	and	enables	a	thriving	environment	not	only	for	the	Deaf	community	

but	also	for	the	broader	society,	a	concept	referred	to	as	Deaf	Gain.34	DeafSpace	is	a	means	for	

cultural	expression,	too.	Bauman	also	developed	the	DeafSpace	Design	Guidelines,	which	

includes	150	Deaf	architectural	patterns	that	specifically	consider	the	deaf	experience—either	

experience	of	solitude	and	privacy	in	space	(i.e.	one’s	own	room),	connecting	with	other	people	

(social	space),	or	expressing	culture	(intentionally	designed	spaces	to	showcase	experience,	art,	

etc).	DeafSpace	intentionally	imagines	how	Deaf	people	will	thrive	in	the	future,	but	more	so,	it	

really	considers	the	various	sensory	experiences	that	can	be	celebrated	harmoniously	with	

places	that	are	also	sustainable	and	more	“livable”	for	everyone,	as	Bauman	explains	it.		

	 More	fundamentally,	going	back	to	the	reality	of	how	different	people	experience	

spaces,	there	must	be	an	authentic	recognition	and	holistic	understanding	of	the	body’s	

experiences	in	space	before	designing	and	constructing	places.	Juhani	Pallasmaa’s	The	Eyes	of	

																																																								
32	Kafer,	Feminist,	Queer,	Crip,	3	
33	Kafer,	Feminist,	Queer,	Crip,	20	
34	H-Dirksen	Bauman	and	Joseph	Murray,	Deaf	Gain:	Raising	the	Stakes	for	Human	Diversity	(Minneapolis:	
University	of	Minnesota,	2014).	
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the	Skin:	Architecture	and	the	Senses	advocates	for	multi-sensory	architecture	that	facilitates	a	

sense	of	belonging	and	integration.35	Pallasmaa’s	argument	is	in	line	with	the	human-centered	

design	movement	where	designers	seek	to	understand	consumers’	experiences	and	inclusively	

design	for	that	group.	More	broadly,	Universal	Design	standards	seek	for	design	to	be	inclusive	

of	as	many	people	as	possible—or	as	some	critics	say,	“find	a	one	size	that	fits	all.”	

Nevertheless,	the	takeaway	from	all	of	the	inclusive	approaches,	including	DeafSpace,	is	that	

they	all	support	the	idea	that	only	when	all	people	are	comfortable	in	their	own	skin	can	a	

healthy	society	thrive.36	The	human	experience	is	the	basic	building	block	of	places,	cultures,	

and	society.	

	 There	has	been	a	growing	movement	to	pay	attention	to	human	experiences,	manifest	

through	inviting	personal	participation	in	urban	planning	processes,	and	building	equity	as	a	city	

grows	and	evolves.	Within	the	last	decade,	many	major	cities	in	the	United	States	have	adopted	

inclusive	planning	practices	and	cultural	plans	that	strategically	address	the	issue	of	building	

capacity	and	equity,	recognizing	and	celebrating	diverse	cultures—especially	the	most	

marginalized—and	creating	new	opportunities	for	the	city.	For	example,	the	New	York	City	

Department	of	Cultural	Affairs	published	“Create	NYC:	A	Cultural	Plan	for	All	New	Yorkers”	in	

2017.	This	plan	was	one	of	the	first	to	formally	recognize	disability	as	an	identity	group	for	arts	

and	culture,	and	that	improved	access	to	arts	and	culture	means	“removal	of	disability	and	

																																																								
35	Juhani	Pallasmaa,	The	Eyes	of	the	Skin:	Architecture	and	the	Senses	(Wiley	Publications,	1996).	
36	Hansel	Bauman,	“DeafSpace:	An	Architecture	toward	a	More	Livable	and	Sustainable	World,”	in	Deaf	Gain:	
Raising	the	Stakes	for	Human	Diversity,	ed.	H-Dirksen	Bauman	and	Joseph	Murray	(Minneapolis:	University	of	
Minnesota,	2014).	
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language	barriers.”37	In	other	words,	the	plan	acknowledged	that	the	built	environment	can	be	

disabling	and	has	barriers	for	communication	and	language.	Further,	it	recognized	“disability	as	

a	tool	and	a	source	of	creativity.”38	Plans	like	this	are	leveraging	the	city’s	growth	to	create	

more	opportunities	for	change	and	to	give	back	even	more	to	marginalized	communities.	

	 The	inclusion	of	specifically	the	Deaf	community’s	experience	in	urban	planning	

practices	has	not	happened,	yet.	This	discussion	is	not	happening	in	academic	or	professional	

settings,	either.	Hence,	there	are	no	available	literature	that	addresses	the	inclusion	of	the	Deaf	

and	signing	communities	in	urban	planning.	How	can	there	be	a	conversation	about	the	

inclusion	of	the	Deaf	community	without	basic	understanding	of	Deaf	culture	and	their	

experiences?	To	nurture	this	understanding,	the	next	chapter	discusses	what	urban	planners	

need	to	know	about	the	Deaf	community.		

Professional	Best	Practice	Review	

The	American	Institute	of	Certified	Planners	(AICP)	Code	of	Ethics	and	Professional	

Conduct	has	a	framework	for	inclusion:	“We	shall	seek	social	justice	by	working	to	expand	

choice	and	opportunity	for	all	persons,	recognizing	a	special	responsibility	to	plan	for	the	needs	

of	the	disadvantaged	and	to	promote	racial	and	economic	integration.	We	shall	urge	the	

alteration	of	policies,	institutions,	and	decisions	that	oppose	such	needs.”39	Translating	this	

																																																								
37	New	York	City	Department	of	Cultural	Affairs,	Create	NYC:	A	Cultural	Plan	for	All	New	Yorkers,	(New	York:	City	of	
New	York,	July,	2017),	44,	https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us		
38	NYC	Department	of	Cultural	Affairs,	76.	
39	“AICP	Code	of	Ethics	and	Professional	Conduct,”	American	Planning	Association,	
https://www.planning.org/ethics/ethicscode/,	1.F.	
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framework	into	best	practices,	however,	remains	limited.	Accountability	for	inclusion	and	

building	equity	is	really	left	up	to	individual	governments	to	decide	how	to	enforce	this	value.	

Cities	are	recognizing	the	value	in	inclusive	participatory	planning	leads	to	community	

members	being	more	satisfied,	cost-saving	benefits	and	improved	community	cohesion.	

Building	marginalized	communities’	capacity	to	benefit	from	and	contribute	to	the	city’s	growth	

creates	a	more	vibrant,	sustainable	and	resilient	city.	To	be	able	to	expand	“choice	and	

opportunity	for	all	persons,”	cities	recognize	that	all	cultures	and	identities	also	need	to	be	

affirmed	and	cherished.	Having	cultural	plans	helps	guide	cities	to	allot	resources	and	places	for	

these	cultures	and	identities	to	flourish.		

This	paper	adopts	the	value	of	inclusion	and	the	practice	of	leveraging	urban	planning	

processes—specifically	cultural	planning—to	genuinely	build	capacity	for	the	Deaf	community.	

Yet	I	recognize	that	this	falls	short	of	holistic	representation	of	the	Deaf	community.	The	

academic	restraints	of	completing	the	capstone	in	one	semester	and	the	span	of	keeping	the	

focus	specific	means	that	not	all	groups	within	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	are	

represented	in	this	paper.	There	was	no	inclusive,	participatory	planning	process	completed	

specifically	for	this	research,	as	there	was	no	Institutional	Review	Board	(IRB)	review	or	

approval	conducted	for	this	thesis.	In	other	words,	this	paper	is	only	intended	to	initiate	the	

discourse	about	inclusion	of	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	in	urban	planning	and	strongly	

encourages	more	discourse,	participation,	and	research	in	this	area.	 	
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Chapter	2:	What	Planners	Need	to	Know	about	Deaf	Culture	

	 The	process	of	including	Deaf	culture	in	professional	practices	of	developing	urban	

planning	approaches	and	documents	has	not	been	developed	yet.	Some	recent,	dedicated	

plans	since	2014	have	started	to	focus	on	preserving	and	cultivating	cultural	assets	in	a	city,	but	

only	a	handful	recognize	disability	groups	as	cultural	groups,	and	almost	none	mention	Deaf	

culture.		

Because	Deaf	culture	essentially	does	not	exist	as	an	entity—as	a	valued	asset—in	the	

urban	planning	practice,	this	chapter	illustrates	the	dynamic	nature	of	Deaf	culture.	It	moves	on	

to	briefly	discuss	examples	of	how	the	Deaf	community	created	their	home	within	an	

oppressive	and	disabling	system	of	the	American	society.	Finally,	it	discusses	how	the	Deaf	

community	has	resisted	oppression	and	begun	creating	momentum	around	how	Deaf	

community	contributes	to	the	greater	good	of	our	modern	society.	This	review’s	limited	focus	

on	the	correlation	between	the	Deaf	community	and	urban	planning	provides	a	foundation	for	

exploring	best	professional	practices	for	inclusion	and	equitable	development.	

The	External	Conditions	of	Deaf	Culture	

	 Deaf	culture	stems	from	Deaf	identity,	and	every	individual	has	a	different	journey	with	

how	they	identify	themselves.	Perhaps	one	of	the	most	important	things	to	understand	about	

Deaf	culture	is	that	“culturally	Deaf	people	tend	to	view	being	Deaf	as	a	positive	attribute	or	as	

a	gain,	not	as	something	negative	or	pathological	that	needs	to	be	fixed.”40	Deaf	Culture:	

Exploring	Deaf	Communities	in	the	United	States	defines	Deaf	culture	as	“a	search	for	the	Deaf	

																																																								
40	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture,	7.	
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self,	the	ways	of	being	Deaf,	through	analyzing	what	it	means	to	be	a	complete	Deaf	person,	

not	a	person	who	is	incomplete	because	of	the	lack	of	hearing.	This	represents	the	value	of	

living	full,	rewarding	Deaf	lives	instead	of	struggling	to	compensate	for	being	‘incomplete.’”41		

The	relationship	between	a	Deaf	person	and	their	community	also	depends	on	their	

experiences	with	developing	their	own	identity.	Developing	a	Deaf	identity	is	as	dynamic	as	

how	people	become	Deaf,	discover	and	connect	with	the	Deaf	community,	and	cope	with	their	

traumas	invoked	by	a	society	that	marginalizes	Deaf	individuals	and	their	experiences.	The	Deaf	

experience	is	often	influenced	by	the	“medical	model”	of	Deafness.	The	medical	field	classifies	

hearing	people	as	able-bodied	and	deaf	people	as	disabled.42	This	hegemony	has	lifelong	

impacts	on	the	Deaf	community	not	only	through	social	attitudes	towards	deaf	people,	but	also	

influencing	how	deaf	people	perceive	themselves.	Furthermore,	the	Deaf	experience	is	also	

interwoven	with	multiple	other	cultural	factors,	norms,	and	experiences—like	class	and	race.	

Ultimately,	the	Deaf	community	is	small	and	spread	out	in	every	single	country	in	the	world.		

	 According	to	World	Health	Organization,	around	466	million	people	around	the	world	

have	a	disabling	hearing	loss,43	although	the	numbers	may	actually	be	underreported.	This	is	

only	a	small	fraction	of	the	7.44	billion	people	that	live	on	earth.44	In	the	United	States,	

approximately	one	million	people	are	functionally	deaf	and	eight	million	are	hard	of	hearing,45	

but	it	is	worth	mentioning	that	most	of	them	become	deaf	as	they	age,	and	often	try	to	

																																																								
41	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture,	7.	
42	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture,	163	
43	World	Health	Organization,	“Fact	Sheet:	Deafness	and	Hearing	Loss,”	http://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-
sheets/detail/deafness-and-hearing-loss.	
44	World	Population	Review,	“World	Population	2018,”	http://worldpopulationreview.com/continents/world-
population/.		
45	Ross	Mitchell,	“Demographics,”	Gallaudet	University	Research	Support	&	International	Affairs,	February,	2005,	
https://research.gallaudet.edu/Demographics/deaf-US.php.		
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remediate	by	wearing	hearing	aids	to	offset	the	hearing	that	they	lost,	suggesting	their	

association	with	their	pre-established	identities.	Regardless,	to	put	this	in	perspective,	less	than	

4%	of	the	US	population	is	deaf.	

Deaf	culture	is	often	not	inherited,	and	is,	instead,	acquired,	due	to	the	fact	that	96%	of	

deaf	children	are	born	to	hearing	parents.46	This	is	similar	to	the	LGBTQ	community	where	the	

vast	majority	of	its	members	are	born	into	a	household	of	heterosexual	parents.	Culture	has	to	

be	learned	and	experienced	through	other	people	outside	their	families	and	often	their	cities	as	

well.	

	 Perhaps	one	of	the	largest	barriers	in	acquiring	culture	is	the	fact	that	being	Deaf	in	a	

phonocentric	society	means	that	there	is	a	barrier	in	communication,	thus	impacting	

opportunities	for	a	qualitative	human	connection	with	a	Deaf	person.	Limited	communication	

access	means	limited	cognitive	development,	language	development,	identity	development,	

and	social	development.	A	phonocentric	environment	is	hostile	towards	Deaf	culture’s	

endeavors	to	thrive.	On	the	other	hand,	American	Sign	Language	(ASL)	is	a	visual	and	tactile	

language	that	enables	barrier-free	communication	and	relationships,	nurturing	an	environment	

where	Deaf	culture	thrives.	

	 One	global	misconception	about	Deaf	community	and	sign	language	is	that	sign	

languages	are	not	languages,	or	that	they	are	languages	that	will	impede	a	deaf	or	hard	of	

hearing	person’s	ability	to	learn	how	to	speak	or	write	“properly.”	This	is	not	true.	Each	sign	

language	is	a	natural	language	with	its	own	set	of	rules	and	syntax.	In	history	and	even	to	this	

day,	the	misconception	of	sign	languages	and	the	practice	of	audism	oppresses	the	use	of	sign	

																																																								
46	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture,	9.	
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languages.	Many	in	the	Deaf	community	have	experienced	physically	violent	practices	

suppressing	the	use	of	sign	languages.47		

Audism	is	often	characterized	as	“negative	feelings”	towards	Deaf	people	or	lack	of	

willingness	to	accommodate	Deaf	people,	but	it	should	also	be	considered	in	the	context	of	

systematic	bias/preference	and	the	exclusion	of	Deaf	people,	whether	intentional	or	

unintentional.	Moreover,	audism	is	the	thinking	that	Deaf	people’s	intelligence	and	success	is	

measured	through	how	well	they	can	speak,	communicate,	and	behave	like	the	“hearing	

culture.”48	Unfortunately,	audism	is	systematically	widespread—for	instance,	many	“employers	

may	hesitate	to	hire	deaf	people,	including	culturally	Deaf	people,	because	of	concerns	about	

language	and	communication	access.”49	The	National	Deaf	Center	on	Postsecondary	Outcomes	

reported	that	over	40%	of	deaf	people	are	not	in	the	labor	force;	in	comparison,	23%	of	hearing	

people	are	not	in	the	labor	force.50	In	2019,	National	Public	Radio	published	a	story	exposing	

the	unemployment	issue	for	Deaf	people.	In	it,	they	interviewed	a	Deaf	woman	with	two	

master’s	degrees,	who	said,	“If	you	can’t	hear	or	speak	right,	you're	not	going	to	get	a	job.	I	

don’t	think	it	matters	what	the	company	is,	or	what	your	background	and	work	experience	is.”	

She	had	applied	to	over	a	thousand	jobs,	including	jobs	at	grocery	stores,	and	had	not	gotten	a	

job.51	While	this	is	only	one	example,	the	challenge	in	finding	employment	that	does	not	

																																																								
47	Dusty	Christensen,	“‘In	a	glass	box’:	Clarke	School	for	the	Deaf	alumni	detail	decades	of	abuse”	Daily	Hampshire	
Gazette,	January	11,	2019,	https://www.gazettenet.com/Clarke-School-alumni-detail-abuse-they-suffered-
19985099.		
48	Bauman,	Encyclopaedia	Britannica,	“Audism.”	 
49	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture,	183.	
50	C.	Garberoglio,	S.	Cawthon,	and	M.	Bond,	“Deaf	People	and	Employment	in	the	United	States:	2016,”	National	
Deaf	Center	on	Postsecondary	Outcomes.	2016.	
https://www.nationaldeafcenter.org/sites/default/files/Deaf%20Employment%20Report_final.pdf		
51	Amanda	Morris,	“Deaf	and	Unemployed:	1,000+	applications	but	still	no	full-time	job,”	NPR,	January	12,	2019,	
https://www.npr.org/2019/01/12/662925592/deaf-and-unemployed-1-000-applications-but-still-no-full-time-job.		
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question	a	Deaf	person’s	ability	to	communicate	resonates	with	the	majority	of	the	Deaf	

community.	Audism	embedded	in	the	system	is	a	barrier	that	the	Deaf	community—without	

question—struggles	with,	limiting	their	ability	to	generate	agency	and	wealth.	Exploring	and	

debating	the	economic	value	of	the	Deaf	community	in	context	of	urban	planning	and	

development	could	expand	and	nurture	culture	and	remove	those	barriers.				

Additionally,	power	and	privilege	structures	that	are	evident	throughout	the	United	

States	are	also	evident	within	the	social	stratification	of	the	Deaf	community.	For	example,	Deaf	

people	of	color,	Deaf	women,	DeafBlind	people,	and	other	marginalized	Deaf	individuals	are	

still	underprivileged	in	terms	of	having	access	to	quality	education	and	services.	Deaf	individuals	

from	“successful”	middle-class,	white	Deaf	families	have	developed	a	body	of	knowledge,	

resources,	and	resiliency	against	audism.	In	the	face	of	limited	employment	of	Deaf	individuals,	

they	are	often	successful	in	getting	experience	and	jobs	over	other	Deaf	individuals	and	become	

the	face	of	the	“Deaf	experience”	to	the	broader	public.	Within	this	system	that	perpetuates	

social	stratification,	the	additional	marginalized	identities	of	Deaf	individuals	and	their	extra	

degrees	of	“differences”	removes	them	from	being	the	“right	fit”	with	the	opportunities	that	

the	system	creates.52		

Despite	the	systematic	oppressions,	some	Deaf	communities	have	survived	and	

developed	because	they	had	a	“home”	where	they	could	go	and	be	themselves	with	others.	

