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First Place AZ is a 501(c)(3) charitable nonprofit positioned for transformational
impact on how society approaches housing and community development for
individuals with autism and other neurodiversities. Backed by 25 years of research,
support from the Urban Land Institute and 100-plus collaborators, it represents a
new residential prototype—allowing for greater choice based on an individual’s
needs, strengths and interests.
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Mission

Create a supportive, sustainable
community where adults with autism and
other neurodiversities live and thrive with
pride, purpose and endless possibilities.

Vision

Ensure housing and community
options are as bountiful for people
with autism and other neurodiversities
as they are for everyone else.

We are today with special populations where senior housing was 60 years ago. Burgeoning
special populations need homes and services that must transcend outdated and limited models. A
new generation of dynamic housing models is only possible by collectively tapping the private,
public, nonprofit and charitable sectors. First Place is focused on matching the diverse interests
and needs of individuals with the right property location, design and amenities—rooted in
communities everywhere.
Research led by the First Place Global Leadership Institute, sister nonprofit the Southwest Autism
Research & Resource Center (SARRC), ASU Watts College of Public Service & Community
Solutions, ASU Stardust Center for Affordable Homes and the Family, the Urban Land Institute and
other prominent U.S. real estate concerns serves to strengthen First Place AZ in its efforts to fuel a
new wave of community-based residential options.

First Place Fact Sheet | Page 2

OPENING DOORS TO MORE HOUSING OPTIONS
First Place–Phoenix, the first new property, broke ground in December 2016 after evaluating more
than 100 residential programs across the U.S. and conducting focus groups involving over 100
individuals with special needs and their families. Doors opened to residents in July 2018 with the
support of a $21.8 million comprehensive capital campaign comprised of funding from all sectors.
First Place–Phoenix, a $15.4 million, 81,000-square-foot mixed-use development in the heart of the
urban region, includes three primary components:

First Place Apartments
with 63 studio, one-, two- and fourbedroom units for 75 residents—provide
access to various services and amenities
with all the benefits of communityconnected, independent living.

First Place Transition Academy
with clinical services provided by SARRC,
is a structured, two-year residential
program designed for adults with autism
that helps build crucial independent living
and career-readiness skills. Within the
supportive environment of First Place–
Phoenix, participants can maximize their
capacity to live more independently
through the Learn4Independence®
curriculum taught by SARRC and
individualized services. Of 100-plus
participants since 2015, nearly all are living
in their community of choice—with 90%
employed or prepared for employment
after independently setting life goals.

