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A Hopeful Future with More Firsts

Our grandson’s first birthday came with his first step. His Uncle Matt’s birthday followed shortly thereafter and 
with that came a wave of memorable “firsts:” significant strides, celebrations and challenges on his path to a 
happy, healthy and more independent life.

My list of firsts has also grown over Matt’s lifetime. I’ll never forget his first night alone in his First Place–Phoenix 
apartment. Or the first time he lost his keycard and knew to go to the concierge to get a replacement. Or the  
first time he asked his friend Mickey a question about his favorite music—completely unprompted—and 
acknowledged the answer by playing “Kiss the Girl” from Disney’s The Little Mermaid on his Alexa Echo for them 
both. Or the first time he attempted to console his young crying nephew by handing over his iPad—Uncle Matt’s 
most prized and calming possession.

Life lessons take time—and lots of practice. There are steps, missteps and, if we’re lucky, people there to cheer 
us on, catch us before we fall or brush us off so we can try again.

As First Place AZ recognizes its 10-year anniversary and Southwest Autism Research & Resource Center’s 
(SARRC’s) 25th, I’m reminded of all those who made each of our firsts, seconds and many other dreams possible.

The idea that Matt, a 30-year-old man with autism, could be part of what PBS NewsHour calls “the most autism-
friendly city in the world,” joyfully living in a home of his own, working, volunteering and learning on a daily basis 
away from our family home, is no longer a dream of greater independence for him but a reality. We are raising 
the bar on the quality of life for people with autism and other neurodiversities—and with that comes greater 
peace of mind for families like ours. It’s also a daily work in progress as we lead First Place AZ through the power 
of our example: in the Apartments, the Transition Academy and the Global Leadership Institute. 

In our first formal annual report, you’ll learn about the powerful intersectionality of this unique and dynamic 
triumvirate that is enabling us to teach, train, innovate, research and advance supportive policies creating more 
firsts for more individuals and families in Arizona, across North America and around the world. We’re excited to 
share the steady progress we’ve made, along with plans for the months and years ahead.

None of this would be possible without the outstanding leadership of our board, support of invaluable donors 
and community partners, and the tireless commitment of a passionate and dedicated staff at all levels. 

Greater understanding and acceptance of Matt and others with differences offer us the opportunity to design 
and build supportive communities that are more responsive and accessible to everyone. It starts early in life, 
evidenced by his four-year-old niece retrieving his sound-reducing headphones when things get too loud for his 
hypersensitive ears or giving him a high five with a “Good job, Uncle Matt!” at the end of their UNO game.

Thank you for guiding and grounding us with lessons—for every generation—that continue fueling our progress 
and potential for enduring change.

Denise D. Resnik, Matt’s Mom 
Founder & President/CEO

LETTER FROM FOUNDER & PRESIDENT/CEO 
DENISE D. RESNIK
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Friends,

First Place AZ’s inaugural annual report reflects the tremendous progress made over the past decade in 
community advancements through services, supports, jobs, education and housing for adults on the autism 
spectrum and their families.  

When we were expecting triplets just over 23 years ago, we did not quite know what to anticipate, including 
Tyler’s autism diagnosis. We did know, however, that it would be a family affair. My family’s experience has 
helped guide the board’s approach at First Place AZ based on foundational principles and core values that 
impact individuals and families everywhere. Control, efficacy and quality, along with data, are essential to 
program and property expansion and our aim to advance more supportive public policy.

I have been deeply committed to First Place from the start. I recall initial discussions about adult housing during 
Southwest Autism Research & Resource Center (SARRC) board meetings and Denise’s well-known drive and 
commitment to push forward despite huge challenges. Having a son with autism, I have also committed to 
helping all sectors of the autism community—and First Place gives me the opportunity to provide my input and 
support toward housing efforts on behalf of those we serve. 

Despite the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, First Place has come through even stronger, thanks to the 
dedication of staff, the board and very generous supporters. 

The year 2021 yielded many successes, including increased occupancy at First Place–Phoenix, one of the 
largest Transition Academy enrollments, and significant advances in data-driven public policy efforts and 
knowledge sharing. 

Congratulations to the executive team and all the staff for skillfully and respectfully guiding us through such 
a challenging time. Also, my sincere thanks to the entire board of directors—a talented group of dedicated 
individuals who are always available to provide thoughtful advice and guidance in achieving our mission. 

Thank you for standing by First Place now and always, strengthening us every step of the way with your 
generosity, collaboration and friendship.