More	recently,	the	discourse	on	developing	a	Deaf	ecosystem	has	pushed	the	Deaf	community	

																																																								
52	I	believe	that	this	point	is	not	often	emphasized	in	discourse	about	inclusion	of	Deaf	communities.	I	am	writing	
this	as	a	direct	observation	as	there	is	no	textbook	that	explores	audism	and	social	stratification	in	the	Deaf	
community.	
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to	not	only	think	about	how	the	community	can	survive,	but	also	how	to	create	an	ecosystem	in	

which	the	Deaf	community	can	thrive.53		

Search	for	Home:	Building	a	Community	

	 Communities	often	seek	a	place	that	they	can	have	a	relationship	with,	to	dwell	within,	

as	opposed	to	just	a	place	to	use.	The	“search	for	a	place	to	call	their	own”	has	been	a	mantra	

in	the	Deaf	community	because	most	occupied	spaces	are	built	and	largely	controlled	by	

others.54	Deaf	people	have	created	Deaf	places	such	as	Deaf	residential	schools,	Deaf	clubs,	and	

Deaf	homes	in	spite	of	scarce	ownership.	No	matter	how	ephemeral,	“[t]hese	places	would	

serve	as	liberators	of	their	language	and	cultural	functions.”55		

	 Other	than	Deaf	schools	and	clubs,	there	have	been	few	other	examples	where	Deaf	

ownership	was	strong	enough	to	create	unique	communities.	Martha’s	Vineyard,	an	island	in	

Massachusetts,	had	a	high	incidence	of	hereditary	deafness	starting	in	the	18th	century	through	

the	early	part	of	the	20th	century.56	Even	though	Deaf	people	were	still	outnumbered	by	hearing	

people	(1	in	4	to	1	in	25	were	deaf),	everyone	on	the	island	could	sign.57	Ironically,	the	decline	

of	the	signing	community	on	Martha’s	Vineyard	was	due	to	the	growing	opportunities	of	Deaf	

education	and	employment	on	the	mainland.	Deaf	people	often	remained	on	the	mainland	

after	graduation	with	other	Deaf	communities	and	never	returned	to	the	island.	
																																																								
53	Amanda	Morris,	“Deaf	and	Unemployed	Taking	Matters	Into	Their	Own	Hands,”	NPR,	January	13,	2019,	
https://www.npr.org/2019/01/13/673250200/deaf-and-unemployed-taking-matters-into-their-own-hands.		
54	Carol	Padden,	“The	Decline	of	Deaf	Clubs	in	the	U.S.:	A	Treatise	on	the	Problem	of	Place”	(unpublished	
manuscript),	quoted	in	Matthew	Malzkuhn,	“Cultural	Customization	of	Home”	(master’s	thesis,	Gallaudet	
University,	2009),	7.			
55	Malzkuhn,	“Cultural	Customization	of	Home,”	14.		
56	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture,	182	
57	Nora	Ellen	Groce,	Everyone	Here	Spoke	Sign	Language.	Hereditary	Deafness	on	Martha’s	Vineyard.	Harvard	
University	Press.	1985.	https://www.verywellhealth.com/deaf-history-marthas-vineyard-1046546	
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	 The	Deaf	community	realized	that	a	form	of	“utopia”	for	the	community	is	dedicated	

ownership	of	space,	connected	through	a	signing	community,	and	Martha’s	Vineyard	is	the	best	

example	of	this	utopia	to	date.	In	the	early	2000s	a	group	of	Deaf	people	wanted	to	establish	a	

signing-centric	town	that	captures	the	essence	of	what	Martha’s	Vineyard	once	was.	This	town	

was	called	Laurent	and	was	located	in	Salem,	South	Dakota.	Leaders	envisioned	that	all	of	the	

public	functions,	from	town	council	meetings	to	restaurants,	would	use	ASL.	Essentially,	they	

wanted	a	town	that	was	inclusive	of	signing	communication	and	Deaf	experiences.58	The	town	

had	over	100	families	commit	to	moving	there,	and	it	was	designed	to	accommodate	around	

2,500	residents.59	The	planning	of	the	town	attracted	attention	from	the	media,	including	the	

New	York	Times,	and	raised	awareness	about	not	just	accessibility,	but	also	the	value	of	a	sense	

of	ownership	and	normalizing	sign	language.		

	 The	reality	of	establishing	a	town	like	Laurent	is	probably	more	challenging	than	what	

the	community	was	prepared	for,	and	for	reasons	that	are	not	well	documented,	the	town	

never	materialized.	Considering	the	context	of	geography	and	economics—Laurent	being	

established	on	greenfield	in	South	Dakota	and	the	Great	Recession	of	the	2000s—the	impact	on	

this	Deaf	community	was	delicately	interwoven	with	the	dynamics	of	the	larger	society.	

Another	approach	to	creating	Deaf-friendly	communities	is	an	organization	called	Deafville,	

which	works	with	developers	to	ensure	that	their	subdivision	development	is	Deaf-friendly.60	

Starting	in	El	Paso,	Texas,	Deafville’s	strategy	is	to	identify	different	developments	that	struggle	

																																																								
58	Marvin	Miller,	“Building	an	ASL	Community,”	TEDxIslay,	May	15,	2010,	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WAmnGqjSB4M.	
59	Monica	Davey,	“As	Town	for	Deaf	Takes	Shape	Debate	on	Isolation	Re-emerges,”	New	York	Times,	March	21,	
2005,	https://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/21/us/as-town-for-deaf-takes-shape-debate-on-isolation-
reemerges.html.	
60	“Deaf	Communities,”	Facebook,	https://www.facebook.com/DeafTown/.	
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to	sell	homes	and	work	with	them	to	make	small	modifications	to	appeal	to	the	Deaf	

community.	In	other	words,	there	is	no	systematic	planning	and	instead,	they	leverage	existing	

and	struggling	development	into	a	niche	market	that	may	succeed	by	attracting	Deaf	people	to	

buy	their	homes.61	To	date,	Deafville	is	working	with	eight	different	developments	across	the	

United	States.	

	 Other	trends	are	enabling	the	Deaf	community	to	stay	in	touch	without	being	physically	

proximate.	The	videophone	(e.g.	Skype	or	Facetime	on	iPhone)	and	various	social	media	

platforms	are	enabling	the	Deaf	community	to	stay	in	touch	in	ASL	from	the	comfort	of	their	

own	homes.	The	quest	for	ownership	of	space	has	expanded	to	become	more	virtual.	Yet	the	

quest	to	build	agency	for	the	Deaf	community	remains	strong.	There	is	still	desire	to	change	

perceptions	about	the	Deaf	community	and	strong	advocacy	in	the	political	landscape	for	

improving	the	access	and	quality	of	life	for	Deaf	individuals.	

	 The	Deaf	community	continues	to	find	places	to	convene,	often	at	“Deaf-friendly”	

businesses	or	educational	institutions	like	Gallaudet	University.	A	familiar	experience	of	the	

Deaf	community	includes	staying	at	a	restaurant	bar	even	after	the	last	call,	the	lights	turned	

brighter	and	bartenders	moving	chairs	to	clean	the	floors.	The	Deaf	patrons	move	out	of	way	

but	still	linger	under	the	lights	by	the	entrance,	savoring	the	final	few	moments	of	connection	

with	other	Deaf	people.	Even	after	the	venue	closes,	Deaf	people	might	continue	their	

prolonged	goodbyes	under	the	streetlight	while	also	making	plans	for	when	they	can	travel	and	

meet	once	more.	“Home”	is	mobile	and	often	connects	Deaf	people	from	all	over	the	country.	

																																																								
61	Alex	Abenchuchan,	“Deafville	to	Build	Seven	New	Communities	in	the	U.S.,”	Daily	Moth,	March	23,	2017,	
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=655396384662265.	
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These	temporary	places	enable	moments	of	“home”	that	validates	and	incubates	the	Deaf	

community	experiences.	 	

Building	Agency:	Leveraging	Systematic	Frameworks	to	Benefit	People	with	

Disabilities	

	 Although	none	specifically	mention	the	Deaf	community,	there	are	existing	frameworks	

that	could	be	used	to	build	agency	for	the	Deaf	community	in	the	urban	landscape.	On	an	

international	level,	the	United	Nations	already	has	a	framework	in	place.	The	United	Nations	

High-level	Political	Forum	on	Sustainable	Development	and	the	United	Nations	Convention	on	

the	Rights	of	Persons	with	Disabilities	(CRPD)	are	two	intersecting	frameworks	that	are	directly	

relevant	to	the	Deaf	community.	

	 Starting	with	the	basics,	Article	9	of	the	CRPD	states:	“Accessibility	means	ensuring	

access	to	the	physical	environment,	transportation,	information	and	communications,	financial	

services,	as	well	as,	exercising	the	right	to	adequate	housing	and	to	other	facilities	open	to	or	

provided	to	the	public,	both	in	urban	and	in	rural	areas.”62	Should	countries	strive	to	construct	

a	healthy	society,	the	fundamental	needs	of	ALL	persons	must	be	met.	Building	upon	this	

principle,	the	High-Level	Political	Forum	sets	forth	that:	“Inclusive	societies	must	be	built	on	the	

principles	secured	in	CRPD	Article	3	by	respect	for	inherent	dignity,	individual	autonomy	

including	the	freedom	to	make	one’s	own	choices,	and	independence	of	persons;	non-

discrimination;	full	and	effective	participation	and	inclusion	in	society;	respect	for	differences	

																																																								
62	United	Nations	Division	for	Social	Policy	and	Disability	Development,	“Convention	on	the	Rights	of	Persons	with	
Disabilities	(CRPD),”	https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-
with-disabilities.html.		
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and	acceptance	of	persons	with	disabilities	as	part	of	human	diversity	and	humanity;	equality	of	

opportunity;	accessibility;	equality	between	men	and	women;	respect	for	the	evolving	

capacities	of	children	with	disabilities	and	respect	for	the	right	of	children	with	disabilities	to	

preserve	their	identities63	(emphasis	added).	In	other	words,	society	can	be	a	barrier,	and	

values	like	respect	and	equitable	participation	that	celebrate	identities	will	ultimately	build	a	

more	inclusive	society.	The	CRPD	also	states	that	sign	languages	must	be	recognized	and	

promoted,	establishing	that	respect	and	the	inclusion	of	sign	languages	are	ways	to	build	

effective	participation	in	society.	Particularly,	audist	systems	must	be	changed	in	addition	to	

changing	how	people	with	disabilities	are	treated.	

	 Along	with	changing	perception	and	treatment	of	people	with	disabilities,	the	CRPD	

insists	that	actual	changes	of	the	physical	space	should	be	made:	“The	strict	application	of	

universal	design	to	all	new	goods,	products,	facilities,	technologies	and	services	should	

contribute	to	the	creation	of	an	unrestricted	chain	of	movement	for	an	individual	from	one	

space	to	another,	including	movement	inside	particular	spaces,	with	no	barriers.”64	As	universal	

design	continues	to	be	debated,	it	is	vital	that	people	with	different	abilities	be	engaged	in	the	

process	of	a	successful	universal	design.	It	is	not	always	one-size	fits	all,65	where	designers	and	

planners	can	copy	and	paste	a	“successful”	design.	It	is	critical	to	include	people	with	disabilities	

in	the	planning	and	design	process	because	if	people	with	disabilities	can	access	something,	so	

																																																								
63	International	Disability	Alliance,	“HLPF	2018:	Submission	Paper	by	the	Stakeholder	Group	of	Persons	with	
Disabilities,”	2018,	https://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/hlpf2018-submission-paper-final	
64		United	Nations	“Convention	on	the	Rights	of	Persons	with	Disabilities	(CRPD),”	page	5,	para	15.	
65	National	Disability	Authority,	“10	things	to	know	about	UD,”	http://universaldesign.ie/What-is-Universal-
Design/The-10-things-to-know-about-UD/.		
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can	anyone	else.	There	would	not	be	a	need	for	disruptive	“add-ons”	or	interference	to	make	

something	accessible.	

	 Finally,	the	High-Level	Political	Forum	states,	“Inclusive	societies	require	a	

transformative	shift	that	cannot	be	limited	to	just	the	built	environment,	but	also	must	be	

based	on	the	right	to	live	and	be	included	in	the	community.”66	This	transformation	also	

requires	a	transformative	shift	in	how	we	perceive	cities—from	the	perception	of	the	city	as	a	

machine	that	supplies	goods	and	services,	to	manifestations	of	a	community	that	thrives	with	

stronger	communication	flow,	inclusion,	innovation,	and	better	quality	of	life.	

	 The	United	Nations’	framework	is	actively	being	applied	through	the	Deaf	community’s	

advocacy	work	focusing	on	education	and	accessibility.	The	World	Federation	of	the	Deaf	is	an	

outstanding	model	along	with	their	diligent	activism	for	the	recognition	of	sign	languages.67	

However,	there	has	not	been	much	application	to	the	urban	planning	and	programming	

infrastructure	as	a	tool	to	build	agency	for	the	Deaf	community—and	this	needs	to	be	

leveraged	as	well	to	build	an	inclusive	society.		

	 I	would	also	argue	that	the	United	Nations’	framework,	while	more	broadly	defined	with	

loose	enforcement	approaches,	is	a	more	sustainable	and	functional	framework	than	the	

Americans	with	Disabilities	Act	(ADA).	The	Americans	with	Disabilities	Act	only	provides	

structure	for	accessibility;	it	does	very	little	to	address	social	transformations	and	dismantling	

norms	that	are	perpetually	disabling	for	people	with	different	abilities.	While	it	gives	people	

with	disabilities	a	powerful	tool	to	gain	access	to	public	spaces	and	most	businesses,	the	ADA,	

																																																								
66	International	Disability	Alliance,	“HLPF	2018:	Submission	Paper	by	the	Stakeholder	Group	of	Persons	with	
Disabilities.”		
67	“Who	We	are:	Our	mission,	our	values,	our	people,”	World	Federation	of	the	Deaf,	http://wfdeaf.org/who-we-
are/.	
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in	a	way,	adds	a	“price	tag”	to	accessibility	by	providing	language	that	if	“undue	hardship”	

forced	upon	the	business,	accessibility	accommodations	do	not	have	to	be	provided.68	The	

power	to	grant	access	and	make	equitable	changes	is	not	vested	in	people	with	disabilities.	

Thus,	the	ADA	framework	needs	to	continue	evolving	to	ensure	that	social	changes	leap	beyond	

the	reactive	measures	of	providing	access	to	intentional	shaping	of	the	environment	that	

changes	social	norms	to	be	more	equitable.	

	 Shifting	from	policies,	leveraging	the	data	collection	system	to	collect	information	on	

the	Deaf	community	is	also	important	to	make	quantitative	arguments.	Currently,	data	on	deaf	

and	signing	populations	are	sparse.	For	example,	the	last	time	data	was	collected	on	deaf	users	

of	ASL	was	1974.	More	current	studies,	which	estimate	that	there	are	over	500,000	deaf	ASL	

users	in	the	US,	are	just	estimates	based	on	this	one	study.	Because	the	data	never	included	

hearing	ASL	interpreters,	teachers,	family	members	and	friends	who	use	ASL	to	communicate	

with	deaf	people,69	we	have	no	reliable	estimates	on	the	actual	number	of	ASL	users.	There	

have	been	studies	and	claims	that	ASL	is	either	the	third	or	the	fourth	most	commonly	used	

language	in	the	United	States,	but	the	true	prevalence	of	ASL	usage	is	unknown.70	This	was	

elucidated	by	Gallaudet	Research	Institute	in	an	article	advocating	“for	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau	

to	change	its	language	census	data	coding	practices	in	order	to	preserve	the	affirmative	

responses	they	receive	for	signed	language	or	ASL	use	at	home	and,	if	possible,	work	to	

improve	the	likelihood	that	signed	languages	are	recognized	as	appropriate	responses	for	non-

																																																								
68	“Facts	About	the	Americans	with	Disabilities	Act,”	US	Equal	Employment	Opportunity	Commission,	
https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/publications/fs-ada.cfm.		
69	Leigh,	Andrews,	and	Harris,	Deaf	Culture,	13	
70	R.	Mitchell,	T.	Young,	B.	Bachleda,	and	M.	Karchmer,	“How	Many	People	Use	ASL	in	the	United	States?	Why	
Estimates	Need	Updating,”	Gallaudet	Research	Institute,	February	21,	2005,	
https://www.gallaudet.edu/Documents/Research-Support-and-International-Affairs/ASL_Users.pdf.		
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English	languages	used	at	home.”	Furthermore,	it	also	states	that	“if	the	sensory	disability	

question	remains	a	part	of	the	decennial	census,	it	would	be	possible	to	estimate	how	many	of	

these	ASL	users	are	also	deaf.”71	

	 This	is	a	critical	point	to	mention	because	without	basic	data	on	deaf	demographics,	it	is	

difficult	to	create	a	clear	understanding	of	the	state	of	the	deaf	population.	They	are	essentially	

invisible.	Identifying	where	they	live	(concentration	of	communities),	their	employment	rates	

and	socioeconomic	status,	the	languages	they	use,	and	even	matching	various	services	to	

where	deaf	people	need	them	is	a	challenge.	Not	substantiating	these	numbers	also	means	

there	is	likely	a	disconnect	between	services	and	the	Deaf	community’s	needs.		

	 Apart	from	the	lack	of	systematic	understanding	of	deaf	populations,	Deaf	cultural	hubs	

are	still	an	invaluable	asset	for	knowledge	and	network	of	resources	within	the	Deaf	

community.	The	long-standing	geographic	cornerstone	of	Gallaudet	University	is	a	tremendous	

opportunity	to	aid	in	developing	the	physical	“permaculture,”	which	would	lend	to	the	

horizontal	enculturation	process	that	many	Deaf	people	experience.	More	formally,	Gallaudet	

University’s	library	of	Deaf	Collections	and	Archival	Resources	has	the	“world’s	largest	

collection	on	deaf	people,	deaf	culture,	deaf	history,	sign	languages,	audiology,	speech,	deaf	

education	and	deaf	related	organizations.”72	Thus,	Gallaudet	University	is	often	treated	as	a	

sacred	place	and	a	valuable	resource	for	the	Deaf	community.	People	often	look	to	Gallaudet	

University	for	answers	and	the	path	forward	for	the	Deaf	community.	

																																																								
71	Mitchell,	Young,	Bachleda,	and	Karchmer,	“How	Many	People	Use	ASL	in	the	United	States?”	24 
72	“Collections:	Library	Deaf	Collections	and	Archival	Resources,”	Gallaudet	University,	
https://www.gallaudet.edu/archives-and-deaf-collections/collections.	
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Deaf	Gain:	The	Paradigm	Shift	for	a	More	Resilient	Future	

	 Redefining	normalcy	is	essential	in	building	equity.	In	the	case	of	Aaron	Williamson,	a	

performance	artist	in	the	United	Kingdom,	becoming	deaf	forced	him	to	redefine	his	reality.	

After	audiologists	explained	his	hearing	loss	to	him	multiple	times	and	he	discovered	Deaf	

culture,	Williamson	realized	that	he	was	not	just	losing	hearing,	but	gaining	deafness.	He	

wondered	why	nobody	framed	it	this	way.	Clearly,	the	basis	of	normalcy	had	already	been	

established.	Williamson’s	experience	“points	to	another	reality	that	comes	into	focus	when	we	

see	the	world	through	a	lens	of	biocultural	diversity	as	opposed	to	the	dominant	lens	of	

normalcy.	Just	as	the	health	of	an	ecosystem	is	measured	through	the	amount	of	biodiversity,	

the	health	of	a	social	ecosystem	could	be	measured	through	the	diversity	of	cultures,	

languages,	bodies	and	minds.”73	

Deaf	Gain,	as	Williamson	called	it,	provides	a	frame	not	only	for	personal	experience,	

but	also	for	a	social	benefit.	Bauman	and	Murray’s	book	Deaf	Gain:	Raising	the	Stakes	for	

Human	Diversity	begins	a	collection	of	stories	and	articles	about	how	Deaf	experiences	and	the	

Deaf	community	have	contributed	to	the	benefit	of	the	larger	society.	

