BREAKING THE CYCLE
PROBLEM STATEMENT
Prisons; a world by itself, hidden from view.
The Basic Principles for The Treatment of Prisoners states that all prisoners shall be treated with the respect due to their
inherent dignity and value as human beings. Sadly, these principles are not being implemented as they should, and we
can even see inhumanity in prison architecture conditions.
Prisons reflect an unattractive side of human nature, representing those who violate social norms. This negative
association, and how society chooses to sanction those violations, is what guides prison architecture towards
punishment, and against human rights. The Basic Principles for The Treatment of Prisoners states that all prisoners shall
be treated with the respect due to their inherent dignity and value as human beings. Sadly, these principles are not
being implemented as they should, and we can even see inhumanity in prison architecture conditions.
Owning 25% of the world’s prisoners, the US. ranks as one of the countries with most crimes. Illinois being one of the
states with most prisons itself. Statistics show that 68% of prisoners commit a crime after three years of being released,
and 77% return after five years. With this information we ask ourselves why would someone want to go back into prison?
And the answer is simple, the current system forces them to. Ex-cons go back to prison due to difficulty finding jobs,
broken relationships with their families, and simply because society rejects their potential of becoming productive
members, which only forces them to go back to old habits.
America and its prisons have evolved as separate countries, rules, standards, and expectations. Imagine waking up
every day to the same routine for the rest of your life. Open your eyes to a dark tiny room, eat, work, back to that
repressed space in which you can touch both walls by stretching your arms, work, eat, and get locked up again to repeat
it all tomorrow. Prisoners in solitary confinement spend 23hrs a day inside their cells, with only 1 hr. a day for exercise.
We can all agree that this mind-numbing routine can only worsen anyone’s mental health, dehumanizing prisoners,
depriving them from contact with others, and limiting their physical space. The current system intends to help society
by locking away those who violate the law, but is it really protecting society when those who have been dehumanized
are released?
Lack of education is one of the major causes of crime. It’s been proved that the incarceration system spends more
money by keeping someone in prison for a year than they would by paying for their education. Why not invest in
prisoner’s rehabilitation instead?
Acknowledging that this is a cultural/social problem, Breaking The Cycle envisions to rethink the design of correctional
facility interior environments. We believe that architecture has potential to contribute to inmate rehabilitation within a
prison by creating fresh and healthier spaces in order to reduce stress and violence between inmates.

“We have the prison system we built. We have the prison system that over time we design, and it can be re-design.
Just imagine if we invested in people instead of prisons.” Johnny Perez. Safe Reentry Advocate, Urban Justice Center

BREAKING THE CYCLE
DESIGN CONCEPT
As part of our investigation we are conducting studies comparing 3 different scenarios: the existing conditions, what we
could do within the prison design code, and our proposal that envisions to open discussion about the standard
conditions. These studies examine the core principles of interior architectural spaces related to lighting, materiality,
nature, relationships and interactions. Working with the architectural prison design code and incorporating programing
that has been proven to work towards inmate rehabilitation, we narrowed our studies to 4 interior spaces where inmates
spend most of their time and interact with others:
DAYROOM
The Dayroom is the common space between cells where inmates interact with other cellmates. Therefore, all activities
inside dayrooms were dictated by recent studies at prisons in the States that have showed to promote healthier
interactions and behavior inside prisons. For example: programs like gardening, parenting and anti-violence classes, job
training, meditation and dog shelters are some of the programs that have worked towards prisoner rehabilitation.
Vocational programing like these can make a difference in inmate’s rehabilitation process, breaking their current routine
with variety of productive activities and also motivates good behavior while inside.
That is why we are creating space within the dayroom to implement new program and also to bring a dynamic
circulation around the cells and access from building to building. By having a big patio in between buildings we can
bring natural lighting into the cells and offices. Also providing some outside space that is still secured by surrounding
walls near the buildings.
PRISON CELL
Standard single occupancy cells are 72 square feet and should contain no less than 50 square ft. floor space. Due to
overcrowding, single cells sometimes are shared between two or even three inmates, which only worsens the current
conditions.
Studies on sensorial therapy at hospitals showed that patients recovered faster after being exposed to green spaces and
natural lighting on a daily basis, improving people’s mental and physical health. That is why we focused on
providing/creating a relationship between the cell and the outside.
Changing the orientation of the standard 5” window to horizontal not only allows entrance for natural lighting, but also
gives inmates a panoramic view of the outside. On the other hand, by only adding 4 ft. to the standard cell size we have
enough room to provide a semi private bathroom, bed and desk, and actually have the required clear space square
footage on the cell.
CAFETERIA
School cafeterias are very similar to what prison cafeterias look like. Based on that fact, we found research on school
cafeterias that helped us to make them healthier and promote faster enjoyable social interaction. Taking in
consideration the furniture and decreasing the number of people sharing a table, we can give inmates a less crowded
and more social place to eat.
Current cafeterias are enclosed and monotonous which only promotes unhealthy behavior/interactions. They have steel
fixed tables, and even though windows are wider, they are fixed and often don’t provide any outside views.
The cafeteria contains variety in seating choices so inmates have the option of different environments every time they
go eat, and since inmates cannot eat on an outside terrace, we decided to include an enclosed interior patio, to bring
the outside to them.
VISITING ROOM
Although research has consistently found that regular contact between prisoners and their families result in better
post-release outcomes and lower recidivism rates, corrections officials have done little to facilitate the visiting process.
They treat visits as a privilege instead of a right. That’s why our proposal promotes to cultivate that relationship.
The facility provides three different types of visiting: direct contact, non-contact, and video chat. Non-contact booths
are located in a separate room to prevent background noise caused by conversations, this also applies to the video chat
room. For direct-contact we created semi-private spaces that are similar to a living room, and table booths closer to the
windows to give families a bit more privacy while interacting. Downstairs we located a playroom and gathering area for
dads to play with their children as any normal parent would. Counseling services will also be provided for the whole
family in order to open space for families to work together in this process.
Breaking The Cycle seeks to open discussion for questions such as: How can architecture support rehabilitation and
healing? What can architecture do and what are the limits of architecture in this matter? And, can architecture in fact
change behavior, or be an agent of change in society?