Regards,

Howard Sobelman 
Board Chair, First Place AZ 
Partner, Snell & Wilmer

LETTER FROM BOARD CHAIR 
HOWARD SOBELMAN
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CORE VALUES

Community is where you can be yourself 
and experience life knowing there are 

always people in your corner.

“

”

Innovation

Integrity

Collaboration

Fun

52021 Annual Report

© 2022 First Place® AZ, all rights reserved.

4



72021 Annual Report

© 2022 First Place® AZ, all rights reserved.

6

MISSION

VISION

ABOUT FIRST PLACE AZ

First Place–Phoenix, First Place AZ’s first supportive housing 

property, located in the heart of urban midtown.

Backed by more than 25 years of research and 100-
plus collaborators, 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. It represents a new 
residential prototype that offers greater choice based 
on individual needs, wants, strengths and interests.

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

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

We are today with housing for special populations 
where the senior residential market was 60 years ago. 
We have burgeoning special populations in need of 
services and homes that must transcend outdated 
and limited models. 

First Place AZ is focused on matching the diverse 
interests and needs of individuals with the optimum 
property location, design and amenities—rooted 
in communities everywhere. A new generation 
of dynamic housing models is contingent upon 
collectively tapping private, public, nonprofit and 
charitable sectors.

First Place AZ is reinforced by research led by the 
First Place Global Leadership Institute, along with 
participation by the Southwest Autism Research 
& Resource Center (SARRC), ASU’s Watts College 
of Public Service and Community Solutions, ASU’s 
Morrison Institute for Public Policy, ASU’s Stardust 
Center for Affordable Homes and the Family, the 
Urban Land Institute and other prominent U.S. real 
estate organizations.

The Institute is the catalyst for growth and serves as 
the economic engine for philanthropic contributions, 
grants, licensing of intellectual property and 
knowledge-sharing fees. Institute activities now 
encompass 26% of First Place AZ’s annual budget, 
representing increased efforts to expand our reach 
and share knowledge on a local, national and 
international basis.

*Referred to as First Place after page 4.

FIRST PLACE GLOBAL LEADERSHIP 
INSTITUTE 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. The Global Leadership Institute 
hosts symposia each year, attracting 
national and global pioneers in the 
field. 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. 

Focused on accessibility to more 
supportive housing and independent 
living options for individuals with 
autism and other neurodiversities, the 
Institute’s five centers facilitate the 
critical impact of First Place–Phoenix 
and other housing properties. 

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, the first new property, First Place–
Phoenix opened to residents in July 2018 with the 
support of a $21.8 million comprehensive capital 
campaign encompassing funding from all sectors 
and covering start-up operations.

First Place–Phoenix, an 81,000-square-foot mixed-
use development in the heart of the urban region, 
includes three primary components:  

FIRST PLACE AZ

Live.
Learn.
Lead.

FIRST PLACE TRANSITION ACADEMY 
is a structured, two-year residential 
program designed for adults with 
autism that, with clinical services 
provided by the SARRC, encourages 
independent living in their homes and 
helps build crucial career-readiness 
skills while navigating the broader 
community. Within the supportive 
environment of First Place–Phoenix, 
participants can maximize their capacity 
to live more independently through 
the Learn4Independence® curriculum, 
individualized services  and apartment- 
and community-living experiences. 

FIRST PLACE APARTMENTS 
comprise 63 studio, one-, and two- 
bedroom apartments, providing access 
to various services and amenities 
with all the benefits of community-
connected, independent living. 
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A YEAR OF MILESTONES AND RENEWED  
MOMENTUM 
At First Place, 2021 was a year of team building, staff 
and program development, expanded community 
life and overall impact. Support staff and residents 
demonstrated resiliency at every turn, continually 
adapting to what community and daily living looks and 
feels like amid a persistent pandemic. 

Occupancy at First Place–Phoenix increased to pre-
pandemic levels while community life activities and 
volunteer and employment opportunities re-engaged 
residents at increasing levels. 

The Global Leadership Institute also expanded reaching 
record numbers of pioneers from around the world. 
The addition of key talent and grant awards bolstered 
various strategic initiatives to continue advancing our 
vision to ensure housing, healthcare and community 
options are as bountiful for people with autism and 
other neurodiversities as they are for everyone else. 