	 One	benefit	is	the	use	of	sign	languages	even	among	those	who	are	not	deaf.	In	2000,	a	

National	Institutes	of	Health	(NIH)-funded	study	compared	two	groups	of	11-month	old	

babies.74	The	purpose	of	the	study	was	to	evaluate	whether	simple	gestures	and	signs	had	a	

positive	effect	on	hearing	babies’	oral	language	development.	The	study	found	the	intervention	

																																																								
73	H-Dirksen	Bauman	and	Joseph	Murray,	“An	Introduction	to	Deaf	Gain:	Shifting	our	perceptions	of	deaf	people	
from	hearing	loss	to	deaf	gain,”	Psychology	Today,	November	13,	2014,	
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/deaf-gain/201411/introduction-deaf-gain.	
74	Susan	W.	Goodwyn,	Linda	P.	Acredolo,	and	Catherine	A.	Brown,	“Impact	of	Symbolic	Gesturing	on	Early	
Language	Development,”	Journal	of	Nonverbal	Behavior,	24,	no.	2	(June	2000):	81-103,	
doi:10.1023/A:1006653828895.	
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group	that	received	input	through	gestures	and	signs	had	better	oral	language	development	

than	the	control	group	that	only	received	oral	language	input.	Eight	years	later,	NIH	followed	up	

on	the	babies	and	found	that	the	eight	year	olds	in	the	intervention	group,	even	though	they	

did	not	sign	anymore,	scored	a	full	12	points	higher	in	IQ	tests	than	those	in	the	control	group.75	

Another	study	from	2016	shows	the	‘effect	of	sign	language	learning	on	second	language	

acquisition’	where	‘students	were	grouped	by	Spanish	fluency	and	taught	eight	different	

vocabulary	words	in	Spanish.	Half	of	the	words	were	taught	alongside	a	sign	in	American	Sign	

Language	and	the	other	half	were	taught	without	an	accompanying	sign.	The	summative	

assessment	data	showed	that	“students	of	all	ages	displayed	a	significant	increase	in	their	

ability	to	recall	new	Spanish	vocabulary	words	that	were	introduced	with	an	accompanying	sign	

in	American	Sign	Language.”76	Sign	language	is	clearly	a	gain	from	the	Deaf	community	that	is	

making	its	way	into	the	mainstream.	

The	“signing	community”	is	a	way	to	identify	those	who	use	sign	language	and	become	

steady	consumers/users	of	Deaf	cultural	creations	and	spaces.	They	may	not	necessarily	share	

the	same	experiences	of	Deaf	culture,	but	by	creating	language	access	they	provide	access	to	

Deaf	culture	to	larger	populations	and	momentum	towards	a	more	equitable	and	inclusive	

society.	

	 As	mentioned	in	the	literature	review,	a	practical	example	of	Deaf	Gain	for	planners	is	

the	DeafSpace	design	guidelines,	which	provides	innovative	examples	of	how	to	create	a	more	

sustainable	future.	More	fundamentally,	DeafSpace	aims	to	change	the	perspective	on	who	can	

																																																								
75	Linda	P.	Acredolo	and	Susan	W.	Goodwyn,	“The	Longterm	Impact	of	Symbolic	Gesturing	During	Infancy	on	IQ	at	
Age	8.”	International	Conference	on	Infant	Studies.	July	18,	2000:	Brighton,	UK.	
76	Itzel	Mejia-Menendez,	“The	Effects	of	Sign	Language	on	Second	Language	Acquisition”	(master’s	thesis,	St.	
Catherine	University,	2016),	https://sophia.stkate.edu/maed/185.	
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contribute	what	to	society,	how	a	person	can	dwell	meaningfully	in	space,	and	unlock	potential	

for	true	transformation.		

Closing	Considerations	

	 As	planners	consider	how	to	include	the	Deaf	community,	it	is	important	to	recognize	

the	community’s	aspirations	to	be	autonomous	and	perceived	as	equals.	For	the	Deaf	

community	to	reach	that	place,	they	must	have	an	equitable	role	in	the	wider	social	ecosystem.	

With	a	long	and	persisting	history	of	oppression	and	barriers	in	communication,	building	trust	

with	the	Deaf	community	may	be	a	challenge.	Learning	the	basics	of	American	Sign	Language	

using	local	resources	to	communicate	will	go	a	long	way	in	building	that	trust.	There	are	risks	in	

unintentionally	exploiting	and	appropriating	the	assets	of	the	Deaf	community	without	

sustainably	improving	Deaf	people’s	role	in	society.	Finally,	as	the	urban	planning	field	and	the	

Deaf	community	has	yet	to	intersect,	what	transformation	looks	like	for	both	is	yet	to	be	

discovered,	and	is	not	something	that	can	be	predicted.	Hence,	the	framework	of	inclusion,	or	

the	“stage”	for	transformation,	must	be	established	and	tested	with	thorough	engagement	of	

the	Deaf	community	in	all	stages	of	the	planning	process.	This	engagement	intentionally	

mitigates	risks	of	exploitation	and	creates	spaces	for	the	Deaf	community	in	urban	planning	in	

order	to	establish	a	successful	framework	for	equity	and	inclusion	within	the	urban	planning	

field,	which	in	turn	creates	more	resilient	cities.	 	
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Chapter	3:	Understanding	DC’s	Comprehensive	and	Cultural	Plans	

Through	a	Deaf	Lens	

Summary	of	Research	Findings	

	 Both	the	DC	Comprehensive	Plan	and	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	are	high-level	planning	policy	

documents	that	guide	the	city’s	decision-making	framework	and	process.	Thus,	while	the	plan	

can	also	identify	specific	actions	and	decision-making	criteria,	the	intent	of	the	plan	is	to	

establish	a	clear	vision	so	that	implementers	of	these	plans	understand	what	to	do.	The	analysis	

of	these	plans	shows	the	different	approaches	and	degrees	of	how	the	Deaf	community	can	

relate	to	them.	

	 In	terms	of	accessibility,	both	plans	identify	that	accessibility	is	vital	for	inclusion.	

Disabled	people	are	a	part	of	diverse	cultures.	The	Comprehensive	Plan	states	that	there	needs	

to	be	accommodations	for	persons	with	disabilities	to	access	culture,	while	the	Cultural	Plan	

identifies	that	persons	with	disabilities	are	both	consumers	and	creators	of	culture.	With	

accessibility,	all	people	can	be	a	part	of	the	city’s	growth	process.	

	 Due	to	the	broad	scope	that	the	Comprehensive	Plan	covers,	the	process	for	inclusion	is	

mostly	subjective	and	left	up	to	planners	and	implementers.	The	Cultural	Plan,	on	the	other	

hand,	uses	an	equity-building	model	where	inclusion	is	sustainable	only	when	all	people	are	

engaged	in	building	equity.	The	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	communities	were	identified	as	one	of	

the	marginalized	communities	that	were	engaged	to	inform	the	formulation	of	the	plan.	

	 The	Cultural	Plan	leverages	the	engagement	experience	with	the	Deaf	and	hard	of	

hearing	communities	to	set	the	foundation	for	visioning	a	different	future.	Transforming	
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accessibility	and	inclusion	of	the	Deaf	community	also	means	transforming	the	broader	society	

in	ways	that	ensure	equity.	This	can	and	should	be	manifested	in	public	spaces	and	can	happen	

with	intentional	funding	and	planning.	

	 Despite	the	unique	fact	that	DC’s	Cultural	Plan	dedicates	a	section	on	the	Deaf	and	hard	

of	hearing	community	and	other	cultural	plans	in	the	United	States	do	not,	the	intersecting	

relationship	between	the	urban	planning	field	and	the	Deaf	community	is	still	rudimentarily	

defined.	The	DC	Cultural	Plan’s	findings	show	that	more	research,	engagement,	and	equitable	

actions	need	to	happen	to	better	understand	this	relationship	and	how	to	leverage	urban	

planning	processes	for	equitable	development	of	the	Deaf	community	in	the	urban	landscape.	 	

DC	Comprehensive	Plan	

	 Having	a	comprehensive	plan	is	a	valuable	resource	to	guide	the	city	and	its	residents	on	

how	to	use	its	land:	“The	District	of	Columbia’s	Comprehensive	Plan	is	a	20-year	framework	and	

guiding	document	for	the	future	planning	and	development	of	Washington,	DC.	The	

Comprehensive	Plan	addresses	the	topics	of	land	use,	economic	development,	housing,	

environmental	protection,	historic	preservation,	transportation,	and	more.”77		

In	this	section,	I	review	how	the	DC	Comprehensive	Plan	establishes	a	planning	framework	that	

enables	spaces	for	and	the	inclusion	of	diverse	cultures.	

	 The	current	Comprehensive	Plan,	created	in	2006,	is	a	high-level	guiding	document	that	

uses	the	phrase,	“Planning	an	Inclusive	City,”	as	its	guiding	vision.	It	is	split	into	three	volumes	

and	two	maps.	The	first	volume	includes	13	citywide	elements,	such	as	framework,	urban	

																																																								
77	“Frequently	Asked	Questions	-	FAQ”	Amending	the	DC	Comprehensive	Plan.	DC	Office	of	Planning.		
https://plandc.dc.gov/page/frequently-asked-questions-faq		
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design,	infrastructure,	and	arts	and	culture.	The	second	volume	includes	10	area	elements,	and	

focuses	on	goals	and	policies	for	specific	geographic	areas	within	DC.	The	third	volume	covers	

implementation.	Finally,	two	maps	included	in	the	Comprehensive	Plan,	the	Future	Land	Use	

Map	and	the	Generalized	Policy	Map,	communicates	the	geographic	details	of	the	plan.	

	 In	Volume	1,	the	“Framework	Element”	is	one	of	the	district’s	13	citywide	elements	and	

plays	an	essential	role	in	establishing	the	framework	of	the	Comprehensive	Plan.	The	

Framework	element	provides	the	overview	and	the	basic	vision	of	the	Comprehensive	Plan.	Not	

only	does	it	define	the	context	and	the	projections	for	the	city’s	growth,	it	also	provides	36	

underlying	principles	that	guide	the	growth.	The	36	principles	are	grouped	into	five	sections:	

Managing	Growth	and	Change,	Creating	Successful	Neighborhoods,	Increasing	Access	to	

Education	and	Employment,	Connecting	the	City,	and	Building	Green	and	Healthy	Communities.		

	 The	“Arts	and	Culture”	is	the	13th	citywide	element	discussed	in	the	last	chapter	of	

Volume	1.	It	focuses	on	“strengthening	the	role	of	arts	in	shaping	the	physical	form”	of	the	city	

and	inspiring	a	“vibrant	cultural	life.”	In	other	words,	this	element	must	be	considered	in	the	

decision-making	process	regarding	the	physical	environment.	Arts	and	culture	also	stand	out	

from	the	other	elements	as	the	most	subjective	element.	Its	outcomes	are	not	as	clear-cut	as	

establishing	design	and	environmental	standards.	Also,	while	this	element	can	be	reinforced	by	

the	design	and	programming	of	the	physical	space,	community	members	are	the	players	and	

key	implementers.			

	 The	Framework	Element	and	the	Arts	and	Culture	Element	are	the	only	two	sections	

that	I	analyze	in	the	Comprehensive	Plan.	I	view	both	as	most	relevant	in	establishing	a	cultural	
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framework,	which	then	becomes	the	grounds	for	developing	strategies	for	inclusion	and	

impacting	cultural	vibrancy	of	marginalized	communities,	such	as	the	Deaf	community.	

	 It	is	also	worth	noting	that	to	remain	relevant,	the	Comprehensive	Plan	recommends	

review	and	amendment	every	four	years.78	The	plan	was	updated	in	2010	(adopted	in	2011)	

and	again	in	2018,	but	the	2018	amendments	are	still	in	the	process	of	being	adopted	as	

legislation	by	the	DC	Council	as	of	this	writing	in	2019.79	Given	the	fact	that	the	amendments	

have	not	been	put	into	effect	and	even	the	uncertainty	of	the	amendment	process,	the	

amendments	are	not	positioned	to	be	analyzed	meaningfully.	Therefore,	the	potential	

amendments	were	not	included	in	my	analysis	of	the	Comprehensive	Plan.			

Framework	Element:	The	36	Guiding	Principles	

	 The	Framework	chapter	recognizes	how	much	the	city	is	changing;	especially	as	its	share	

of	population	and	jobs	in	the	region	continue	to	decline	percentage-wise.	It	goes	on	to	state,	

“Our	position	as	the	nation’s	capital,	our	historic	and	unique	neighborhoods,	and	our	cultural	

and	urban	amenities	will	keep	the	city	vital.”80	

	 Washington,	DC’s	position	and	their	“amenities”	can	be	strengthened	as	the	city	

considers	how	to	become	more	inclusive.	The	36	guiding	principles,	“largely	drawn	from	the	

Vision	and	from	the	previous	Comprehensive	Plan,	express	cross-cutting	goals	for	the	District’s	

																																																								
78	DC	Office	of	Planning,	Comprehensive	Plan	Amendment	Act	of	2018,	Bill	22-663,	
https://plandc.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/Comprehensiveplan/B22-
663%20Comp%20Plan%20Amendment%20Testimony%20Final_3-20-18.pdf,	2.	
79	“Amending	the	DC	Comprehensive	Plan:	Frequently	Asked	Questions	–	FAQ,”	DC	Office	of	Planning,		
https://plandc.dc.gov/page/frequently-asked-questions-faq.	 
80	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	2:	Framework	Element”	in	DC	Comprehensive	Plan,	
https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/District%20Elements_Volume%20
I_Chapter%202_April%208%202011.pdf,	2.	
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future	that	guide	the	Plan’s	policies	and	actions.”81	Essentially	it	is	moving	from	“Vision	to	

Reality,”	where	the	vision	is	scaled	down	into	general	action,	principle	and	policy	guides.	

	 Two	guiding	principles	out	of	the	36	are	worth	noting	in	the	context	of	this	research:	

principle	12	under	the	“Creating	Successful	Neighborhoods”	section	and	principle	29	under	the	

“Connecting	the	City”	section.	

Creating	successful	neighborhoods:	Principle	#12	

	 “Each	neighborhood	is	an	integral	part	of	a	diverse	larger	community	that	contributes	to	

the	District’s	identity.	Growing	an	inclusive	city	means	that	all	neighborhoods	should	share	in	

the	overall	social	responsibilities	of	the	community,	including	housing	the	homeless,	feeding	

the	hungry,	and	accommodating	the	disabled.”82	

	 Principle	12	is	the	only	principle	out	of	the	36	that	mentions	disability.	Classified	under	

creating	successful	neighborhoods,	it	recognizes	that	a	neighborhood	is	a	basic	unit	that	

connects	an	individual’s	identity	with	community,	which	in	turn,	with	other	communities,	

makes	up	the	city’s	identity.	A	neighborhood	unit	is	smaller	than	a	community	unit,	implied	by	

saying	there	is	a	“diverse	larger	community,”	but	a	neighborhood	can	have	many	communities.	

Simultaneously,	the	homeless,	hungry,	and	disabled	communities	can	span	across	

neighborhoods.	Finally,	this	principle	identifies	communities	that	have	barriers/needs	that	may	

be	addressed	by	neighborhoods	actively	taking	on	the	“social	responsibilities”	to	resolve	them.	

Since	the	three	groups	mentioned	all	have	a	need	for	access,	it	is	presumed	that	the	“social	

responsibility”	means,	but	is	not	limited	to,	providing	access.		

																																																								
81	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	2:	Framework	Element,”	1.	
82	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	2:	Framework	Element,”	24.	
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	 This	interpretation	is	supported	by	the	examples	provided:	Housing	the	homeless—

providing	access	to	free	shelters	or	affordable	housing.	Feeding	the	hungry—providing	access	

to	free	or	affordable	healthy	food	options.	Accommodating	the	disabled—creating	access	to	

places	wherever	they	go.		This	concept	of	social	responsibility	is	centered	on	the	privileged	

model.	It	implies	that	people	who	are	privileged	are	able	to	contribute	and	express	the	District’s	

identity,	and	the	disabled	need	to	be	“allowed	in”	to	partake	in	that	behavior.	Through	this,	it	

simultaneously	implies	that	those	who	are	not	privileged	(i.e.	less	physically	able)	do	not	have	

culture.	Furthermore,	this	principle	affirms	that	the	existing	system	hinders	certain	groups	of	

people	from	expressing	their	identity	and	thriving.	In	other	words,	this	simply	reinforces	the	

status	quo	and	inequity.	

	 While	the	responsibility	to	make	the	system	accessible	is	assumed	to	belong	to	those	

that	are	privileged	by	it,	modifying	a	flawed	system	(fulfilling	the	social	responsibility	of	

providing	access)	is	not	the	same	as	building	equity.	Providing	access—addressing	a	condition	

like	homelessness—is	only	one	step	out	of	many	to	build	equity.	I	mention	this	point	because	

while	the	36	guiding	principles	piece	together	a	larger	picture	of	how	to	“grow	an	inclusive	

city,”	this	principle	demonstrates	practicing	inclusion	but	remains	silent	on	building	equity.	

Understandably,	this	is	probably	where	Washington,	DC	is	at	now,	trying	to	become	inclusive	so	

that	the	city	can	even	begin	trying	to	build	equity—assuming	that	the	city,	indeed,	wants	to	

build	equity.	

	 Without	an	equity	framework,	communities	might	still	find	it	challenging	to	contribute	

to	the	District’s	identity	and	to	create	successful	neighborhoods.	Residents	of	a	community	can	

be	included,	but	the	equity	of	their	inclusion	may	still	not	be	considered.	There	is	danger	of	
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falling	short	of	inclusion	when	building	equity	is	not	explicitly	stated	and	contingent	on	the	

social	responsibility	of	the	privileged.	

	 On	another	note,	“accommodating	the	disabled”	as	broadly	defined	by	Principle	12	

could	restrict	readers	to	thinking	in	terms	of	their	own	assumptions	about	disability.	Able-

bodied	people	may	think	about	physically	disabled	people	and	providing	physical	access—like	

ramps	for	people	who	use	wheelchairs—as	a	form	of	accommodation.	More	nuanced	examples	

may	include	communication	access	for	people	who	have	different	communication	needs	based	

on	their	disability.	

Moreover,	classifying	people	with	disabilities	in	the	same	group	as	people	experiencing	

hunger	or	homelessness	suggest	that	the	disability	conditions	are	fixable.	The	real	physical	

conditions	may	be	addressed	with	accommodations,	but	accommodations	do	little	to	address	

the	hegemony	of	what	“normal”	is	supposed	to	be.	Sometimes	accommodations	become	

attempts	to	fix	the	“disabled”	body,	like	attempting	to	make	a	person	in	a	wheelchair	walk,	or	a	

deaf	person	hear.	In	fact,	some	people	with	disabilities	do	not	want	to	be	“fixed.”	Instead,	they	

want	the	disabling	social	expectations	and	norms	to	be	changed,	and	the	design	of	spaces	along	

with	it.	The	prescriptive	approach	of	providing	accommodations	for	the	disabled,	like	providing	

food	for	the	hungry,	also	undermines	the	identity	and	cultural	factors	that	may	be	tied	with	the	

disability	community.	

Furthermore,	in	consideration	of	the	Deaf	community	and	ASL,	providing	

communication	access	is	not	the	same	as	providing	language	access.	For	example,	providing	

communication	access	for	a	Deaf	person	who	uses	ASL	at	a	public	meeting	could	mean	

providing	an	ASL	interpreter.	Providing	language	access	could	mean	conducting	the	meeting	in	
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ASL.	The	difference	between	these	approaches	is	how	enabling	the	environment	can	be	for	the	

person.	Language	access	goes	beyond	accommodation.	For	example,	a	group	of	people	whose	

first	language	is	ASL	appreciate	a	meeting	conducted	in	ASL,	as	it	is	affirming	of	their	

experiences,	culture,	and	identity,	just	as	a	native	speaker	of	Amharic	or	Spanish	appreciates	a	

meeting	conducted	in	his	or	her	native	language.	

The	entire	“Creating	Successful	Neighborhoods”	section	has	no	mention	of	culture.	