First Place Global Leadership Institute
is focused on accessibility to more
housing and independent living options
for individuals with autism and other
neurodiversities. It serves as an
international education and training
center for professionals, support staff
and medical personnel, as well as a
robust site for research and
advancements in public policy. Since
2017, the Global Leadership Institute has
hosted symposia that attract like-minded
pioneers from across the country and
around the world. Attendees gather to
explore opportunities for advancing a
new wave of home and community
solutions through replicable, sustainable
models and private, public, nonprofit and
philanthropic collaboration.
The Institute’s five centers facilitate the
critical work and impact of First Place
and include: Maricopa County IDA Center
for Education, Training & Employment;
Center for Real Estate & Community
Development; Colonel Harland Sanders
Center for Applied Research; Mulzet
Center for Expression & Communication;
and The Daniel Jordan Fiddle Foundation
Center for Public Policy.
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HEALTHIER, MORE INDEPENDENT LIVING
Employment: First Place facilitates opportunities for successful part- and full-time employment.
Residents also participate in volunteer and internship programs that help build career-readiness
skills. This combination reinforces the value of contributions by individuals with autism and other
neurodiversities in the workplace and the community at large.
First Place partners with The Precisionists, Inc., a Wilmington, Delaware-based company that
creates local jobs for individuals with a broad range of abilities with the goal of providing more than
500 jobs for local adults with autism and other neurodiversities over the next five years. Other First
Place employment partners include Ernst & Young, Bashas, AMC Theatres, ASU/Aramark, Changing
Hands Bookstore, CO+HOOTS, Delta Hotels Marriott, Dogtopia, GateWay Library, Harkins Theatres,
Phoenix Zoo, SMILE Biscotti, Snell & Wilmer, Solterra/BridgeWater, U-Haul and Vet-Sec.
Health & Wellness: The property is strategically located in proximity to longtime First Place
champions Dignity Health St. Joseph’s Hospital & Medical Center and Barrow Neurological Institute
to promote healthy daily living habits and regimens through a medical model empowered with
subspecialty and patient-centered healthcare. Dignity Health also oversees operation of the on-site
Virginia G. Piper Health Spot.
The Global Leadership Institute leads implementation of the First Place 360 Health & Wellness®
curriculum that establishes a continuous health spectrum within a supportive community
framework.
First Place also works with medical students from Creighton University School of Medicine’s new
Health Sciences Campus in Phoenix to empower the next generation of healthcare professionals
with a whole-person perspective and approach to treating adults with autism and other
neurodiversities.
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Multigenerational Affordable
Housing Properties: First Place
demonstrates the benefits of
combining a special needs population
with seniors in an environment that
encompasses supportive physical
design, assistive technology and
activities promoting neighborly
interactions. Spectrum Courtyard
Apartments in Phoenix opened in
2021 following the 2015 creation of
beta site 29 Palms in collaboration
with SARRC, the Arizona Department
of Housing and the Foundation for
Senior Living. Transition Academy
graduates can continue living on their
own at 29 Palms and Spectrum.
Currently, first- and second-year
Academy participants reside at First
Place–Phoenix.
Education: Focused on independent
living and vocational and
interpersonal skill development, the
Learn4Independence® Curriculum
developed by First Place AZ and
SARRC is currently offered to First
Place Transition Academy
participants at GateWay Community
College in Phoenix. First Place is also
licensing the curriculum to various
local and national organizations
serving special populations.
Transportation & Community
Connections: First Place–Phoenix is
within walking distance of light rail
and public transit near supportive,
welcoming neighbors. Integrating
individuals with special needs into the
broader community is a key part of
the First Place AZ mix as they gain
access through the Valley Metro
Transit System and connect to jobs,
volunteering, arts and culture,
recreation and more.
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A PLACE IN THE WORLD
The groundbreaking, collaborative 2020 report "A Place in the World: Fueling Housing and
Community Options for Adults with Autism and Other Neurodiversities" provides the foundational
nomenclature for housing and service delivery models with the goal to further define market
segments, establishes best practices and guiding principles, and helps drive crucial partnerships that
address pressing needs resulting from the current housing crisis. Sister study to 2009’s
groundbreaking Opening Doors report, "A Place in the World" serves as the definitive resource for
the housing industry, scholars, direct service providers, policymakers, researchers and other
stakeholders. The first resource of its kind focused on supportive housing options, it serves as a
consumer-friendly resource that advances a broad and more robust marketplace where individuals
can better express their housing needs and preferences in terms understood by those prepared to
deliver from all sectors.
With terms and descriptions that more effectively segment market demand, we can better
understand what’s working, as well as convey what’s needed in local markets using clearer, more
specific language so the public, nonprofit and private sectors can deliver.
Co-authors include Arizona State University Watts College of Public Service and Community
Solutions and its Morrison Institute for Public Policy, the First Place Global Leadership Institute and its
Daniel Jordan Fiddle Foundation Center for Public Policy, Autism Housing Network, and pioneering
leaders from all sectors across the U.S. and around the globe.
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Media

PBS NewsHour’s Two-Part Series
“A Place in the World”
Giving adults with autism the skills to
build independent lives
How Phoenix became the most autismfriendly city in the world
Local News
Phoenix having a moment
Who cares for adults with autism? Why
metro Phoenix must tackle this question
Check out our latest news and videos.

Film

In a Different Key, the 2021 award-winning
documentary based on the book by the same
name, tells the true story of a mother setting
out to find the first child ever diagnosed with
autism—now an 88-year-old man living in rural
Mississippi. The film delves into the complex
and often challenging interactions people on
the spectrum and their families face as they
struggle to navigate a society that still doesn’t
understand, much less support them. Coproduced by Pulitzer Prize finalists and
journalists Caren Zucker and John Donvan,
First Place–Phoenix and SARRC are also
featured in this extraordinary story depicting
what’s possible when everyone recognizes
that each of us has a role to play in creating
healthy, accepting and diverse communities.

First Place AZ is well represented in the
following:
The Great Indoors: The Surprising Science of
How Buildings Shape Our Behavior, Health,
and Happiness by Emily Anthes

Books

Becoming an Exceptional Leader: Inspiration
from 14 Accomplished Disability
Changemakers by Mai Ling Chan
Autism Spectrum Disorder in Mid and Later
Life edited by Scott D. Wright, PhD
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First Place AZ is a 501(c)(3) charitable nonprofit positioned for
transformational impact on how society approaches housing and
community development for individuals with different abilities.
Federal Tax Identification Number: 46-1722227
firstplaceaz.org