MAJOR ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Creation of public-funding crosswalk for signature 
program. After nearly a decade of innovation focused 
on improved outcomes for adults with autism and six 
years of steady operation, the Transition Academy 
achieved a new milestone based on clinical outcomes. 
Data collected on graduates demonstrated impressive 
results, opening the door to public insurance offered 
through the Arizona Health Care Cost Containment 
System (AHCCCS, the state’s Medicaid administrator), 
and UnitedHealthcare Community Plan.

Through our collaboration and clinical partnership 
with the Southwest Autism Research & Resource 
Center (SARRC), the clinical cost to individuals and 
families for what started as a philanthropic and private-
pay program has been significantly reduced. As a 
result, individuals enrolled in the UnitedHealthcare 
Community Plan have experienced a 60% decrease in 
Transition Academy out-of-pocket costs. Scholarship 
funding from charitable sources also continues to make 
the program more accessible to more families.

First Place–Phoenix residents enjoy a desert hike.

Transition Academy graduates in full regalia after successfully 

completing the two-year residential life skills program.

2021 SNAPSHOT

Phoenix is acknowledged  
by PBS NewsHour as

“the most autism-friendly 
city in the world.” 
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Activation of the Virginia G. Piper Health Spot at First 
Place–Phoenix. Thanks to our collaboration with Dignity 
Health and St. Joseph’s Hospital and Medical Center, 
this on-site clinic operates under Dignity’s licensure and 
the leadership of internal medicine specialist Caroline 
Kim Kupfer, MD, MPH. Residents enjoy the convenience 
of the Health Spot, helping us better understand 
their needs and deliver healthcare to individuals who 
frequently present with co-occurring conditions.

Expansion of affordable housing options. We 
continued our longstanding relationship with the 
Foundation for Senior Living (FSL) with the opening of 
a second intergenerational affordable housing property 
integrating autistic adults with seniors. Transition 
Academy graduates are now living at Spectrum 
Courtyard (opened in 2021) and 29 Palms, both in 
Phoenix and developed by FSL in collaboration with 
First Place. Through Home Matters® to Arizona, we are 
also expanding our reach with other private and public-
sector developers and facilitating more supportive 
housing options that are affordable, accessible, 
available and fully integrated within the community. 

Record number of participants reached through 
Global Leadership Institute symposia. A hybrid 
approach to offering symposia in person and via 
webinar connected pioneers from across North 
America and six countries. Curated content included 
research, programs and initiatives led by First Place 
and collaborators building properties in their local 
communities. The community theme was powerfully 
underscored by the participation of co-producers of the 
new autism documentary, In A Different Key, inspired by 
the Pulitzer Prize-finalist book and featuring First Place–
Phoenix and its sister nonprofit, SARRC.

Sprouts Healthy Communities Foundation continues 
to support First Place. A two-year 2020 grant funded 
gardening and nutrition initiatives, enabling us to grow 
fresh, healthy produce in our community garden, 
as well as expand gardening and volunteer work 
throughout the Valley.

Dignity Health’s Dr. Caroline Kim Kupfer, lead physician at First 

Place–Phoenix’s Virginia G. Piper Charitable Trust Health Spot, 

catches up with a resident patient during an exam.

First Place–Phoenix residents proudly display their latest harvest, 

thanks to the Sprouts Healthy Communities Foundation.

A First Place staff member 
leads residents on a lively 

workout session at Results Only 
Fitness in Phoenix, a K2 Adventures 
Foundation collaborator and avid, 

supportive fitness community partner.
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International distribution 
of A Place in the World®: 
Fueling Housing and 
Community Options for 
Individuals with Autism and 
Other Neurodiversities.

On the housing front, we 
began the lengthy process 
of producing, distributing 

and promoting this landmark study that sets forth a new 
narrative and aims to standardize the nomenclature for 
housing and community options for people with autism 
and other neurodiversities. The report is currently 
featured by Policy Commons and accessible to 
individuals and organizations globally through both free 
and paid subscriptions. Demonstrating involvement of 
tri-sector leaders, First Place is working with the Arizona 
Department of Housing, Home Matters to Arizona and 
other state affordable housing developers to implement 
the nomenclature with the goal of simplifying the 
process for neurodiverse adults to express their housing 
and support needs and wants.

Launch of the 360 Health & Wellness® Initiative. 
In 2021, the most striking example of intersectionality 
by First Place–Phoenix and the Global Leadership 
Institute focused on a “Year of Healthy Living” through 
four initiatives: monthly health activities in collaboration 
with community-based organizations, the Health Spot, 
the Board of Visitors-funded 360 Health & Wellness 
curriculum and a new elective titled “Minding the Gap” 
developed for Creighton Medical School students. 