Instead,	Principle	12	attributes	importance	to	the	District’s	identity	and	how	everyone	who	lives	

within	its	borders	is	a	contributor.	The	social	responsibility	to	meet	the	needs	that	emerge	in	

the	city	falls	collectively	on	all	neighborhoods,	whether	wealthy	or	poor,	because	the	District’s	

identity	is	the	collective	identity	that	all	neighborhoods	and	communities	share	and	should	

cherish.	This	suggests	that	successful	neighborhoods	and	the	District’s	identity	is	separate	from	

culture.	

Connecting	the	City:	Principle	#29	

	 “The	District	continues	to	grow	in	reputation	as	an	international	cultural	center.	To	

sustain	this	growth,	it	must	continue	to	support	a	healthy	arts	and	cultural	community	through	

its	land	use,	housing,	and	economic	development	policies.	The	power	of	the	arts	to	express	the	

identity	of	each	community	while	connecting	neighborhoods	and	residents	must	be	

recognized.”83	

	 The	other	principles	in	the	section,	“Connecting	the	City,”	focus	on	moving	people	and	

connecting	them	to	physical	places	and	resources,	such	as	green	spaces	and	historic	urban	

design.	Principle	29	focuses	on	connecting	people	to	people.	Aside	from	cultural	centers	
																																																								
83	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	2:	Framework	Element,”	26.	
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referenced	in	a	few	principles,	this	principle	is	also	the	only	one	to	mention	culture	as	a	basis	of	

a	community.	

	 Recognizing	the	“power”	in	expressing	identity	and	culture,	which	also	connects	people,	

is	recognizing	that	arts	and	culture	is	an	asset	to	be	cherished.	This	is	not	stating	that	arts	and	

culture	contribute	to	the	quality	of	life	as	if	it	is	an	amenity—despite	explicitly	identifying	

culture	as	an	amenity	earlier	in	the	same	chapter.84	Instead,	it	says	that	arts	and	culture	must	

be	grown	(although	the	word	grown	was	associated	with	growing	reputation	and	cultural	

centers)	as	a	tool	for	building	connections	and	development	of	identity.	However,	the	primary	

point	of	reinforcing	DC’s	“reputation”	as	an	international	cultural	center	ultimately	treats	

culture	like	an	amenity.	

The	Framework	Element	Conclusions	

	 In	terms	of	culture	and	inclusion	of	people	with	disabilities,	principles	12	and	29	

establish	the	framework	that	inclusion	should	consider	multiple	identities	that	constitute	the	

greater	District	identity.	The	connections	between	peoples,	their	multiple	identities	and	

cultures	can	be	inspired	through	cultural	activities	and	nourished	with	social	responsibility.	

People	with	disabilities	are	only	identified	as	one	group	of	the	population	in	need	of	

accommodations,	as	if	the	plan	says,	“Don’t	leave	people	with	disabilities	behind	as	the	city	

succeeds!”	But	the	principles	fall	short	of	acknowledging	that	people	of	various	cultures	or	

people	with	disabilities	can	have	a	role	in	leading	the	city’s	transformations.	

	

																																																								
84	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	2:	Framework	Element,”	2.	
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Arts	and	Culture	Element	

	 “Support	and	encourage	arts	and	cultural	venues,	programs	and	learning	experiences	in	

the	District	of	Columbia	that	inspire	a	vibrant	cultural	life	for	all	segments	of	the	population.	

Enhance	the	city’s	diverse	artistic	and	cultural	traditions	through	decisions	affecting	the	

physical	environment.”85		

	 The	Arts	and	Culture	element	states	that	arts	and	culture	contribute	to	the	city’s	

economy	by	creating	jobs	and	providing	goods	and	services.	“The	Element	also	helps	sustain	

the	arts	as	an	expression	of	local	values	and	a	source	of	community	identity.	Fostering	the	arts	

can	help	make	Washington	a	more	‘Inclusive	City’	by	helping	all	residents	to	express	and	realize	

their	creative	potential.”86	Culture	is	also	an	amenity87	that	can	be	found	in	every	

neighborhood,	inspiring	cultural	tourism.88	The	chapter	explains	what	the	arts	and	culture	

element	does	for	the	people,	the	neighborhoods	and	the	city,	and	how	different	policies	can	

leverage	culture	or	strengthen	culture	to	improve	the	city.	However,	there	is	no	formal	

definition	of	what	culture	is	and	how	it	is	a	tool	for	planning.	

	 In	applying	these	elements	to	practice,	Chapter	14	addresses	four	key	issues:		

- Improving	the	distribution	of	arts	facilities	throughout	the	city;	

- Increasing	public	art	in	new	and	refurbished	public	construction;	

- Retaining	existing	clusters	of	arts	establishments	and	encouraging	the	designation	of	

new	Arts	Districts;	
																																																								
85	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	in	DC	Comprehensive	Plan,	
https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/District%20Elements_Volume%20
I_Chapter%2014_April%208%202011.pdf,	2	
86	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	1.	
87	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	11.	
88	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	10.	
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- Creating	a	civic	culture	that	attracts	the	creative	class.89	

These	four	key	issues	set	the	framework	for	policies,	which	range	from	utilizing	specific	zoning	

tools	to	policies	that	create	funding	and	policies	that	expand	educational	opportunities	for	

cultural	events.	I	looked	for	policies	that	cover	identity	and	marginalized	communities	and	

policies	that	are	relevant	to	the	Gallaudet	University	6th	Street	development	case	study.	The	

following	are	those	that	I	found	relevant.	

Policy	AC-1.1.4:	Cultural	and	Artistic	Diversity	

“Ensure	that	neighborhood	cultural	facilities	accommodate	a	wide	variety	of	arts	

disciplines,	cultures,	individuals	and	organizations.	Facilities	should	also	accommodate	the	

special	needs	of	seniors	and	persons	with	disabilities.”90		

	 This	policy	directly	reinforces	Principle	12	under	Creating	Successful	Neighborhoods.	

This	is	a	basic	policy	that	states	that	cultural	facilities	should	be	accessible	for	seniors	and	

persons	with	disabilities.	This	suggests	that	not	only	do	cultural	topics	need	to	be	wide,	but	also	

accessible.	

Policy	AC-2.2.1:	Using	Art	to	Create	Identity		

“Use	art	as	a	way	to	help	neighborhoods	express	unique	and	diverse	identities,	

promoting	each	community’s	individual	character	and	sense	of	place.”91		

																																																								
89	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	1.	
90	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	3.	
91	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	8.	
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	 This	policy	states	that	the	intentional	creation	of	space	for	expressing	identity—in	

making	art	more	visible	and	telling	a	story	of	a	place—should	have	an	outcome	of	creating	and	

better	understanding	a	sense	of	place.	There	is	no	mention	of	culture.	

Policy	AC-3.2.1:	Promoting	Cultural	Amenities		

“Promote	the	development	of	cultural	amenities	“beyond	the	Mall”	in	an	effort	to	more	

fully	capitalize	on	the	economic	benefits	of	tourism	for	District	residents,	businesses,	and	

neighborhoods.”92		

	 Culture	is	an	amenity	that	can	be	capitalized,	and	Washington,	DC	is	identifying	that	in	

order	to	get	more	returns	from	these	cultural	amenities,	DC	needs	to	go	beyond	its	institutions	

and	landmarks—like	the	Smithsonian—and	identify	how	different	neighborhoods	and	cultures	

can	contribute	to	this	economy.		In	other	words,	the	plan	recognizes	culture	as	an	opportunity	

to	generate	profit.	

Policy	AC-4.2.3:	Colleges	and	Universities		

“Recognize	the	contribution	of	local	colleges	and	universities	to	arts	and	culture	in	the	

city	and	promote	continued	collaboration	to	develop	additional	arts	facilities	and	programs	

serving	the	broader	community.”93		

	 Falling	under	the	Partnership	action	of	increasing	the	support	for	the	arts,	colleges	and	

universities	have	responsibilities	that	extend	beyond	their	physical	borders	and	the	students	

they	serve.	They	also	serve	the	broader	community	by	sharing	facilities.		This	policy	also	

recognizes	colleges	and	universities’	role	as	implementers	of	celebrating	arts	and	culture.	

																																																								
92	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	11.	
93	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	13.	
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Policy	AC-4.4.3:	Arts	Awareness	for	Special	Populations	Groups	

“Provide	accessible	arts	information	resources	to	non-English	speaking	residents,	

seniors,	and	visually	and	hearing	impaired	populations.”94	

	 As	a	part	of	increasing	support,	awareness	and	education	for	the	arts,	this	policy	

demands	that	information	and	resources	be	accessible	to	those	who	use	languages	other	than	

English,	and	to	those	who	see	and	hear	differently.	This	policy	groups	language	minority	

populations	with	a	disabled	minority	in	terms	of	needing	access.	Inclusion	is	making	the	

knowledge	accessible,	but	the	policy	does	not	explicitly	state	whether	this	also	means	that	

these	populations	can	also	become	creators	and	educators	of	arts	and	culture.	This	reinforces	

that	the	creators	of	arts	and	culture	are	able-bodied	and	English	speaking,	and	that	they	have	

the	responsibility	of	making	their	content	accessible	to	those	who	are	not.	

The	Arts	and	Culture	Element	Conclusions	

	 The	general	summary	of	these	findings	is	that	arts	and	culture	is	a	quality	that	can	be	

treated	as	an	amenity,	an	outlet	for	expressing	identity	and	the	element	that	unifies	people	

across	neighborhoods.	The	language	of	the	action	items	and	the	policy	statements	suggest	that	

successful	arts	and	culture	is	centered	around	access	and	funding	(e.g.	downtown,	the	

Smithsonian),	but	for	arts	and	culture	to	continue	its	growth,	Washington,	DC	needs	to	become	

more	inclusive.	Increasing	support	for	the	arts	requires	establishing	an	inclusive	infrastructure	

that	funds	the	arts,	supporting	the	“delivery	of	services	to	the	broadest	possible	spectrum	of	

the	community,	with	a	particular	emphasis	on	underserved	communities.”95	Onboarding	

																																																								
94	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element.”	 
95	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element”	12.	
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diverse	people	and	cultures	into	the	existing	arts	and	culture	system	will	enable	the	economy	to	

continue	growing.	However,	since	arts	and	culture	was	not	clearly	defined	in	the	chapter,	it	is	

hard	to	understand	how	the	policies	will	encourage	the	system	that	sustains	arts	and	culture	to	

continue	evaluating	itself	and	transforming	planning	practices	that	will	genuinely	and	

inclusively	benefit	diverse	cultures.	None	of	the	policies	created	a	space	for	marginalized	

communities	to	educate	DC	government	and	planning	leaders	on	how	the	existing	system	fails	

them—or	how	the	role	of	arts	and	culture	can	be	evaluated	and	evolve	with	changing	dynamics	

of	culture	in	the	city.	

		

DC	Cultural	Plan	

	 The	DC	Cultural	Plan,	in	the	Mayor’s	words,	highlights	DC’s	many	“investments	with	an	

acute	focus	on	arts,	heritage,	and	innovation.”96	The	plan’s	twenty	eight	policy	and	eight	

investment	recommendations	guide	the	processes	that	support	and	create	culture	within	the	

city.	More	specifically,	they	are	“designed	to	promote	shared	stewardship	of	culture,	

organizational	innovation,	and	leveraged	funding	to	sustain	the	city’s	cultural	core	and	create	

new	opportunities	for	historically	underrepresented	creators	and	communities.”97	

	 DC	Office	of	Planning,	the	DC	Commission	on	the	Arts	and	Humanities,	and	the	DC	Office	

of	Cable	Television,	Film,	Music,	and	Entertainment	led	the	development	of	the	plan	with	about	

1,500	residents	and	stakeholders.	The	final	plan	was	published	on	April	4,	2019.	

																																																								
96	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Executive	Summary,”	in	DC	Cultural	Plan,	
https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/FINAL%20CULTURAL%20PLAN%2
0exec%20summary%20%28Web%20Version%29.pdf,	3.	
97	DC	Office	of	Planning,	DC	Cultural	Plan,	https://planning.dc.gov/publication/dc-cultural-plan.	
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Figure	1:	DC	Cultural	Plan	Principles		

Source:	DC	Cultural	Plan,	p.	48	

	

	 To	put	the	plan	in	context,	the	following	excerpt	from	the	DC	government	website	

identify	the	highlights	of	the	Cultural	Plan:	

The	DC	Cultural	Plan	promotes	an	equitable,	world-class	cultural	environment	in	the	

District	that	advances	cultural	diversity	by	increasing	access	to	cultural	creation	and	

experience	for	all	residents.			

● The	District’s	Cultural	Economy	supports	$30	billion	in	annual	spending,	generates	

$1.1	billion	in	tax	revenue,	and	employs	150,000	workers.	



57	
 

● The	District	embraces	its	rich	and	unique	cultural	history	by	affirming	the	

importance	its	heritage	and	resident’s	culture.			

● The	Cultural	Plan	supports	cultural	creators	through	increased	access	to	aligned	

educational	and	technical	assistance	resources,	increased	access	to	affordable	

housing,	and	increased	access	to	affordable	production	space.	

● The	Cultural	Plan	will	help	expand	and	preserve	cultural	spaces	as	platforms	for	

expression	by	making	them	more	accessible.	

● The	Cultural	Plan	will	advance	cultural	diversity	by	increasing	access	to,	and	

awareness	of	cultural	opportunities	among	cultural	consumers	who	include	all	

District	residents	as	well	as	the	city’s	visitors.	

● The	Plan’s	recommendations	for	creators,	spaces,	and	consumers	converge	and	

align	to	increase	equity,	diversity,	and	innovation	in	the	District.98	

While	the	plan	establishes	the	value	of	arts	and	culture	and	defines	the	goals	for	Washington,	

DC’s	future,	I	wanted	to	understand	how	DCOP	facilitates	the	cultural	framework	of	the	DC	

Cultural	Plan	in	existing	context.	Given	that	the	plan	had	recently	launched,	this	was	a	good	

opportunity	to	identify	how	the	city	perceived	equity	and	inclusion	and	how	the	city	should	

improve	it.	Having	a	deeper	insight	into	how	the	Deaf	community	was	engaged	could	also	

inform	me	about	the	state	of	the	relationship	between	planning	and	the	Deaf	community.	

Interviewing	the	authors	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	gave	me	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	intent	

in	writing	the	plan,	identifying	what	challenges	the	city	really	wanted	to	address	by	presenting	

an	updated	cultural	framework.	

																																																								
98	DC	Office	of	Planning,	DC	Cultural	Plan.	 
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Interview	Summary:	DC	Office	of	Planning,	Ryan	Hand	and	Joshua	Silver	

	 In	my	interview	with	Ryan	Hand	and	Joshua	Silver,99	the	authors	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan,	

they	stated	that	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	was	developed	as	a	tool	for	responding	to	the	social	

impacts	of	the	changing	city.	The	intent	was	to	build	equity,	and	the	plan	was	designed	as	a	

complementary	policy	framework	joined	with	the	city’s	land	use,	economic	development	and	

housing	policies.	

	 This	equity-based	model	represented	a	shift	from	the	revitalization	approach	that	DC	

had	previously	adopted.	The	public	sector	support	of	arts	and	culture	had	been	mostly	

concentrated	to	arts	districts,	leveraging	the	“synergies”	of	art	and	culture	venues	and	their	

“energizing	and	activating”	effects.	The	shift	now	focuses	on	the	social	infrastructure	and	

creating	cultural	anchors	in	changing	communities.	The	social	infrastructure	includes	publicly	

accessible	commercial	spaces,	like	lobbies	and	entertainment	venues,	and	traditional	

community	spaces	such	as	libraries	and	recreation	centers.	This	infrastructure	focus	is	based	on	

the	plan’s	organizing	theme	“that	all	infrastructure	is	a	stage	and	every	resident	is	a	

performer.”100	

	 The	plan’s	authors	emphasized	that	public	space	is	one	of	the	most	important	types	of	

cultural	space	because	of	its	low	barrier	to	access	for	both	presenters	(cultural	creators)	and	

audiences	(cultural	consumers).	The	plan	includes	specific	recommendations	to	improve	the	

accessibility	to	public	space	for	cultural	use	by	participants	ranging	from	individual	creators	to	

large	cultural	organizations.	Additionally,	the	shared	stewardship	approach	to	implementation	
																																																								
99	“Joshua	Silver,”	DC	Office	of	Planning,	https://planning.dc.gov/biography/joshua-silver.		
100 DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Plan	Development	and	Themes”	in	DC	Cultural	Plan,	
https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/FINAL%20CULTURAL%20PLAN%2
0exec%20summary%20%28Web%20Version%29.pdf,	12.	
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asks	all	cultural	stakeholders,	including	universities,	to	step	forward	and	participate	in	a	long-

term	collective	impact	that	benefits	the	city’s	cultural	sector.	This	means	that	beyond	

recognizing	that	everyone	has	a	role	in	culture,	the	plan	prompts	shared	responsibility	to	

consider	accessibility	and	think	strategically	about	the	cultural	impacts	on	the	city.	

	 Ultimately,	aside	from	the	core	principle	of	affirming	cultural	expression	and	creating	

opportunities,	the	benefit	of	having	a	cultural	plan	is	the	establishment	of	a	clear	and	

predictable	pathway	of	building	equity.	To	create	a	fundamentally	equitable	process,	the	plan	

invests	in	capacity	building	of	artists	and	performance	venues	that	“levels	the	playing	field”	by	

empowering	historically	underserved	communities.	Considering	this	in	creating	the	plan,	the	

city	also	led	multiple	engagement	processes	to	better	understand	how	to	build	capacity.	

	 The	DC	Office	of	Planning	intentionally	engaged	the	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	

communities	and	dedicated	a	section	in	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	to	them.	The	planning	team	

identified	a	gap	in	engaging	the	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	community	when	reviewing	the	

engagement	efforts	of	peer	cities	who	developed	cultural	plans.	Recognizing	that	Washington,	

DC	was	home	to	Gallaudet	University	and	a	critical	mass	of	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	individuals,	

including	them	was	logical.	The	planning	team	engaged	with	the	Deaf	and	Hard	of	Hearing	

communities	three	times:	first,	through	small	group	conversations	with	Deaf	urban	planning	

advocates;101	second,	through	interviews	with	Gallaudet	University	faculty	and	staff;	and	the	

third	through	a	public	social	event,	the	ASL	Trivia	night	at	Ivy	City	Smokehouse.	At	the	third	

																																																								
101	Disclosure:	I	was	a	part	of	this	small	group	conversation	in	2017.	A	few	Deaf	individuals	set	up	the	Deaf	
Urbanism	group	of	planning	advocates	under	the	DC	Association	of	the	Deaf	(DCAD)	and	connected	with	DCOP	to	
give	feedback	on	the	DC	Cultural	Plan,	prompting	this	small	group	conversation.	
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event,	the	planning	team	presented	an	overview	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	and	collected	written	

feedback	from	participants.		

	

Figure	2:	Deaf	Participants	for	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	
Source:	DC	Cultural	Plan,	p.	39	
	
	 In	the	interview,	the	authors	shared:	

	 Engagement	with	the	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	community	fundamentally	

changed	the	planning	team’s	approach	and	future	thinking	about	community	

engagement.	Not	only	did	these	engagement	efforts	provide	the	planning	team	with	

valuable	information	about	the	challenges	and	opportunities	for	how	the	Deaf	and	hard	

of	hearing	community	experiences	and	produces	(or	chooses	not	to	because	of	

communication	barriers),	culture	in	the	city,	it	left	the	team	with	a	renewed	

appreciation	and	intentional	focus	on	ensuring	the	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	community	

is	involved	in	all	planning	processes	moving	forward.	The	planning	team	felt	welcomed	

by	each	group	they	interacted	with.		