PRISON DESIGN CODE LIMITATIONS
VISITING ROOM
3 TYPES OF VISITING:
- DIRECT CONTACT
- NON-CONTACT
- VIDEO CHAT

+ SEMI PRIVATE SPACES USING CEILING
HEIGHTS
+ SHARED SPACE FOR FAMILY INTERACTIONS
+ WIDE WINDOWS TO PROVIDE MORE
LIGHT+VIEWS
+ FIXED TABLES
+ SOFTER/WARMER MATERIALS WITHIN
CODE STANDARDS TO PROMOTE FRIENDLY
INTERACTIONS
+ lIMITED CONTACT WITH FAMILY

CELL

+ ACCURATE SQFT REQUIRED BY
CODE P/PRISONER
+ WIDE WINDOWS TO PROVIDE
MORE VISIBILITY/LIGHTING
+ FIXED FURNITURE/ NOT FLEXIBLE
SPACE
+ HIGHER CEILLINGS
+ NO BATHROOM PRIVACY
+ SOFTER/WARMER MATERIALS
WITHIN CODE STANDARDS

CAFETERIA

+ SKYLIGHT TO PROVIDE NATURAL

LIGHTING
Cafeteria
+ HANGING GARDEN /TRELLIS

+ STARTS TO PROVIDE VARIED EATING
SPACES
+ WIDER WINDOWS WITH EXTERIOR
VIEWS

DAY ROOM

PROGRAM:
- LESS CELLS SHARING A DAYROOM
- COUNSELING OFFICE
- TV ROOM
-GARDEN/SKYLIGHT
+ PROVIDES DESIGNATED AREAS FOR
PROGRAM/RESOURCES
+ STARTS TO BRING NATURAL LIGHT &
VEGETATION TO THE INTERIOR
+ FLEXIBILITY WITHIN A CONTROLED
ENVIRONMENT

MATERIAls
CAFETERIA

VISITING ROOM

CEILINGS
TILE CEILING
WOOD CEILING
FINISH

flooring
CONCRETE FLOOR
CONCRETE TILES
CERAMIC TILES
STONE PAVING
WOOD FLOOR FINISH

dayroom

CELL

walls
CONCRETE WALLS
CONCRETE TILES
HIGH SECURITY GLASS
BRICK

furnishing
STEEL FURNITURE
PLASTIC FURNITURE

BREAKING THE CYCLE
CELL
+ PROVIDES MORE FREE SPACE/ SQFT
P/PRISONER
+ WIDER WINDOWS TO PROVIDE MORE
VISIBILITY/ LIGHTING
+ NOT ALL FURITURE IS FIXED/
FLEXIBLE SPACE
+ HIGHER CEILLINGS
+ PROVIDES BATHROOM PRIVACY
+ SOFTER/WARMER MATERIALS WITHIN
CODE STANDARDS

VISITING ROOM
3 TYPES OF VISITING:
- DIRECT CONTACT
- NON-CONTACT
- VIDEO CHAT
+ PROVIDES MORE PRIVACY
+ VARIED FAMILY INTERACTION SPACES
+ VISIT AREAS SIMULATE LIVING ROOM
SEATING
+ PLAY ROOM TO PROMOTE STRONGER
BONDS BETWEEN DAD AND SON/DAUGHTER