These initiatives converge to build a sound healthcare 
equity model whereby no one goes untreated or is 
medically misunderstood because of autism and/
or intellectual/developmental disabilities (I/DD). We 
are focused on democratizing health by developing a 
model that addresses their unique and complex needs.

The First Place Leadership Advisory Board convenes in the Cox 

Community Room at First Place–Phoenix during a think tank 

focused on the A Place in the World report.

A First Place–Phoenix resident participates in a session on 

heart health through our collaboration with the Arizona Heart 

Association during February’s American Heart Month.

HEALTH & WELLNESS KIND IT FORWARD®

The 2021 theme of “Year of Healthy Living” is evident in this strength-training session for 
residents at Results Only Fitness.

Three popular Reading Lounges, funded by Dave and Lucy Smith, offer quiet spots for First 
Place–Phoenix residents to take advantage of ever-growing, multi-genre libraries. 

Added focus on mindfulness and overall 
mental health initiatives was made possible 
by funding from Blue Cross Blue Shield 
of Arizona and Cambridge Buddhist 
Association.

A resident participates in a volunteer activity 
benefitting the community for the First Place 
Kind It Forward® initiative, thanks to 2020 
funding from The Charro Foundation.

MINDFUL MUSIC HOME & COMMUNITY

LIFE AT FIRST PLACE–PHOENIX



152021 Annual Report

© 2022 First Place® AZ, all rights reserved.

14

First Place–Phoenix leadership is focused on advancing our mission while identifying what’s working and for 
whom—and what needs to work better. The COVID-19 era has underscored the importance of pivoting quickly, 
solving problems holistically, and approaching challenges and building community within and beyond this 
resilient living/learning environment. 

A GROWING, CONNECTED COMMUNITY OF LEARNING, 
SUPPORT AND INDEPENDENCE 

73%
of apartments occupied 
with 28 residents and 
27 residential  
Transition Academy 
students.

apartment residents, ranging in 
ages from early 20s to early 50s, 
have lived at First Place–Phoenix 
since it opened in July 2018.

75%
of residents employed or 

volunteering, compared 
to an average of 31% 

for individuals with 
disabilities in Arizona. 

Of that total, 52% were 
employed part time 

and 48% were in 
volunteer positions.

direct support hours were 
provided in the areas of 

independent living skills, 
health and wellness, and 

vocational development.

1,600+

150

community life events were 
offered throughout the year, 

ranging from entertainment 
and arts and culture to 

recreation and sports events.

2021 TRANSITION ACADEMY GRADUATES 
PATH TO INDEPENDENCE

94% NAVIGATE
public and private transportation. 

90% HAVE SET LIFE GOALS  
with a focus on jobs/careers, health, relationships and home.

89% TAKE CARE
of their health and safety needs with little or no assistance. 

85% MANAGE THE CARE
of their home space (cleaning, laundry, maintenance, etc.). 

83% ARE ABLE
 to make decisions about preferences for daily living. 

80% PLAN AND MANAGE
their personal expenses.

70% ARE EMPLOYED 
upon graduation.

The Transition Academy established the Baylee Barradas 

Scholarship in 2021 to honor the memory of Baylee, whose legacy 

of courage and kindness as one of the first graduates lives on.

A Transition Academy student in class during instruction of First 

Place’s 32-course Learn4Independence® curriculum developed in 

collaboration with the SARRC.

3,100+



172021 Annual Report

© 2022 First Place® AZ, all rights reserved.

16

The five centers of the First Place Global Leadership Institute drive innovation and systems change through a 
holistic team approach that embraces complexity, celebrates differences and recognizes that mastering a new 
skill or advancing a new policy can be difficult—or seemingly improbable—but can indeed be done. 

Each center employs a coordinated, interdisciplinary methodology to identify and solve complex issues, including 
poor quality of life, isolation, lack of supportive housing and suboptimal healthcare outcomes. We work collaboratively 
with other pioneers and train current and future leaders to address pressing problems in their own communities. 

The following pages highlight major initiatives affecting the intersectionality of daily life—including areas such as 
race, class and gender—for residents and students at First Place–Phoenix.

GLOBAL LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE  

Maricopa County IDA Center for Education, Training  
& Employment is primed to generate 1,000 Arizona 
jobs by 2028 through strengthening skills that improve 
community integration and forging collaborations 
with employers to benefit individuals and the greater 
community. 