	 One	fundamental	difference	from	the	typical	engagement	conducted	by	the	

Office	of	Planning	is	the	information	collected	presented	a	more	accurate	depiction	of	
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participant	involvement.	Whereas	typical	engagement	relies	on	a	combination	of	

verbal	communication,	listening,	and	facilitation	(heavily	structured),	these	

conversations	are	often	derailed	or	sometimes	dominated	by	one	very	vocal	individual	

or	a	small	group	with	similar	interests	or	shared	opposition	to	a	topic.	This	engagement	

was	(felt)	different,	the	planning	team	recognized	the	need	to	be	more	proactive	in	its	

questioning,	precise	in	how	information	was	collected	and	translated	for	accuracy.	The	

written	record	of	information	was	vital	to	ensuring	a	high-level	of	accuracy	and	full	

representation	of	participant	feedback.		

	 This	engagement	framework	was	consistent	with	the	plan’s	approach	in	leveraging	DC	

residents’	high-value	intellectual	capital,	along	with	the	city’s	high-value	real	estate	to	drive	

cultural	innovation.	This	approach	is	inherently	set	up	to	facilitate	cultural	sustainability	by	

generating	increasing	value	in	the	city’s	cultural	sector.	The	framing	of	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	

communities	was	not	based	on	providing	access	or	as	an	entity	that	the	city	is	socially	

responsible	to	“care	for.”	Rather,	the	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	communities	are	explicitly	

identified	as	communities	with	intellectual	capital,	cultural	significance,	and	a	stake	in	

Washington,	DC’s	overall	cultural	identity.	

	 Thus,	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	is	the	first	cultural	plan	to	recognize	the	linguistic	and	sensory	

uniqueness	of	the	Deaf	community	and	to	raise	the	question	of	how	to	connect	these	

experiences	with	the	city	at	large,	as	well	as	how	to	facilitate	better	communication	(i.e.	

removing	language	barriers,	normalizing	ASL).	The	connection	is	not	just	grounded	in	providing	

the	Deaf	community	with	access	to	the	broader	community,	but	also	explores	how	the	city	can	

connect	with	the	Deaf	community.	
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Key	Findings	in	the	Analysis	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	

	 The	DC	Cultural	Plan	is	complementary	to	the	DC	Comprehensive	Plan,	building	upon	

the	cultural	framework	with	a	much	more	refined	approach	that	is	detailed	and	specific	on	the	

various	aspects	of	arts	and	culture.	My	analysis	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	was	based	on	two	

criteria	derived	from	my	research	questions:	What	does	the	plan	say	about	the	Deaf	

community?	Is	there	an	enabling	framework	that	objectively	builds	agency	within	marginalized	

communities	through	social	transformation?		

	 While	I	believe	it	is	the	planner’s	responsibility	to	understand	how	their	plans	will	be	

used,	I	do	not	focus	on	the	sections	centered	on	leveraging	the	opportunities	that	the	DC	

Cultural	Plan	presents,	even	if	they	are	applicable	to	the	Deaf	community.	It	is	worth	

emphasizing	again	that	the	intent	of	this	paper	is	to	understand	the	conceptual	framework	of	

planning	documents	and	its	relationship	with	the	Deaf	community—understanding	the	broad	

impact—rather	than	analyzing	how	the	plans	will	be	implemented	or	how	individual	

recommendations	can	be	leveraged	to	benefit	the	Deaf	community.	

	 The	DC	Cultural	Plan	identifies	that	the	“Deaf	and	hard-of-hearing	community	is	a	major	

influencer	of	the	District’s	cultural	identity	and	the	community	contributes	to	the	city’s	

diversity.”102	Through	engagement,	the	Deaf	community	identified	that	“H	Street	NE	corridor,	

NoMA,	Union	Market	and	Eastern	Market	areas	are	the	most	common	locations	where	they	

engage	cultural	experiences.”103	The	ongoing	“strong	need”	of	the	Deaf	community	is	to	

remove	linguistic	barriers,	promote	language	diversity,	and	normalize	ASL	citywide	to	reduce	

																																																								
102	DC	Office	of	Planning,	DC	Cultural	Plan,	2019,	https://app.box.com/s/nz05c2gpc51bxofgdh4vjadp4q3tooyd,	98.	
103	Ibid. 
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barriers	between	the	hearing	and	Deaf	communities.	Another	immediate	need	is	to	create	a	

support	system	for	Deaf-friendly	arts	and	cultural	entrepreneurship	and	small	business	

development.	More	broadly,	for	longer-term	vision	planning,	there	is	a	desire	to	improve	

“chance	encounters,”	connecting	the	Deaf	experience	to	the	city	at	large,	and	improving	the	

design	of	physical	spaces	to	be	more	Deaf-friendly	(i.e.	use	DeafSpace	design	principles).104	In	

conclusion,	the	section	identifies	that	while	the	Deaf	community	has	a	major	role	in	DC’s	

identity,	it	is	still	not	included	in	many	spaces	largely	due	to	communication	barriers.	To	

overcome	this	barrier,	cultural	changes	also	need	to	happen	at	the	city	level.	Deaf	people	need	

a	mechanism	to	establish	their	own	arts	and	cultural	events	and	venues;	and	physical	spaces	

need	to	be	transformed	not	just	to	support	Deaf	people’s	way	of	being,	but	also	support	how	

hearing	people	can	immerse	themselves	in	the	Deaf	community.	The	equity	and	capacity	

building	element	of	this	section	has	two	functions:	improving	opportunities	for	the	Deaf	

community,	and	changing	hearing	people’s	perceptions	and	treatment	of	Deaf	and	hard	of	

hearing	people.	

	 The	approach	to	improving	and	changing	how	people	connect	with	the	Deaf	community	

is	setting	a	framework	for	social	transformation.	This	is	expressed	with	three	interlocking	

strategies	for	cultural	creators,	cultural	spaces	and	cultural	consumers	that	provide	mutually	

reinforcing	recommendations	that	are	tied	together	by	convergence	recommendations.105	The	

convergence	recommendations	include	language	such	as	“bridging	to	new	cultural	models,”	

“transform	capacity-building,”	and	“equitable	development”	that	aims	to	create	cohesion	for	

the	city’s	diversity	and	cultural	growth.	This	is	done	by	increasing	“social,	informal	and	formal	
																																																								
104	DC	Office	of	Planning,	DC	Cultural	Plan,	98. 
105	DC	Office	of	Planning,	DC	Cultural	Plan,	21. 
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cultural	spaces,	facilitating	cycles	of	creation	and	consumption	that	inspire	and	empower	every	

resident	to	find	their	cultural	voice	and	share	it.	Through	this	Plan,	the	District	will	build	upon	

foundations	of	heritage	and	diversity	to	foster	thriving	and	equitable	culture.”106	This	language	

suggests	roots	in	heritage	that	are	coupled	with	dynamic	growth.	In	other	words,	culture	should	

not	be	static.	

	

																																																								
106	DC	Office	of	Planning,	DC	Cultural	Plan,	47. 
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Figure	3:	Convergence	of	Cultural	Strategies	
Source:	DC	Cultural	Plan,	p.	47	
	
	 Defining	culture	as	a	tool	to	build	communities	and	equity	is	different	from	how	the	DC	

Comprehensive	Plan	defines	culture.	As	the	authors	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	stated	in	the	

interview,	the	equity-based	model	is	evident	with	the	DC	Cultural	Plan,	while	the	DC	

Comprehensive	Plan	demonstrates	the	revitalization	model,	defining	culture	as	an	amenity	that	

attracts	the	creative	class.	

	 With	the	basic	framework	for	building	equity	established	by	the	DC	Cultural	Plan,	

marginalized	communities—including	the	Deaf	community	explicitly	identified	in	the	plan—can	

leverage	cultural	funding	and	public	spaces	to	support	capacity	building	and	the	social	

transformations	needed	to	achieve	equity.	

Cultural	Framework	Summary	

The	Comprehensive	Plan’s	revitalization	model	of	culture	essentially	limits	the	cultural	

framework	but	emphasizes	the	specific	potential	of	culture’s	role	in	the	city’s	land	use	and	

development.	The	Cultural	Plan’s	equity-building	model	of	culture	creates	opportunities	for	

capacity	building	within	communities	and	leaves	the	process	open	to	implementers.	This	is	

evident	through	the	framing	of	the	Deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	community	where	some	barriers	

are	identified	and	goals	are	established,	but	how	to	actually	implement	change	is	up	to	the	

stakeholders.	Ultimately,	it	is	up	to	communities	to	leverage	the	cultural	framework	to	build	

capacity.	 	
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Chapter	4:	Enabling	a	“Deaf-Centric”	Village	in	Northeast	Washington,	

DC	

The	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	Project	in	Northeast	Washington,	DC	has	a	vision	to	

create	a	unique	neighborhood	that	is	“Deaf-centric.”	Gallaudet	University	is	“the	world's	only	

university	designed	to	be	barrier-free	for	deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	students,”107	and	is	located	

in	Northeast	DC	by	the	Union	Market,	NOMA,	Atlas,	Trinidad,	and	Ivy	City	districts.	Besides	the	

student	population,	as	one	of	the	largest	single	institutions	in	DC	to	employ	Deaf	people,	

Gallaudet	University	is	privileged	to	draw	many	educated	Deaf	individuals	to	reside	in	the	

region.	With	the	intent	to	serve	this	critical	mass	of	Deaf	population	in	Washington,	DC,	the	

design	for	the	6th	Street	development	goes	beyond	accessibility	and	sets	requirements	for	

DeafSpace	design	inclusion.	This	is	outlined	in	the	Master	Plan	created	by	Gallaudet	University	

and	developer	JBG	Smith.	As	this	project	has	been	under	development,	I	decided	to	interview	

some	leaders	at	Gallaudet	University	with	a	direct	role	in	the	development	and	learn	more	

about	the	context	of	implementing	this	plan.	To	conclude,	I	wrap	up	with	a	brief	assessment	of	

how	this	case	study	can	be	used	to	inform	the	creation	of	a	model	for	inclusion	of	the	Deaf	

community	in	urban	planning	and	development.	

Gallaudet	University	6th	Street	NE	Master	Plan	

	 Gallaudet	University	and	JBG	Smith	are	developing	four	parcels	of	land	along	6th	Street	

NE	by	the	Union	Market	district	in	Washington,	DC.	The	current	sites	are	used	for	vehicle	

parking	and	maintenance,	and	will	be	transformed—as	proposed	through	a	planned	unit	
																																																								
107	“About,”	Gallaudet	University,	https://www.gallaudet.edu/about.		
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development	(PUD)—into	1,800	residential	units,	approximately	135,000	square	feet	of	retail	

and	63,000	square	feet	of	office	space.108	The	vision	is	to	create	a	“town-gown	neighborhood	

that	promotes	positive	campus	synergy,”	developing	the	corridor	into	a	creative	and	cultural	

district.109	The	inspiration	for	this	plan	is	derived	from	Gallaudet	University’s	2022	Campus	

Master	Plan	motto:	“From	Isolation	to	Innovation,”	which	recognizes	that	the	University	has	

been	mostly	isolated	from	the	happenings	of	the	city	and	has	a	vision	to	be	an	innovative	hub	in	

Washington,	DC.	

	

Figure	4:	Rendering	of	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	Development	
																																																								
108	Morris	Adjmi	Architects,	Master	Plan:	JBG	Companies	and	Gallaudet	University,	April	2,	2015;	
“1,800	Residences	&	More:	Gallaudet,	JBG	files	for	Massive	Redevelopment.”	DC	Urban	Turf	(blog),	October	15,	
2015,	
https://dc.urbanturf.com/articles/blog/gallaudet_jbg_file_plans_for_massive_university_redevelopment/10462. 
109	“Development	Vision,”	Gallaudet	University	6th	Street	Development,	
https://www.gallaudet.edu/administration-office/sixth-street-development/development-vision.	
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Source:	Gallaudet	University,	Hall	McKnight	Architects		
	
	 The	opportunities	that	the	development	yields	include	creating	connections,	developing	

innovative	collaborations,	and	leveraging	the	University’s	aspirations	to	ultimately	increase	its	

value.	In	other	words,	Gallaudet	wants	to	build	agency	for	both	the	Deaf	community	and	the	

University.	This	can	be	done	by	achieving	the	overarching	goal,	which	“is	not	merely	to	erect	

physical	buildings,	but	to	construct	a	place	of	unique	experience	and	opportunity.”110	

	 The	master	plan	for	this	mix-use	development,	dated	back	to	April	2015,	includes	a	

section	that	incorporates	DeafSpace	design	principles	“intended	to	create	a	public	realm	and	

building	spaces	that	enable	spatial	orientation,	visual	connectivity,	clear	communication	by	

means	of	sign	language,	and	the	expression	of	deaf	culture.”111	The	incorporation	of	the	

DeafSpace	design	principles	is	not	limited	to	this	particular	development	as	it	also	caught	on	in	

other	redevelopment	projects	in	the	Union	Market	district.	Some	new	buildings	claim	to	have	

incorporated	DeafSpace	design	principles,112	and	the	streetscape	design	guidelines	that	were	

recently	adopted	for	the	district	also	considered	these	design	principles.113	

	 In	the	application	of	the	design	principles	to	the	6th	Street	development,	Gallaudet	

University	and	JBG	Smith	agreed	to	a	“DeafSpace	Design	Intensity	Overlay.”	Different	areas	of	

the	development	“are	assigned	one	(or	more)	of	three	levels	of	Design	Intensity	that	represent	

varying	degrees	of	design	attention	and	construction	cost	impacts	attributed	to	the	DeafSpace	

																																																								
110	“Development	Vision”	Gallaudet	University	6th	Street	Development,	
https://www.gallaudet.edu/administration-office/sixth-street-development/development-vision.	
111	Morris	Adjmi	Architects,	Master	Plan:	JBG	Companies	and	Gallaudet	University,	April	2,	2015,	71.	
112	Edward	Russel,	“‘DeafSpace’	design	principles	take	shape	in	the	D.C.	area,”	Curbed	Washington,	DC,	February	
15,	2019,	https://dc.curbed.com/2019/2/15/18226299/jbg-smith-gallaudet-deafspace-design-architecture.	
113	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	2,	Vision	and	Principles,”	in	Union	Market	Streetscape	Guidelines,	November	
17,	2017,	https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/Chapter%202%20-
%20Vision%20and%20Principles.pdf.	
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Guidelines.”114	The	three	intensity	levels	are:	A,	Full	Scope;	B,	Reduced	Scope,	and	C,	Minimum	

Scope.	There	are	nine	scope	categories,	ranked	by	anticipated	degree	of	costs,	from	1,	most	

intensive,	to	9,	least	intensive.115	Refer	to	Figure	5	and	6	for	the	overlay	map	and	the	DeafSpace	

Design	Intensity	Table.	

	

Figure	5:	DeafSpace	Design	Intensity	Overlay	Map	

Source:	Gallaudet	University	6th	Street	Master	Plan,	p.	71116	

																																																								
114	Morris	Adjmi	Architects,	April	2,	2015,	3	(III.	a.).	
115	Morris	Adjmi	Architects,	April	2,	2015,	4	(III.	c.).	
116	Morris	Adjmi	Architects,	April	2,	2015,	71.	
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Figure	6:	DeafSpace	Design	Intensity	Table		

Source:	Gallaudet	Master	Plan,	Appendix	C,	p.	4117	

	 The	additional	attention	and	detail	to	the	design	also	means	additional	costs.	Appendix	

C:	DeafSpace	Guidelines	Summary	for	6th	Street	Development	explains,	“JBG	will	use	

commercially	reasonable	efforts	to	meet	the	intent	of	the	DeafSpace	Design	Guidelines	during	

the	design	of	the	6th	Street	Development	Parcels.	JBG	has	assumed	a	4%	premium	in	hard	cost	

assumptions	for	Parcels	1	&	2	and	a	2%	premium	in	hard	cost	assumptions	for	Parcels	3	&	4	for	

increased	costs	as	a	result	of	incorporating	the	DeafSpace	Design	Guidelines.”118	

	 Additional	details	of	the	Master	Plan	are	included	in	Appendix	A	in	this	paper.	The	

Master	Plan	is	only	a	part	of	the	big	picture,	however.	In	my	conversations	with	Gallaudet	

University,	I	learned	that	Gallaudet	University	and	JBG	Smith	are	having	internal	discussions	

about	how	to	promote	a	robust	signing	environment,	support	Deaf	business	owners	and	

employees,	and	program	community	and	cultural	events	that	advance	the	interests	of	the	Deaf	

community.	They	are	working	on	an	agreement	that	also	creates	a	viable	economical	context	

for	the	development.	Unfortunately,	this	information	is	not	yet	available	to	public.	

	 	

																																																								
117	Morris	Adjmi	Architects,	April	2,	2015,	4	(III.	c.).	
118	Morris	Adjmi	Architects,	April	2,	2015,	3	(II.	d.).	
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Key	Takeaways	from	the	6th	Street	Master	Plan	

	 Implementing	DeafSpace	design	principles	in	the	public	realm	is	a	new	practice	that	

started	with	the	6th	Street	development.	Because	the	project	has	not	been	developed	yet,	it	is	

difficult	to	analyze	how	the	approaches	and	practices	of	the	Master	Plan	impact	the	Deaf	

community.	However,	it	can	be	said	that	the	intentional	inclusion	of	DeafSpace	design	

principles	and	consideration	of	the	Deaf	culture	has	inspired	other	surrounding	developers	to	

consider	and	apply	DeafSpace	design	principles	to	their	projects.	The	Deaf	community	is	

recognized	as	an	important	consumer	base	for	both	old	and	new	development	to	appeal	to.	

	 Another	fact	to	consider	is	that	the	discourse	about	incorporating	DeafSpace	design	

principles	in	development	and	encouraging	the	expression	of	Deaf	culture	in	the	public	realm	

happened	independently	from	the	development	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan.	As	an	institution	with	

available	land	to	develop,	Gallaudet	University	is	in	a	position	to	assert	change	in	the	public	

realm.	Now,	with	explicit	support	from	the	city	to	cultivate	Deaf	culture	and	build	equity,	

Gallaudet	has	yet	to	leverage	the	city’s	support	to	actualize	the	vision	that	Gallaudet	has	for	its	

development.	What	this	means	for	the	Deaf	culture	and	community,	however,	is	still	uncertain	

as	Gallaudet	University	and	JBG	Smith	performs	within	the	confines	of	their	own	land	and	

interests.	

Interviews	with	Gallaudet	University	Implementers:	Benjamin	Bahan,	Hansel	

Bauman,	and	Fred	Weiner		

	 I	wanted	to	understand	Gallaudet	University’s	vision	and	role	in	cultural	planning	in	

Washington,	DC,	and	how	they	use	implementation	strategies	to	achieve	the	changes	that	they	
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want	to	see	for	the	Deaf	community.	I	interviewed	three	people	with	significant	roles	in	

Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development.	Fred	Weiner	is	the	Director	of	Real	Estate	

Foundation	and	DC	Government	Relations	and	has	overseen	the	6th	Street	development	since	

the	beginning.	Hansel	Bauman	is	the	Executive	Director	of	Campus	Design	and	Construction,	

and	also	developed	the	DeafSpace	Design	Guidelines.119	Benjamin	Bahan	is	a	faculty	member	in	

the	ASL	and	Deaf	Studies	Department	and	is	the	Co-Chair	of	the	6th	Street	Steering	

Committee.120	Weiner	and	Bauman	have	been	involved	in	establishing	the	project,	while	Bahan	

has	been	more	focused	on	the	programming	element	of	the	6th	Street	development	and	

advancing	Gallaudet	University	to	share	its	knowledge	with	the	public.	The	interviews	with	

them	shed	light	on	the	gaps	that	continue	to	exist	between	the	city	and	the	Deaf	community,	

and	some	of	the	challenges	that	will	need	to	be	overcome	to	achieve	equity.	