CAFETERIA
+ OPEN EATING AREAS
Cafeteria

+ VARIETY IN SEATING SPACES
+ INDOOR GARDEN
+ OUTSIDE VIEWS
+ OPEN ROOFS

CELLS + DAY ROOM
PROGRAM:

-OUTDOOR SEATING

- LIBRARY

-TV ROOM

- GYM TERRACE

-SECURITY OFFICE

- GARDEN TERRACE

-COUNSELING OFFICE

-FLEXIBLE CLASSROOM -PET OUTDOOR AREA
+ CAMPUS STYLE
+ VARIETY IN PROGRAM/RESOURCES
+ MORE EXPOSURE TO NATURAL LIGHT &
VEGETATION
+ FLEXIBILITY WITHIN A CONTROLED
ENVIRONMENT

MATERIAls
walls

CAFETERIA

VISITING ROOM

CONCRETE WALLS
CONCRETE TILES
BRICK
WOOD WALL FINISH
CERAMIC TILE WALL
ACOUSTIC WALLS
HIGH SECURITY GLASS
HIGH SECURITY CURTAIN
WALL
GREEN WALLS

flexible

furnishing

STEEL FURNITURE
PLASTIC FURNITURE

cell

CEILINGS
ACOUSTIC CEILING
wood CEILING finish

FLOORING
CONCRETE FLOOR
CONCRETE TILES
CERAMIC TILES
CARPET
WOOD FLOOR FINISH
GREEN

dayroom

DAYROOM
FORM

CIRCULATION
+ PROGRAM

ISO

FLOORPLAN +
NATURAL LIGHTING

SECTION

10’
10’
CIRCULATION 1,397 sq ft

40’ x 40’ 1,600 SQ Ft

PROGRAM

0%-10%

COMMON AREA SEATING

CURRENT CONDITIONS

11’
11’

50’ x 72’ 3,600 sq ft

PROGRAM
CIRCULATION 3,187 sq ft

COMMON AREA SEATING
indoor patio
counselor
indoor tv viewing

20%-30%

PRISON DESIGN CODE LIMITATIONS

12’
12’
12’
PROGRAM

92’ X 72’ 6,624 sq ft

circulation 5,682 sq ft

LIBRARY
GYM TERRACE
GARDEN TERRACE
FLEXIBLE CLASSROOM
OUTDOOR SEATING
TV ROOM
SECURITY OFFICE
COUNSELING OFFICE
PET OUTDOOR AREA

15’

55%-65%

breaking THE CYCLE

LIBRARY

OUTSIDE GATHERING AREA

INTERIOR GARDEN

SECURITY OFFICE

FORM

ISO

CIRCULATION

FLOOR PLAN

NATURAL
LIGHTING

SECTION

10’

prison
cell

10’ x 7.2’ 72 sq ft

free space

0%-20%

39 sq ft

CURRENT CONDITIONS

11’

12’ x 6’ 72 sq ft

free space

30%-40%

45.5 sq ft

PRISON DESIGN CODE LIMITATIONS

12’

12’ x 8’ 96 sq ft

50%-60%

free space 51 sq ft

breaking THE CYCLE

prison cell

MEDITATION AREA

RECREATIONAL AREA

prison cell

LIBRARY

SPACE + FORM

40’ x 50’ 2,000 sq ft

CAFETERIA

10’

SEATING 48 inmates
CIRCULATION 1,632.5

NATURAL
LIGHTING

FLOORPLAN +
SECTION

CIRCULATION +
SEATING

ISO

sq ft

10%-20%

CURRENT CONDITIONS
30%-40%

CIRCULATION

SEATING

40’ x 58’ 2,320 sq ft

CIRCULATION

3,545 sq ft

seating

1,975 sq ft

12’
56 inmates

PRISON DESIGN CODE LIMITATIONS

130 inmates

50%-60%

15’
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54’ x 82’ 4,428 sq ft

OUTSIDE DINING

food SERVING

indoor dining

SPACE + FORM

FLOOR PLAN +
SECTION

CIRCULATION +
PRIVACY

ISO

NATURAL
LIGHTING
10%-20%

VISITING
ROOM

50’ x 70’ 3,500 SQ Ft

PRIVACY 0%
CIRCULATION 3,042.5 sq ft

10’

CURRENT CONDITIONS
30%-40%

CIRCULATION 3,900 sq ft

15’

10’

PRIVACY 10%

64’ x 70’ 4,480 sq ft

PRISON DESIGN CODE LIMITATIONS

PRIVACY 40%

LOWER LEVEL

GROUND LEVEL

50%-60%
20’

10’

CIRCULATION 4,120 sq ft

BREAKING THE CYCLE

64’ x 100’ 6,400 sq ft

VISIT BOOTH

PLAYROOM

VIDEO CHAT
DIRECT CONTACT VISIT