Center for Real Estate & Community Development is 
raising the bar on community inclusion of adults with 
autism and/or I/DD by fueling a new marketplace of 
supportive housing options through replicable design, 
development strategies and programmatic models. 

The Daniel Jordan Fiddle Foundation Center for 
Public Policy aims to improve quality of life, housing, 
medical care and accessibility to services for individuals 
with autism and other neurodiversities by championing 
systems change and funding opportunities. 

Colonel Harland Sanders Center for Applied Research 
collects and analyzes data and pursues translational 
impact studies with a local and national focus on 
individuals, communities and the economy while 
informing programs and best practices, as well as, 
supporting scaled solutions.

Mulzet Center for Expression & Communication 
shines a bright light on self-expression, community 
successes and pressing issues through various art 
forms and mediums—including and beyond the autism 
and neurodiverse community—influencing minds, 
hearts and policy. 

MARICOPA COUNTY IDA CENTER FOR  
EDUCATION, TRAINING & EMPLOYMENT  
This center focuses on educating and training 
community members and individuals with autism 
and other neurodiversities to improve the integration 
of those individuals into the fabric of society. By 
teaching critical employment skills to First Place–
Phoenix residents and creating partnerships with 
local employers, we aim to create mutually beneficial 
employment opportunities.

	 Current collaborations with dozens of employers,  
	 including The Precisionists, Inc., which First Place— 
	 along with leaders from the Greater Phoenix  
	 Economic Council, City of Phoenix, Greater Phoenix  
	 Chamber of Commerce and Arizona Commerce  
	 Authority—recruited to Arizona, are showing promise  
	 for gainful employment in 2022 and beyond.

	 Ten organizations across the U.S. have licensed the  
	 Learn4Independence curriculum since its availability  
	 in 2018, developing their own unique and innovative  
	 ways of teaching life skills to adults and high school  
	 students with autism and other neurodiversities (see  
	 licensee list on page 16).

	 More than 220 students have received instruction  
	 through the Learn4Independence curriculum.  

	 First Place has helped launch exciting housing  
	 and community options for neurodiverse individuals,  
	 including in Marianna, Florida (NextStep at Endeavor  
	 Academy) and Omaha, Nebraska (Prosper Transition  
	 Academy), both positioned to enroll students in 2022.

First Place’s collaboration with The Precisionists, Inc. (TPI) focuses 

on training and steady job growth for adults with autism and 

other neurodiversities throughout the Valley. From left: Michael 

Hummel, General Manager of Salt River Project; City of Phoenix 

Mayor Kate Gallego; Ernie Dianastasis, Founder & CEO of TPI.

First Place AZ leadership (at left) hosts NextStep at Endeavor 

Academy staff, a Learn4Independence® licensee in Marianna, 

Jackson County, Florida. 
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REVEL
Denver, CO

AZ Autism 
Charter School

Phoenix, AZ

Western Kentucky 
University

Bowling Green, KY

First Place 
Transition Academy 

Phoenix, AZ

University of 
the Pacifi c
Stockton, CA

Reed Academy 
Oakland, NJ

NextWork
Salt Lake City, UT

Autism Action 
Partnership

Omaha, NE

NextStep at 
Endeavor Academy

Mariana, FL

Greenleaf Neurodiversity 
Community Center 

Austin, TX

29 Acres
Cross Roads, TX

CURRICULUM LICENSEE MAP

CENTER FOR REAL ESTATE & COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT 
This center advances initiatives that address 
critical issues such as affordable housing, aging at-
home caregivers, market heterogeneity, economic 
sustainability and racial/socio-economic inequities. 

In Phoenix, the center is dedicated to robust 
collaborations with Home Matters to Arizona, the 
Foundation for Senior Living and others to make more 
supportive housing options affordable and available to 
individuals with neurodiversities, including Transition 
Academy graduates.

	 Since 2012, more than 1,000 pioneering leaders from  
	 nearly every U.S. state and 12 countries participated  
	 in 10 international symposia and an annual series of  
	 workshops, along with private in-kind guidance and  
	 knowledge sharing.

	 Spectrum Courtyard Apartments, an FSL property  
	 with 25% of units dedicated to neurodiverse  
	 individuals, opened in April 2021, made possible by a  
	 grant from the Arizona Dept. of Housing.