	 First,	I	wanted	to	understand	Gallaudet	University’s	role	as	an	institution	and	a	

facilitator	between	the	Deaf	community	and	the	“urban	landscape.”	As	Weiner	mentioned,	

Gallaudet	University—as	a	federally	chartered	private	institution—has	held	important	presence	

on	Capitol	Hill.	Its	role	as	an	advocate	for	the	Deaf	community	strengthened	with	the	Deaf	

President	Now	protest	in	1988,	when	Deaf	students	and	faculty	marched	from	Gallaudet	

University	to	Capitol	Hill	demanding	representation,	starting	with	Gallaudet	University’s	

president.	Afterwards,	Deaf	community	members	and	Gallaudet-affiliated	stakeholders	had	

important	roles	in	shaping	the	Americans	with	Disabilities	Act	and	pushing	for	it	to	be	passed.	

The	drawback	of	Gallaudet	having	this	role,	however,	is	that	it	continues	to	be	the	first	point	of	

contact	for	the	DC	government	on	Deaf-related	issues.	This	becomes	a	problem	when	the	DC	
																																																								
119	“Hansel	Bauman	Biography,”	Creative	World,	http://creativeworld.group/speaker/hansel-bauman/.		
120	“Benjamin	Bahan,”	Gallaudet	University,	https://my.gallaudet.edu/benjamin-bahan.		
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government	delegates	the	responsibility	of	resolving	issues	related	to	Deaf	individuals	to	

Gallaudet	University	instead	of	taking	accountability	to	address	the	problems	themselves.	Deaf	

community	members,	at	the	local,	national	and	international	levels,	are	also	guilty	of	doing	the	

same	thing,	pulling	Gallaudet	into	community	issues	and	placing	their	hope	and	expectation	on	

Gallaudet	to	resolve	them.	Gallaudet,	with	limited	capacity	and	resources,	often	finds	itself	

unable	to	resolve	these	community	issues.	These	issues	range	from	accessibility	to	public	

meetings	(e.g.	ANC	meetings),	conflicts	that	stem	from	communication	and	cultural	

misunderstandings	(e.g.	retailers	being	insensitive	to	Deaf	cultural	norms	and	events,	and	

hearing	people	believing	that	deaf	people	shouldn’t	communicate	using	sign	languages),	and	

creating	opportunities	for	Deaf	people	to	get	employment	(e.g.	training	employers	how	to	work	

with	Deaf	people).	Locally,	there	have	been	more	severe	examples	where	the	Metropolitan	

Police	Department	dealing	with	a	Gallaudet	student	on	campus	conveniently	takes	advantage	

of	using	Gallaudet	University’s	resources	instead	of	training	their	staff	to	use	ASL	or	hiring	their	

own	ASL	interpreters.	Ignoring	best	practices	for	the	sake	of	convenience	at	Gallaudet	

University’s	expense	is	exhausting	Gallaudet	University’s	resources,	thus	constraining	the	range	

of	advocacy	that	Gallaudet	can	or	wants	to	do.	Within	this	role	of	big	burdens	and	limited	

capacity,	sometimes	what	Gallaudet	University	needs	is	not	just	support	and	increased	

capacity,	but	for	the	city	and	society	to	take	accountability	for	how	they	perpetuate	systematic	

oppression	towards	Deaf	people	and	rectify	their	audist	approaches	in	governance.	

	 Gallaudet	University	is	also	culpable	in	the	systematic	oppression	of	race,	gender,	

hearing	status,	and	more.	Thus,	developing	political	power	and	creating	a	paradigm	shift	

requires	collective	and	strategic	effort	for	change	that	starts	from	within.	All	three	interviewees	



74	
 

stated	independently	that	this	institutional	culture	is	recognized,	and	Gallaudet	University	

knows	where	it	could	and	should	be,	but	either	does	not	know	how	or	does	not	have	the	

confidence	to	make	these	changes	happen.	Despite	the	fact	that	the	6th	Street	Development	

plans	are	being	finalized	within	the	next	couple	years,	there	is	little	support	for	cultural	

production	and	recognition	of	the	Deaf	community,	representing	an	inadequate	foundation	for	

the	development	to	leverage	and	build	upon.	This	points	back	to	the	role	of	the	Deaf	

community	being	bigger	than	Gallaudet,	and	the	fact	that	the	community	has	been	so	deprived	

of	the	essentials	(e.g.	communication	access,	education,	job	opportunities,	networking,	etc.)	

that	can	enable	them	to	become	cultural	producers.	The	Deaf	community	has	had	so	few	

opportunities	that	once	becoming	a	part	of	the	Gallaudet	community,	they	become	so	fixated	

on	Gallaudet’s	own	mechanisms	for	culture	and	advocacy	(and	other	opportunities)	that	the	

community	ultimately	becomes	limiting	in	itself.	The	intellectual	capital	that	is	abundant	at	

Gallaudet	University	is	quickly	depleted	because	the	institutional	system—its	mechanisms—still	

functions	within	a	larger	system	that	oppresses	them.	This	forces	Gallaudet	to	survive	by	taking	

whatever	it	is	offered	(and	thus	obliging	Gallaudet	to	contributor’s	demands)	instead	of	

focusing	on	producing	an	equitable	and	sustainable	future.	The	interviewees	implied	that	

Gallaudet	University	needs	to	be	humble	with	its	position	within	the	Deaf	community	but	bold	

with	their	identity,	vision,	production	of	its	own	culture,	and	demand	equitable	changes.	

	 Next,	I	wanted	to	dig	deeper	into	the	vision	that	Gallaudet	University	has	for	the	Deaf	

community	and	urban	development.	To	continue	growing	and	building	as	a	marginalized	

community,	there	needs	to	be	a	critical	mass,	or	vibrancy,	of	community	members	coming	

together	to	nurture	identity,	arts	and	culture,	and	expression.	Weiner	stated	that	a	recent	
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report	from	Gallaudet	University’s	Human	Resources	Office	identified	that	out	of	its	900	

employees,	158	full-time	permanent	employees	live	in	the	20002	zip	code,	where	Gallaudet	

University	is	located.	A	total	of	300	(a	third	of	the	workforce)	live	in	Washington,	DC.	While	this	

includes	both	Deaf	and	hearing	employees,	this	finding	shows	that	there	are	at	least	300	

members	of	the	signing	community	living	in	DC.	This	does	not	include	the	many	who	work	for	

other	employers	(e.g.	government,	Deaf	advocacy	services,	or	unemployed),	who	have	part	

time	jobs	at	Gallaudet,	and	even	Gallaudet	University	students	(over	1,500).	It	also	does	not	

include	ASL	interpreters.	
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Figure	7:	Where	Gallaudet	University	Employees	Live	in	DC,	circa	2010	
Source:	Author.	Photo	of	Gallaudet	University,	Program	Development,	Map	
Note:	The	pins	indicate	where	Gallaudet	University’s	full-time	faculty	and	staff	live,	but	it	is	not	
known	what	the	colors	represent.		
	
	 Despite	the	fact	that	there	are	over	2,500	people	who	supposedly	sign	at	Gallaudet	

University,	the	campus	community	is	having	a	conversation	about	the	vibrancy	of	language	on	

the	campus	and	throughout	the	city.	Why	are	not	more	people	embracing	Deaf	culture,	ASL	and	

the	signing	community?	Why	does	the	community	still	struggle	with	inclusivity	and	developing	

political	clout?	Are	the	numbers	really	so	small	that	the	community	cannot	“be	better	and	do	

more?”	

		 Bahan	points	to	accessible	technology	as	a	potential	barrier	and	Bauman	views	the	lack	

of	quality	design	like	DeafSpace	and	lack	of	intentional	planning	and	programming	for	culture	as	

a	reason	that	vibrancy	has	not	been	cultivated.	To	achieve	agency	and	change,	human	

connections	need	to	happen.	Bahan	argues	that	while	technology	does	a	lot	to	facilitate	human	

connections,	dependency	on	technology	takes	away	the	physical	element	of	direct	

communication.	Typing	out	an	order	on	the	phone	might	be	clear	and	convenient,	and	this	

solution	to	a	communication	barrier	is	an	obsession	for	many.	“We	seek	out	solutions	to	a	

problem,	and	become	fascinated	with	what	technology	can	do	to	address	this—but	we	often	

forget	how	to	be	human	with	each	other,”	Bauman	said.	His	research	from	his	Gesture	Studio	

show	that	humans	have	innate	desire	to	gesture	when	communicating	(whether	for	holistic	

communication	or	clarity),	but	many	cultures	suppress	gestures	and	have	norms	on	what	

degree	of	gesturing	is	acceptable.	This	suppression	of	human	expression	and	exploration	into	

human	experiences	greatly	impacts	how	we	shape	our	own	worlds.	Bauman	added,	

“Imagination	is	a	resource.	So	is	confidence.”	Imagining	and	designing	places	that	are	
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authentically	symbiotic	to	our	ways	of	being	creates	more	connections	not	just	with	our	own	

experiences,	but	also	with	others.	This	generates	a	collective	spirit	that	promotes	equity	and	

inclusion.			

	 Grounding	the	right-brain	element	in	practice,	Bauman	made	clear	that	vibrancy	comes	

from	dominance.	There	needs	to	be	a	clear	shift	in	experience	for	an	impression	to	be	made	to	

inspire	change.	People	will	need	to	feel	like	they	are	entering	a	“different	world.”	Similar	

examples	include	Chinatown,	which	have	distinctly	designed	buildings,	different	smells	and	

languages	present	throughout,	and	retail	spaces	that	reflect	these	characteristics.	In	terms	of	

the	Deaf	community,	there	needs	to	be	more	people	(density)	and	cultural	production	to	

impact	the	visual,	tactile,	and	design	elements	of	space.	Bahan	believes	that	Deaf	culture	needs	

to	leverage	gestural	knowledge	as	a	way	to	get	people	comfortable	communicating	using	

gestures—finding	creative	ways	to	communicate	for	the	sake	of	being	a	better	communicator.	

To	do	this,	there	needs	to	be	intentional	planning	and	programming	to	initiate	change.	

	 Bauman	brought	up	the	“Signing	Starbucks”	as	an	example	of	intentional	programming	

and	celebration	of	Deaf	culture.121	The	Starbucks	coffee	shop	on	H	Street	NE	became	the	first	

signing	Starbucks	in	the	United	States	where	all	employees	use	sign	language—and	only	sign	

language.	Customers	have	to	give	their	order	in	ASL	or	other	non-verbal	methods	like	writing	or	

gesturing.	Bauman	said,	“Signing	Starbucks	is	like	a	canary	in	the	coal	mine.	The	results	of	this	

business	model	can	inform	how	the	6th	street	development	set	up	their	businesses.	As	Deaf	

culture	is	language	based	(sign	language	is	the	heart	of	Deaf	culture),	and	Signing	Starbucks	

																																																								
121	Jennifer	Warnick,	“Eight	things	to	know	about	the	new	Starbucks	Signing	Store,”	Starbucks	Stories,	October	23,	
2018,	https://stories.starbucks.com/stories/2018/eight-things-to-know-about-the-new-starbucks-signing-store/.	
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forces	culture	in	the	business	exchange,	applying	sign	language	as	a	protocol	for	

communication	is	a	process	to	be	tested	for	business	success.”		

Even	though	Bauman	challenges	whether	Starbucks	genuinely	improved	the	physical	

design	of	the	store	according	to	DeafSpace	design	principles,	the	fact	that	Starbucks	established	

language	dominance	and	guaranteed	employees	a	signing	environment	is	remarkable.	The	

intentional	endorsement	of	Deaf	culture	expression,	despite	the	question	of	whether	the	

corporation	authentically	followed	the	DeafSpace	design	process,	is	validating	and	enabling.	

Furthermore,	the	signing	Starbucks	creates	opportunities	for	Deaf	employees	to	learn	the	

business	operations	with	direct	communication,	and	potential	for	them	to	be	inspired	to	

establish	their	own	businesses.	If	this	process	is	supported,	it	might	lead	to	more	experienced	

Deaf	business	owners	who	can	actually	celebrate	Deaf	culture	in	their	own	intersectional	ways	

through	their	businesses.	

	 I	asked	the	interviewees	to	identify	what	needs	can	be	addressed	through	urban	

development.	It	was	immediately	clear	that	the	need	for	cultural	vibrancy	and	equitable	growth	

cannot	be	addressed	by	Gallaudet	University	alone.	Weiner,	in	his	2015	TedTalk	that	he	

referenced	during	the	interview,122	stressed	the	convergence	of	the	“Deaf	enclave”	and	the	

“larger	ecology.”	Educational	institutions	like	Gallaudet	University	make	excellent	anchors,	but	

these	institutions	are	not	structured	to	be	competitive	in	generating	profit	in	a	capitalist	

economy.	As	profit	generation	from	cultural	spaces	are	not	guaranteed,	it	becomes	challenging	

to	show	the	value	of	a	historically	undervalued	community.	Gallaudet	University	still	wrestles	

																																																								
122	Fred	Weiner,	“Capitalizing	on	the	Collectivist	Culture	of	Deaf	Community,”	TEDxGallaudet,	March	6,	2015,	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mtYHvZ3Iaic.	
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with	the	big	question	on	how	to	actually	afford	the	“big	ticket”	items,	such	as	the	theater	that	it	

intends	to	build	on	6th	Street.	

	 The	state	of	trying	to	figure	out	how	to	add	value	to	culture	to	attract	investments,	and	

negotiating	between	investors’	priorities	and	the	community’s	objectives,	is	a	complicated	

process.	Tools	for	strategizing	equity	building	are	still	limited.	Hence,	marginalized	communities	

like	the	Deaf	community	often	“react”	more	than	they	strategize.	Bahan	put	this	bluntly,	“the	

University	is	drawn	to	money	and	will	cater	to	investors,	even	to	those	who	do	not	understand	

Deaf	culture.	What	we	are	doing,	really,	is	allowing	them	to	dictate	and	prioritize	what	is	

important	in	our	culture.”	This	puts	culture	in	a	box	and	is	destructive	to	culture’s	true	potential	

and	ability	to	innovate.	

	 More	generally,	the	needs	include:	continuing	to	promote	awareness	about	Deaf	culture	

and	acceptance	of	ability	and	language	diversity	throughout	the	city;	improving	communication	

access;	improving	street,	architectural,	and	public	space	designs	to	fit	the	needs	of	the	Deaf	

community;	and	enabling	the	Deaf	community	to	build	their	own	agency	to	empower	

themselves.	

	 To	conclude,	the	interviews	gave	me	insight	into	how	building	capacity	to	connect	the	

gap	between	the	Deaf	community	and	urban	development	is	a	complicated	one.	The	current	

economic	factors	needed	to	build	capacity	and	to	dictate	development	are	not	based	on	an	

equity-building	model.	Furthermore,	while	Gallaudet	University	has	the	potential	and	the	vision	

for	how	the	Deaf	community	can	continue	to	build	agency,	the	University	is	limited	to	its	99	

acres,	a	small	physical	space,	and	to	its	systematic	resources.	It	is	a	big	ask—a	big	burden—to	

rely	on	this	development	to	bring	the	Deaf	community	out	of	“isolation.”	Finally,	it	is	worth	
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noting	that	the	interviews	were	conducted	before	the	interviewees	had	the	opportunity	to	

review	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	and	identify	how	the	Plan	could	enable	different	strategies	moving	

forward.	

Conclusions	from	Gallaudet	University	6th	Street	Case	Study	

	 Gallaudet	University	6th	Street	development	is	the	first	implementation	plan	to	

intentionally	include	Deaf	cultural	expression	in	the	urban	landscape.	Similarly,	the	DC	Cultural	

Plan	is	the	first	cultural	plan	to	recognize	Deaf	culture	and	establish	early	frameworks	for	

building	equity	and	inclusion.	In	other	words,	we	are	witnessing	the	birth	of	Deaf	culture	

systematically	being	included	and	supported	in	urban	design,	planning	and	development.	

	 The	path	forward	is	uncharted,	and	to	build	equity	there	needs	to	be	more	intentional	

strategizing	and	programming	that	changes	both	the	physical	landscape	and	how	people	

connect	in	public	spaces.	Investment	in	Deaf	cultural	production	should	definitely	not	be	

limited	to	Gallaudet	University,	or	the	NE	quadrant	of	DC,	and	the	city	needs	to	take	

accountability	for	how	to	directly	connect	with	its	Deaf	residents.	While	Gallaudet	University	

can	provide	the	cultural	enclave	for	the	Deaf	community	and	inform	urban	planning	best	

practices	for	inclusion,	it	does	not	necessarily	position	itself	as	an	equity-building	model.	The	

institution	owns	the	land	and	is	willing	to	take	(small)	risks	in	investing	in	Deaf	culture,	which	

aligns	with	their	mission	to	serve	the	Deaf	community,	but	in	other	public	and	private	spaces,	

ownership	and	enforcement	of	cultural	policies	will	look	very	different.	Furthermore,	while	

Gallaudet	University’s	model	for	inclusion	of	Deaf	culture	has	resembled	a	revitalization	model,	

it	is	trailblazing	a	new	model	with	the	inclusion	of	DeafSpace.	Therefore,	more	research	on	how	
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this	framework	manifests	in	real	time	and	space,	as	well	as	post-occupancy	programming	and	

engagement	studies	are	needed	to	inform	how	new	development	can	be	inclusive	of	the	Deaf	

community.		
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Chapter	5:	Recommendations	for	an	Inclusive	Future	

	 Through	examining	the	urban	planning	documents	that	adopt	a	culture	and	arts	

framework	and	the	case	study	on	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development,	I	have	

developed	some	recommendations	for	inclusive	planning	practices	that	consider	the	needs	of	

the	Deaf	community.	My	recommendations	are	organized	into	four	sections:	The	Culture	

Framework,	the	Role	of	the	Deaf	Community,	Implementation	of	Planning	Processes,	and	

Suggestions	for	Future	Support	and	Research.	The	Culture	Framework	focuses	on	how	the	

definition	and	understanding	of	culture	as	a	tool	in	urban	planning	can	be	improved.	The	Role	

of	the	Deaf	Community	explains	where	we	are	with	understanding	the	relationship	between	

urban	planning	and	the	Deaf	community.	The	implementation	section	presents	a	metric	to	

guide	urban	planners	in	identifying	where	they	are	in	terms	of	inclusive	planning	with	the	Deaf	

community.	The	last	section	provides	direction	on	what	future	support	and	research	could	

focus	on.		

The	Culture	Framework	

	 Washington,	DC	recognizes	that	the	city	is	rich	in	diverse	cultures,	but	for	these	cultures	

to	survive	the	city’s	growth,	communities	need	a	robust	system	to	cultivate	their	own	cultural	

resources.	The	DC	Comprehensive	Plan	frames	culture	as	an	amenity	that	can	be	used	to	

revitalize	neighborhoods.	The	DC	Cultural	Plan	updates	this	framing	of	culture	as	an	asset	that	

enables	communities	to	build	equity.	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	project	applies	the	

aspirations	of	the	Deaf	community	to	innovative	ways	that	both	Deaf	and	hearing	people	can	

connect	in	public	places.	Applying	the	culture	framework	in	urban	planning	to	serve	the	Deaf	
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community	is	challenging	due	to	the	conceptual	nature	of	these	plans	and	the	fact	that	the	

implementation	of	these	plans	is	still	underway.	It	is	difficult	to	measure	the	success	of	the	

framework	now.	

	 The	different	framings	of	culture	in	the	three	planning	documents	show	that	the	cultural	

framework	is	subjective.	One	might	call	the	cultural	framework	in	planning	as	abstract	with	

little	agency.	During	my	interviews	with	Gallaudet	University	stakeholders,	I	was	asked	whether	

the	DC	Cultural	Plan	had	“any	teeth	in	enforcing	planning	practices	that	are	inclusive.”	It	

becomes	problematic	when	planners	and	designers	tokenize	cultural	elements,	say	that	they	

have	completed	inclusive	engagement	processes,	and	develop	designs	with	little	or	no	

feedback.	There	is	no	translation	of	planning	goals	into	best	practices	and	no	guidelines	for	

enforcement.	On	the	other	hand,	the	danger	of	providing	such	translation	and	guidelines	is	that	

it	could	essentially	limit	culture	within	defined	parameters,	when	culture	is	really	abstract	and	

expansive.	Culture	should	never	be	prescriptive.	This	brings	back	the	question:	should	there	

even	be	a	cultural	framework?	It	could	be	argued	that	despite	the	high-level	establishment	of	

the	cultural	framework,	to	begin	establishing	parameters	is	starting	to	box	in	culture.	

	 The	cultural	framework	is	important,	however,	to	recognize	equity-building	

opportunities.	Like	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	suggests,	culture	is	an	expression	of	identity	that	

becomes	an	important	building	block	for	a	person	to	connect	with	others.	These	connections	

support	the	person	in	becoming	a	contributing	member	to	society	and	building	stronger	social	

networks,	thus	contributing	to	the	resiliency	of	a	community	and	more	broadly,	the	city.	The	

argument	I	present	is	that	regardless	of	whether	the	cultural	frameworks	will	actually	be	

applied	in	urban	planning	and	development,	understanding	community	identity,	social	
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constructs,	and	power	dynamics	must	be	factored	in	when	planning	city	growth.	Setting	a	

framework	to	force	planners	and	developers	to	not	just	consider	but	create	equitable	

opportunities	for	marginalized	communities	is	the	humane	recognition	that	the	social	

infrastructure	is	delicately	tied	to	the	physical	and	economic	infrastructure	of	cities.	

	 The	three	planning	documents,	published	at	different	times,	also	show	the	evolution	of	

attention	to	social	issues.	The	DC	Comprehensive	Plan	recognizes	culture	as	an	element	to	be	

capitalized	upon,	something	that	can	create	more	value	and	profit	within	the	existing	system.	

The	DC	Cultural	Plan	and	Gallaudet	University’s	development	plan	recognizes	the	role	of	culture	

in	leading	social	change,	transforming	power	dynamics	to	be	more	equitable—and	that	has	

much	more	value	in	the	long	run.	The	true	power	of	the	latter	two	plans	does	not	lie	in	their	

attempt	to	establish	a	working	framework,	but	the	direct	recognition	that	social	and	cultural	

infrastructure	must	have	roles	in	leading	development,	and	not	just	merely	be	capitalized	upon.	

This	recognition	is	often	absent	in	urban	planning	practices	and	guidelines.	Because	each	

culture	has	a	different	set	of	values,	the	vesting	power	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	is	that	city	

development	should	not	be	driven	by	economic	interests,	but	by	the	various	social	values	and	

interests	that	will	ultimately	create	innovative	and	equitable	economic	growth	for	the	city.	

	 The	shift	toward	inclusive	civic	engagement	for	genuine	democracy	in	city	development	

has	been	discussed	but	is	only	recently	being	implemented	in	some	cities.	Plans	like	the	DC	

Cultural	Plan	and	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development	are	only	the	beginning.	They	

represent	this	shift,	despite	being	framed	with	traditional	models	of	urban	planning	and	

development.	Their	guiding	power	is	still	rudimentary	because	the	path	towards	equitable	

development	of	a	city	has	yet	to	be	charted.	Marginalized	communities	should	not	be	the	only	
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trailblazers.	As	the	Gallaudet	University	case	study	revealed,	despite	having	a	framework,	

shared	stewardship	and	promising	transformations	need	to	happen	on	the	city	scale	for	the	

University	to	have	the	confidence	and	the	capacity	to	leverage	the	opportunities	that	Deaf	

culture	offers.	The	lack	of	“teeth”	in	these	plans	does	not	represent	weakness,	but	rather	allows	

space	for	best	practices	in	urban	planning	to	emerge.	

	 The	benefit	of	these	plans	is	the	deeper	exploration	into	the	discourse	of	equitable	

development.	The	benefit	of	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development	is	the	intentional	

consideration	of	how	to	build	agency	for	the	Deaf	community,	a	community	that	is	just	as	old	as	

humankind	but	very	rarely	ever	given	the	drafting	pencil	to	design	their	own	spaces.	The	

benefit	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	is	the	recognition	that	the	connection	between	Deaf	and	hearing	

communities	can	happen	when	the	Deaf	experiences	are	embraced,	when	ASL	is	normalized,	

and	when	the	Deaf	community	is	honored	as	valued	cultural	creators.	This	is	already	a	radical	

change	from	considering	the	Deaf	community	a	“dependent”	group	of	people	who	need	access	

to	the	existing	system—as	if	the	social	construct	is	static	and	just	needs	to	broaden	to	invite	

more	people	in.	The	benefit	in	thinking	of	how	marginalized	communities	can	lead	social	

evolution,	and	actually	creating	space	for	this	to	happen,	is	unlocking	new	potential,	ways	of	

being	and	values	that	actualize	a	more	sustainable	future.	

Improving	the	Comprehensive	Plan’s	Cultural	Framework	

	 The	DC	Comprehensive	Plan	is	in	the	process	of	being	amended,	and	the	timeline	for	the	

amendment	process	is	uncertain	at	the	time	of	this	writing.	Recommendations	for	how	the	Plan	

could	improve	its	cultural	framework	are	based	on	strengthening	the	role	of	culture	beyond	its	

ability	to	revitalize	neighborhoods.		
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	 The	DC	Comprehensive	Plan	does	not	give	a	clear	definition	of	what	culture	means.	

Additionally,	it	does	not	mention	arts	and	culture	as	leaders	in	transforming	the	city	as	a	whole.	

The	gestalt	of	a	growing	city,	however,	implies	that	many	changes	will	occur.	The	purpose	of	

the	Comprehensive	Plan,	after	all,	is	to	lead	the	change	through	covering	the	various	elements	

that	drive	these	changes	

	 I	recommend	the	DC	Comprehensive	Plan	consider	the	role	of	culture	in	leading	

change—not	just	physical	changes,	but	also	social	changes	that	are	embedded	with	physical	

places.	Currently,	the	Comprehensive	Plan	sets	the	vision	that	culture	needs	to	be	cultivated	

and	people	need	to	have	access	to	it	through	education	or	accommodations/funding	that	

enable	their	access	to	culture.	The	statement:	“[The	arts	and	culture	element]	acknowledges	

the	contribution	of	the	arts	to	the	city’s	economy	and	supports	investment	in	the	arts	in	order	

to	provide	new	jobs,	goods,	and	services,”123	proves	the	point	that	culture	is	boxed	in	a	role	as	a	

contributor,	not	so	much	as	a	leader.	However,	this	is	not	to	say	that	that	the	Comprehensive	

Plan	fails	to	create	a	framework	for	culture’s	role	in	the	change,	it	is	just	missing	the	

“leveraged”	potential	of	culture.	Culture	is	not	just	a	thing,	but	also	an	experience	that	can	

manifest	in	the	built	and	programmed	environment.		

Culture	defined	as	if	it	is	an	amenity	to	spark	revitalization	is	in	danger	of	being	

exploited.	Cultures	that	have	the	highest	potential	to	spark	revitalization	may	competitively	

dominate	other	cultures	that	have	less	revitalization	potential.	This	does	not	build	equity	and	is	

not	sustainable.	Reframing	culture	as	a	leader	in	driving	equitable	change	will	also	change	the	

																																																								
123	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element,”	DC	Comprehensive	Plan,	
https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/District%20Elements_Volume%20
I_Chapter%2014_April%208%202011.pdf,	3.	
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discourse	on	urban	revitalization.	Can	higher	critical	social	justice	values	and	equity	be	achieved	

by	using	culture	as	a	driver?	Can	we	stimulate	critical	thinking	as	a	society	by	making	these	

cultural	dialogues	and	experiences	a	part	of	our	public	landscape?	After	all,	how	can	we	

become	truly	inclusive	without	asking	ourselves	ethical	and	moral	questions	about	what	values	

we	uphold?	The	Comprehensive	Plan,	as	a	high-level	plan,	should	at	least	establish	some	action	

or	policy,	if	not	framework,	for	shaping	the	physical	environment	through	culture	that	

cultivates	critical	social	justice	changes	and	resiliency.		

Finally,	and	more	broadly,	the	Comprehensive	Plan	should	reconsider	how	special	

populations	are	labeled.	For	instance,	Policy	AC-4.4.3:	Arts	Awareness	for	Special	Populations	

Groups,	says,	“Provide	accessible	arts	information	resources	to	non-English	speaking	residents,	

seniors,	and	visually	and	hearing	impaired	populations.”124	The	word	“hearing	impaired”	is	not	

a	culturally	sensitive	word	and	reinforces	the	medical	view	of	Deaf	populations.	Even	though	

accessibility	is	critical,	only	identifying	the	special	populations	when	talking	about	accessibility	is	

implying	they	do	not	have	a	role	in	being	cultural	creators	as	well.	Inclusive	and	equitable	plans	

do	not	just	give	access	to	marginalized	communities;	they	give	them	roles	in	shaping	the	city.		

Cultivating	the	Deaf	Community’s	Role	in	Urban	Planning	

	 Thinking	about	how	to	cultivate	the	Deaf	community’s	role	in	urban	planning	is	like	

attempting	to	plant	in	ground	that	has	not	been	fully	tilled.	The	urban	planning	field	is	devoid	of	

Deaf	planners	and	lacks	the	discourse	on	how	cities	can	become	places	of	cultural	expression	

for	the	Deaf	community.	Although	there	have	been	discussions	on	accessibility,	cultural	

																																																								
124	DC	Office	of	Planning,	“Chapter	14:	Arts	and	Culture	Element.”		
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inclusion,	and	equitable	development,	we	have	not	explored	what	it	could	be	when	Deaf	

people	have	a	role	in	urban	development.		

	 One	might	argue	that	the	small	population	and	the	dispersal	of	the	Deaf	community	

might	never	be	adequate	to	justify	a	model	of	planning	practices,	or	significant	changes	in	

planning	approach,	to	city	development.	Another	argument	may	be	that	even	if	there	is	a	

critical	mass	of	Deaf	people,	the	unique	intersectional	identity	of	that	community	in	that	

neighborhood	(e.g.	Gallaudet	University	in	urban	Washington,	DC)	might	not	make	the	plans	or	

the	framework	transferrable	to	another	place	(e.g.	a	Deaf	community	centered	around	a	Deaf	

school	in	Riverside,	California).	How	could	there	even	be	a	model	for	inclusion?	Should	there	

even	be	a	model?	

	 It	is	true	that	the	Deaf	community	is	diverse	and	building	equity	in	their	relationships	

with	urban	development	planners	will	vary	with	the	privileges	and	the	context	of	the	city.	There	

are	many	challenges	in	serving	marginalized	communities	that	have	been	starved	of	education,	

resources,	and	opportunities.	Additionally,	the	language	barriers	widen	the	gap	between	the	

urban	planning	and	development	processes	and	the	Deaf	community.	

	 Tilling	the	urban	planning	field	for	inclusion	does	not	mean	the	inclusion	of	Deaf	people,	

or	other	marginalized	communities,	for	the	sake	of	inclusion.	It	means	recognizing	and	

dismantling	the	barriers	that	have	already	been	constructed	in	the	urban	planning	field.	The	

question	of	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	having	any	“teeth”	responds	to	the	plan’s	failure	to	recognize	

the	existing	conditions.	Planners	may	seek	what	tools	to	use	or	what	seeds	to	plant,	but	if	we	

do	not	know	how	to	cultivate	the	soil—the	system	that	we	rely	on—we	will	not	have	successful	

results.	Hence,	the	framework	for	inclusion	should	not	start	with	a	checklist	of	tools	and	
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resources,	or	even	a	vision	of	where	we	want	to	be,	but	with	recognition	of	the	systematic	

barriers	that	are	in	place.	Specific	to	the	Deaf	community	and	Washington,	DC,	the	DC	Cultural	

Plan	recognizes	that	there	are	language	barriers	and	challenges	in	connecting	to	the	Deaf	

experiences	and	begins	to	suggest	that	the	framework	for	inclusion	needs	to	be	set	to	support	

Deaf	cultural	creators.	The	burden	of	doing	this,	however,	is	not	only	on	the	Deaf	community;	it	

is	also	on	the	city	to	enact	more	Deaf-friendly	policies.	

	 Cultivating	the	role	of	the	Deaf	community	in	urban	planning,	like	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	

suggests,	begins	with	intentionally	giving	the	Deaf	community	space	in	cultural	production	and	

a	role	in	urban	transition.	It	is	important	to	ensure	that	the	Deaf	community	is	not	tokenized	in	

this	process,	however,	by	examining	whether	changes	are	reflected	in	the	broader	society	that	

benefit	the	Deaf	community.	This	can	be	done	by	normalizing	ASL	and	conducting	active	design	

review	to	ensure	that	accessible,	Deaf-friendly	spaces	are	created.	

	 Being	inclusive	of	the	Deaf	community,	as	well	as	other	disability	groups,	will	only	yield	

more	sustainable	and	resilient	spaces	where	people	want	to	be	and	where	people	go	to	for	a	

more	meaningful	experience.	This,	in	turn,	will	continue	to	generate	growth	and	even	profit	for	

the	city.	

Manifesto	for	Deaf	Culture	Inclusion	in	Urban	Planning	

	 Given	the	collective	nature	of	the	Deaf	community,	a	manifesto	for	DeafSpace	in	urban	

planning	must	be	a	collaborative	effort,	with	inclusive	engagement,	and	thorough	discourse	to	

identify	what	should	be	included.	After	some	research,	I	came	across	the	BlackSpace	Manifesto,	

which	provides	a	nice	model	of	how	professional	planners,	designers,	and	architects	came	
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together	to	draft	a	culturally	appropriate	manifesto.125	I	believe	the	manifestos	of	other	

marginalized	communities	provide	excellent	examples	of	how	building	connections,	trust,	and	

communities	triumph	over	the	power	and	oppression	of	the	built	space—and	can	serve	as	

inspiration	to	guide	the	Deaf	community	in	developing	their	own.	Since	there	are	only	a	handful	

of	Deaf	professionals	in	the	field,	I	think	it	is	worth	the	effort	to	convene	in	the	near	future	and	

develop	a	“DeafSpace	Manifesto.”	This	will	not	only	ensure	validity,	it	will	also	spotlight	the	

Deaf	community	and	the	few	professionals	working	to	transform	equity	and	inclusion	in	our	

cities.	

Implementation	of	Planning	Practices	

	 One	of	the	biggest	challenges	in	urban	planning	practices	is	how	to	actually	implement	

the	plans.	With	subjective	and	multifaceted	topics	like	culture	and	building	equity,	

implementation	only	becomes	more	challenging.	I	believe	that	sometimes	the	more	personal	

the	issue	is,	the	harder	it	is	to	implement—and	identity,	power,	privilege,	oppression,	and	the	

hegemony	of	the	status	quo	are	all	very	personal.	Growth	and	changes	that	the	DC	Cultural	Plan	

presents	are	not	just	physical,	but	also	personal.	

	 Thus,	implementation	approaches	can	vary	dramatically.	Some	practical	planners	may	

seek	step-by-step	guidelines	on	how	and	when	to	engage	and	implement.	Prescriptive	

approaches	like	these	make	culture	bureaucratic	and	creates	yet	another	system	of	power	and	

privilege—those	who	know	how	to	navigate	the	process	will	leverage	it	and	assert	more	

influence	than	those	who	do	not	know	how	to	navigate	the	process.	This	could	essentially	

																																																								
125	“The	BlackSpace	Manifesto,”	Multiple	Cities,	February	14,	2015,	
https://www.multiplecities.org/home/2019/1/31/the-blackspace-manifesto.	
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defeat	the	purpose	of	building	cultural	equity.	It	is	worth	asking	why	there	was	a	system	in	the	

first	place	and	who	demanded	such	a	system.	More	generally,	however,	is	that	culture	is	an	

organic	process	of	its	own	and	needs	a	balance	between	natural	and	intentional	drivers	to	

cultivate	it.	Planning	documents	related	to	culture	in	urban	planning	need	to	reflect	this	

somehow.		

	 Planning	documents	should	also	provide	some	structure	for	implementation	practices.	

Since	we	are	still	not	clear	on	what	exactly	needs	to	be	implemented	to	improve	the	

relationship	between	the	Deaf	community	and	urban	planners—the	connection	between	urban	

planning	practices	and	the	Deaf	community	is	still	very	weak—I	propose	the	following	working	

set	of	questions	and	action	items	modeled	after	the	Brookings	Institution	Innovation	Audit	

Handbook.		

The	Auditing	Metrics	

	 The	DeafSpace	design	approach	is	an	innovative	approach	to	design	and	building	

community	agency.	The	Brookings	Institution	Innovation	Audit	Handbook,	Diversity	and	

Inclusion	Section,	was	used	as	a	model	and	modified	to	address	DeafSpace	and	people	with	

disabilities.	It	is	worth	noting	that	their	Innovation	Audit	Handbook	makes	no	mention	of	

disability	and	language	diversity	and	has	opportunities	for	revisions	and	improvement,	but	their	

questions	establish	a	firm	foundation	for	considering	how	to	be	inclusive.	The	handbook	is	

capable	of	organizing	the	value	of	diversity	and	inclusion	(process)	to	enable	an	innovation	

district	to	thrive.	Some	of	the	questions	to	ask	to	audit	a	process,	development,	and/or	a	

neighborhood	are:	
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- Are	there	intentional	policies	and	programs	in	place	to	increase	diversity	and	

opportunity,	especially	for	Deaf	people?	

- Are	nearby	Deaf	neighbors	connected	to	district	growth	or	development?	If	yes,	how?	

- What	are	the	baseline	measures	of	diversity	(DeafSpace)?	Where	do	disparities	exist?	

- Does	the	development	provide	equitable,	broad	opportunity	for	a	range	of	workers?	

	 The	handbook’s	intention	is	to	set	up	innovation	districts,	not	a	cultural	model,	

however,	it	recognizes	the	value	of	being	inclusive	of	cultures:	“An	inherently	collaborative	

process,	innovation	relies	on	a	diverse	set	of	actors—defined	by	race,	gender,	age,	or	other	

characteristics—to	generate	new	ideas	and	products	for	the	market.	Research	demonstrates	a	

positive	relationship	between	diversity	and	innovation	in	a	business	setting.	In	fact,	numerous	

studies	show	that	teams	with	higher	diversity	actually	outperform	those	that	are	more	

homogeneous	on	several	innovation-related	metrics	(Diaz-Garcia	et	al.,	2012;	Nathan	and	Lee,	

2015;	Lorenzo	et	al.,	2017).”126		The	handbook	also	states:	“The	country	simply	cannot	afford	to	

keep	leaving	vast	segments	of	the	population	disengaged	from	the	innovation	economy,	nor	

leaving	deep	wells	of	talent	untapped.”127		

	 I	consider	the	handbook	a	hybrid	of	both	the	revitalization	model	and	the	equity-

building	model.	Implementation	of	planning	practices	that	are	inclusive	of	the	Deaf	and	

disabled	communities	begin	with	asking	the	appropriate	questions,	knowing	how	to	measure	

data,	and	knowing	what	actions	to	take	or	resources	to	go	to.	

	

	
																																																								
126	Vey	et	al.,	“Assessing	your	innovation	district:	A	how-to	guide,”	43.	
127	Vey	et	al.,	“Assessing	your	innovation	district:	A	how-to	guide,”	44. 
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What	to	ask:	 How	to	measure:	 Sample	Action	&	Resources?		
(labeled	A	or	R)	

How	diverse	is	the	group	of	
decision	makers?	Do	
significant	disparities	exist?	

Deaf	(and	race/gender)	people	
involved	in	design	process?	
Decision	making	process?	
Feedback	process?	
Stated	equity/inclusion	goals	
and/or	commitment	
	

A.	Count	the	members	in	group.	
A.	Hire	Deaf	consultants.	
R.	Gallaudet	University.	
R.	Deaf	community	members	
A.	Directly	invite	participation	and	
feedback.	
	

How	diverse	are	district	
residents	and	residents	of	
surrounding	communities?	Are	
significant	disparities	present?	

Residents	by	
race/gender/foreign-born	
status/age/disability/language128	
	
	

R.	U.S	Census	Bureau	
R.	American	Community	Survey	
A.	Self-directed	surveys	(due	to	
inadequate	information	about	
Deaf	residents	in	DC)	

What	are	the	language	
requirements	for	occupations	
in	the	development?	

How	many	jobs	are	created	as	a	
result	of	development,	and	how	
many	require	
knowledge/training	of	ASL	and	
interacting	with	Deaf	people?	

A.	Add	the	requirement!	
A.	Provide	training	about	
language	diversity	and	
communication	norms	to	
employees.	

What	are	the	communication	
flows	throughout	the	
development	process?	

What	are	the	communication	
vision,	purpose,	and	strategy?	
How	many	times	have	there	
been	outreach	efforts?		
How	much	of	this	is	accessible?	
What	functions	as	
communication	barriers?	(Can	be	
norms	or	an	organization)129	

A.	Identify	best	channels	for	
outreach	(i.e.	an	online	platform)	
A.	Communication	in	their	
language	(ASL)	or	other	accessible	
ways	(i.e.	captioning,	community	
forum	where	there	can	be	Q/A)	
A.	Track	communication	efforts	to	
community	

Are	surrounding	Deaf	
residents	connected	to	the	
district?	

Percentage	of	district	workforce	
from	surrounding	
neighborhoods.130	
Presence	of	physical	barriers	
between	development	and	
neighborhoods131	

R.	US	Census	Bureau	Longitudinal	
R.	Employer-household	dynamics		
R.	Local	survey/knowledge	
(???	Limited	data	on	this)	

																																																								
128	It	is	worth	noting	that	the	Brookings	Institution	Innovation	Audit	Handbook	makes	NO	mention	of	
disability/language	diversity.	This	shows	that	their	Audit	Handbook	has	room	for	improvement.	
129	Related	to	JBG	Smith	6th	Street	Development,	Gallaudet	University	assumes	responsibility	for	most	of	the	
communication	to	the	public.	This	is	a	potential	barrier	for	JBG	Smith	to	communicate	to	the	Deaf	community,	as	
JBGS	assumes	Gallaudet	does	OK	with	communication	when,	in	fact,	there	is	no	communication	happening,	nor	
are	they	monitoring/holding	each	other	accountable	for	efficient	communication.	
130	47%	of	Deaf	people	are	not	in	the	workforce	(unemployed).	Lack	of	opportunity	is	a	hinderance	to	wealth	
creation	and	economic	stimulation,	as	well	as	development	potential.	
https://www.nationaldeafcenter.org/sites/default/files/Deaf%20Employment%20Report_final.pdf		
131	Gallaudet	University	community	would	not	have	a	problem	accessing	the	6th	Street	Development.	However,	
Gallaudet	can	actually	be	a	physical	barrier	to	some	surrounding	communities,	like	Trinidad.	Additionally,	
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What	is	the	socioeconomic	
status	of	Deaf	residents	in	
surrounding	communities?	132	

Poverty	rate	
Median	household	income	
Educational	attainment	
Unemployment	rate	
Labor	force	participation	rate	

R.	National	Deaf	Center	
R.	National	Association	of	the	
Deaf	

Are	public	spaces	and	
buildings	engaging	and	
welcoming	to	a	diversity	of	
local	residents?		
Are	surrounding	
neighborhoods	physically	
connected	to	district	anchor	
institutions,	firms,	and	
amenities?	

Public	space	usage	and	
perceptions	
Presence	of	physical	barriers	
between	district	and	surrounding	
areas	
Ability	to	influence	hearing	
people	to	be	sensitive	of	
DeafSpace	and	create	autonomy	
for	Deaf	individuals.133	

R.	Power	of	10	
(https://www.pps.org/article/the-
power-of-10)	
R.	DeafSpace	Design	Guidelines	
R.	Deaf	designers,	architects,	
landscape	architects	

Do	development	stakeholders	
have	policies	and	programs	for	
local	hiring	and	employment	
pathways	for	Deaf	individuals?	

Guarantees	for	hiring	Deaf	
people	
Career	pathway	programs	
Connections	to	colleges	and	
education	programs	

R.	Websites,	publications	
R.	Qualitative	research	and	
interviews	
R.	Deaf	consultants	

Do	development	stakeholders	
support	local	businesses	via	
their	procurement	or	other	
policies?	

Procurement	policy	targeting	
minorities,	especially	Deaf,	
and/or	local	businesses	
Technical	and/or	financial	
assistance	for	local	Deaf-led	
businesses	

R.	Websites,	publications	
A.	Qualitative	research	and	
interviews	
R.	Deaf	consultants	

What	do	post	occupancy	
studies	say	about	the	success	
of	inclusion	and	building	
equity?	

Changes	and	improvement	of	
marginalized	community’s	
agency?	Economic	activity?	
Change	in	perceptions,	
stereotypes,	and	social	behavior?	
Creation	of	new	knowledge?	

A.	Surveys	
A.	Qualitative	research	and	
interviews	
R.	Financial	data,	revenue	
R.	Publications	of	data	

	 Asking	these	intentional	questions	will	lead	to	beneficial	engagement	and	discussion	

with	the	Deaf	community.	Through	this	frame,	it	is	possible	to	find	what	resources	are	missing,	

and	where	planners	can	improve	planning	tools	for	inclusion.	Planners	must	also	be	sensitive	to	
																																																																																																																																																																																			
establishing	exclusive	restrictions	for	accessibility	does	not	really	foster	the	spirit	of	innovation,	collaboration,	and	
advancing	of	the	“Deaf	niche”	beyond	the	development	plans.	
132	US	Census	Data	has	limited	data	on	Deaf	populations	and	their	socioeconomic	status.		
133	DeafSpace	is	not	just	space	for	Deaf	people,	it	is	space	that	is	enabling	for	Deaf	people.	As	hearing	people	use	
the	space,	the	space	should	enable	hearing	people	to	enable	Deaf	people.	A	space	getting	hearing	people	to	be	
aware,	respectful,	and	engaging	of	Deaf	people	is	a	successful	DeafSpace	principle,	too.	DeafSpace	is	also	about	
creating	accountability	in	communication	endeavors	and	requiring	a	collective	and	collaborative	effort	to	
communicate	(i.e.	a	group	of	Deaf	people	keep	each	other	in	check	about	who	is	trying	to	say	something.	Ex.	A	
conversation	leader	cannot	see	beside	them	that	another	person	is	trying	to	say	something,	so	another	Deaf	
person	points	them	out	so	the	conversation	leader	can	turn	and	give	attention	to	the	other	Deaf	person	who	
wants	to	say	something).	
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the	fact	that	since	inclusion	is	just	starting	and	the	planning	strategies	are	intended	to	impact	

the	community,	the	Deaf	community	may	have	various	responses,	including	negative	ones.	

These	questions	help	keep	focus	on	where	the	root	of	the	barriers	stem	from	and	what	is	

needed	to	address	it.	After	establishing	this	equitable	foundation,	it	is	important	for	the	Deaf	

community	to	have	ownership	of	the	implementation	process,	and	shared	accountability	in	the	

success	of	the	plans.	Only	then	can	a	unified	community	develop	the	trust	and	the	confidence	

to	implement	the	plans.	

Suggestions	for	Further	Support	and	Research	

	 One	challenge	I	faced	while	researching	on	the	topic	of	Deaf	community	and	culture	and	

urban	planning	was	the	fact	that	little	to	no	research	or	publications	were	focused	on	the	

intersection	of	these	topics.	Simple	data	such	as	identifying	how	many	Deaf	people	live	in	the	

city,	their	socioeconomic	status,	and	where	they	live,	are	not	available	to	the	public.	The	US	

Census	does	not	collect	this	information,	and	the	American	Community	Survey	does	not	have	

this	data.	Constructing	research	and	arguments	around	quantitative	data	is	difficult	with	little	

to	no	available	public	data.	

	 While	the	makeup	of	the	Deaf	community	in	total	may	indeed	be	small,	the	lack	of	

validation	means	it	is	difficult	to	know	how	much	support	and	research	should	be	channeled	

towards	the	community.	Furthermore,	it	is	difficult	to	identify	a	critical	mass	of	deaf	

populations	that	could	indicate	cultural	vibrancy.	For	example,	a	cluster	of	Deaf	people	living	in	

a	neighborhood	can	suggest	that	there	is	a	cultural	anchor	in	that	place.	Isolated	deaf	

individuals	may	represent	different	parts	of	the	Deaf	community—such	as	deaf	individuals	with	
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limited	access	to	culture	or	veterans	and	aging	populations	with	hearing	loss	later	in	life—and	

can	be	used	to	identify	the	different	kinds	of	services	that	these	individuals	need.	

	 I	recommend	committed	funding	and	work	from	the	city	government,	if	not	the	federal	

government,	to	identify	where	Deaf	people	live	and	some	basic	data	about	them.	I	also	

recommend	developing	an	inventory	of	Deaf	culture	assets	that	the	city	already	has,	starting	

with	local	organizations	and	institutions	that	play	an	important	role	in	Deaf	culture.	Connecting	

to	the	Deaf	experience	cannot	happen	if	the	city	does	not	know	where	they	exist.	

	 Recognition	of	the	oral	histories	of	the	Deaf	community	is	another	way	to	meaningfully	

connect	to	the	Deaf	community.	The	Cultural	Plan	recognizes	the	importance	of	oral	

histories,134	and	the	Deaf	community	could	leverage	this	mechanism	to	tell	their	stories	of	their	

relationships	with	the	city.	I	have	personally	learned	many	stories	of	Deaf	people	choosing	to	

live	near	their	“deaf-friendly”	employers,	relying	on	specific	neighbors	for	access	to	

neighborhood	news,	as	well	as	stories	of	displacement.	Stories	like	that	of	my	Deaf	

grandmother,	who	experienced	her	Deaf	Senior	Citizen	Association	being	forced	out	in	the	

name	of	revitalization	in	Philadelphia,	Pennsylvania.	There,	the	community	saw	the	cultural	

value	of	providing	an	affordable	place	for	Deaf	seniors	to	gather	overcome	by	the	capitalistic	

interest	to	attract	new	transit-oriented	development,	the	very	same	infrastructure	that	my	

grandmother	relies	on	to	commute.	The	new	location	for	the	association	was	not	transit	

accessible	and	my	grandmother	no	longer	could	travel	to	her	bi-monthly	socials.	The	accessible	

but	fragile	social	network	of	Deaf	seniors,	which	comes	with	a	unique	support	system,	

knowledge	and	resources,	was	destroyed.	This	is	essentially	isolating	for	my	grandmother,	and	

																																																								
134	DC	Office	of	Planning,	DC	Cultural	Plan,	124.		
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the	oral	histories	and	the	wealth	of	knowledge	are	quickly	dying	as	the	city	develops,	leaving	

behind	people	that	have	never	existed	in	their	database	(no	numbers	on	how	many	Deaf	

seniors	live	in	the	area)	nor	recorded	histories	(stories	are	not	documented).	I	believe	that	

recording	oral	histories	will	not	just	stop	the	destruction	of	knowledge,	but	also	gain	deeper	

appreciation	of	Deaf	culture	and	our	resilient	elders	who	are	capable	of	contributing	

meaningfully	to	our	cultural	value.	

The	DC	Cultural	Plan	unlocks	new	funding	mechanisms	for	building	stronger	cultural	

presence	and	unification	in	the	city,	and	I	believe	that	it	is	essential	to	identify	how	this	

translates	to	working	with	universities.	Universities	operate	differently	than	businesses,	

nonprofit	organizations,	and	individuals.	The	DC	Office	of	Planning	could	outreach	with	

universities	like	Gallaudet	University	and	develop	memorandum	of	understanding	on	how	

universities	can	become	implementation	partners	in	fostering	the	arts	and	culture.	Gallaudet	

University	already	attracts	many	deaf	and	signing	individuals	to	campus	every	day,	and	could		

leverage	their	arts	and	culture	events	with	Gallaudet’s	development	and	create	ambassadors	

who	are	educated	about	the	power	of	culture,	the	urban	planning	processes,	and	the	

development	of	the	city	and	its	needs.	These	ambassadors	will	organically	create	stronger	

agency	not	just	for	the	community,	but	also	for	the	University.	

	 Regarding	Gallaudet	University’s	6th	Street	development,	I	believe	the	city	will	benefit	

from	providing	the	cultural	funding	to	the	University	and	a	mechanism	to	follow	the	

engagement	and	development	process	to	better	understand	how	to	build	stronger	

relationships	with	the	Deaf	community.	Gallaudet	University	struggles	with	how	to	expand	its	

role	as	a	community	leader,	advocate,	and	city	developer	on	top	of	their	current	role	as	an	
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education	institution.	Providing	quality	education	is	already	a	challenge	for	the	University	as	

many	students	grew	up	language	deprived	and	have	had	limited	access	to	education	and	

culture.	Given	the	rich	academic	environment	of	the	university,	many	students	become	

consumers	more	than	they	are	creators.	Hence,	Gallaudet	University’s	assets	are	drained	

quickly,	and	more	research	and	support	are	needed	to	enable	the	University	to	continue	

fostering	a	robust	culture	of	cultural	creators.	Funding	should	also	be	tied	in	with	commitment	

from	Gallaudet	University	and	JBG	Smith	to	complete	specific	engagement,	programming,	and	

placemaking	goals	that	put	the	Deaf	community	front	and	center		

	 The	support	of	culture	can	go	beyond	its	current	amenity	value	or	asset;	it	can	be	an	

agent	for	change.	This	means	that	some	programming	for	culture	could	include	action	items	to	

stimulate	critical	thinking,	start	conversations	and	change	social	behavior	and	norms.	

Programming	of	public	events	should	not	just	leverage	culture	for	entertainment	value,	but	also	

to	create	better	citizens.	

	 Finally,	the	DC	government	and	Gallaudet	University	can	continue	to	document	and	

publicly	share	their	processes,	success	and	failures.	Collecting	data	for	future	practices	of	

inclusion	and	building	equity	can	include	assessing	how	Deaf	populations	can	be	engaged	as	

cultural	creators	and	consumers,	and	post-occupancy	studies	on	how	both	hearing	and	deaf	

populations	use	buildings	and	public	spaces	designed	with	DeafSpace	design	elements.	This	

could	not	only	benefit	the	Deaf	community,	but	also	benefit	other	intersectional	communities	

that	are	seeking	to	leverage	urban	planning	processes	to	build	equity.	



99	
 

Chapter	6:	Conclusion	

This	thesis	is	the	start	of	the	discourse	on	equity	and	inclusion	of	the	Deaf	community	in	

urban	planning,	and	this	research	only	shows	how	much	more	potential	remains	untapped.	In	

addition	to	more	data	collection,	participatory	planning	with	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	

is	essential	to	continue	building	the	social	transformations	that	cities	seek.	In	Washington,	DC,	

the	Cultural	Plan	begins	to	establish	a	basic	framework	that	building	equity	is	more	than	

providing	resources	for	marginalized	communities,	it	also	requires	changing	social	norms.	To	

date,	these	changes	have	yet	to	manifest	in	the	daily	planning	practices	and	other	city	

functions.	

	 We	are	still	at	the	genesis	of	including	the	Deaf	community	in	urban	planning	practices.	

This	is	prime	time	for	the	Deaf	community	to	leverage	this	momentum	and	cultivate	capacity	to	

induce	the	social	transformations	needed	to	achieve	equity.	While	overall	resources	are	still	

limited,	the	Deaf	community	already	has	a	wealth	of	experiences	and	knowledge	that	are	

valuable	assets.	On	the	other	side,	the	urban	planning	field	should	leverage	the	framework	of	

culture	as	a	driver	of	change	to	fully	realize	the	assets	of	diverse	cultures.	Additionally,	planners	

who	have	a	good	understanding	of	the	city’s	resources	should	actively	ensure	that	their	

resources	are	attainable	or	transferable	to	marginalized	communities	to	generate	social	impact.	

The	implementation	of	DC’s	plans	require	a	shared	stewardship,	and	this	thesis	only	serves	to	

identify	the	connections—the	foundation—that	need	to	be	established	before	being	able	to	

share	the	responsibilities	in	implementation.	

	 As	a	Deaf	planner,	it	was	my	desire	to	discover	the	“how”	in	implementation	practices,	

but	as	I	quickly	realized	in	the	process,	the	“what”	has	not	been	fully	defined.	Planners	and	
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developers	have	asked	for	quantifiable	data	on	the	deaf	community,	and	even	that	has	not	

been	answered.	At	the	most	fundamental	level,	the	only	“what”	that	could	be	identified	was	

the	framework.	And	this	framework	has	only	been	established	within	the	last	few	years.	This	is	

frustrating	because	it	is	difficult	to	do	meaningful	planning	and	development	with	so	little	

content	and	details.	This	only	shows	the	void	that	exists	between	the	urban	planning	field	and	

the	Deaf	community.	The	“how”	in	implementing	plans	of	building	equity	and	inclusion	of	Deaf	

culture	remains	to	be	answered	because	the	details	of	the	“what”	are	still	in	the	process	of	

being	established.		

This	thesis	makes	a	formal	call	to	action	for	urban	planners	to	become	aware	of	Deaf	

culture	and	to	actively	engage	with	the	Deaf	and	signing	communities	in	planning	processes.	

Washington,	DC	has	the	opportunity	to	lead	this	planning	process	as	we	expand,	actively	

designing	communities	that	empower	individuals	of	marginalized,	linguistic,	and	sensory	

minorities.	We	can	empower	the	community	to	grow	with	the	district	and	mitigate	the	threats	

of	displacement	and	ongoing	“disability.”	I	believe	that	the	journey	ahead	is	exciting	and	look	

forward	to	how	being	inclusive	of	Deaf	experiences	can	have	a	leading	role	in	equitable	urban	

growth,	unlocking	the	innovative	potential	of	all	humans	who	ultimately	make	our	cities	

vibrant.	Together,	we	can	connect	neighbors	and	create	change	for	a	more	equitable	and	

inclusive	future—one	that	liberates	our	potential	to	dwell	meaningfully	in	our	beautiful	city.		
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