	 First Place AZ Founder & President/CEO Denise  
	 Resnik serves as vice-chair of the Home Matters to  
	 Arizona board, which is raising awareness along with  
	 $100 million in funding for housing models that 	  
	 define the meaning of community-connected homes  
	 that are affordable. 

	 Housing development and healthy living were  
	 key themes of the 10th Global Leadership Institute  
	 symposium in October 2021. The three-day program  
	 included 24 speakers, 16 sessions and 15 videos. 

Residents and staff at Spectrum Courtyard Apartments in 

Phoenix, First Place AZ’s second multigenerational residential 

property developed in collaboration with the Foundation for 

Senior Living (FSL). Transition Academy graduates are choosing 

to live at Spectrum, 29 Palms, several other properties throughout 

Greater Phoenix and in their hometown communities.

A sample of various themes from the fall 2021 10th Global 

Leadership Institute symposium, offered virtually and in person at 

First Place–Phoenix.



212021 Annual Report

© 2022 First Place® AZ, all rights reserved.

20

COLONEL HARLAND SANDERS CENTER FOR 
APPLIED RESEARCH
This center applies existing and new research to 
advance initiatives and establish best practices to meet 
the needs of neurodiverse adults and their families. 

Capitalizing on findings like those from the Drexel 
University Life Course Outcomes Program and using 
data to pinpoint strategic themes, we hypothesize, 
test and implement solutions through specific trials 
at First Place–Phoenix where we collect data, refine 
programs, then replicate and scale solutions. Residents 
and staff share ideas through facilitated discussions and 
individual feedback sessions.

	 Despite the increased risk neurodiverse individuals  
	 face, access to COVID-19 vaccines was not readily  
	 available. We identified barriers (e.g., transportation,  
	 instructions, technology), partnered with healthcare  
	 practitioners, developed a plan and materials, and  
	 ensured that 99% of First Place–Phoenix residents  
	 and students were vaccinated by spring 2021.

	 Foundational funding from the Board of Visitors  
	 in 2015 made the development of the 360 Health  
	 & Wellness® curriculum possible. With additional  
	 funding from the Make Waves Foundation in 2021,  
	 we beta-tested the body of work with 35 individuals,  
	 family members and care providers, while providing  
	 several education and skill development  
	 opportunities. 

First Place–Phoenix Resident & Family Priorities

	 Based on feedback from residents that visuals,  
	 including videos, were the preferred method of  
	 conveying specific information, we installed  
	 signage  in the Virginia G. Piper Health Spot to assist  
	 neurodiverse individuals in navigating a clinic visit. 

	 First Place developed and launched a new  
	 elective for local Creighton University School of  
	 Medicine students for direct access to neurodiverse  
	 adult residents and the rare opportunity to learn  
	 firsthand about their lives, challenges and successes  
	 with the goal of providing them with holistic care.  
	 Together, we are building capacity, competence, 
	 confidence and a whole-person perspective with 
	 valued community collaborators Dignity Health/ 
	 St. Joseph’s Hospital and Medical Center, SARRC, 
	 Arizona Autism Charter School and AZ Autism United.

Social 
Engagement

Basic Culinary 
Skills

Household 
Management

Health &  
Wellness

Employment Daily Living  
Skills

Transportation Medication 
Management

Health Spot Money 
Management

MULZET CENTER FOR EXPRESSION 
& COMMUNICATION

This center amplifies pressing issues and shines a 
bright light on progress for the populations we serve 
and their families. It also reaches out to the broader 
community to help others appreciate the challenges 
of those living with autism, Down syndrome and 
other neurodiversities, and how they can engage. We 
strategically package the work of First Place through 
symposia, workshops, curricula, toolkits and videos—
all designed to help strengthen and advance other 
community-based developments.

	 Since 2018, generated $600,000 through the  
	 sale of licensed materials in support of the innovative  
	 work of the Global Leadership Institute beyond  
	 philanthropy.

	 Engaged more than 1,000 leaders through 10  
	 symposia, opening several doors to shared learning,  
	 collaboration and innovation.

Headline from one of dozens of 2021 local and national news articles about our approach to community development.

	 Publicized the work of First Place and its  
	 collaborators through local and national  
	 media stories elevating new hopes and dreams for  
	 what’s possible.

	 Committed to continuous learning and improvement  
	 based on feedback and societal changes, including  
	 the pandemic; tasked with ongoing updates to  
	 Learn4Independence and 360 Health & Wellness  
	 curricula. 

	 Supported the work of In A Different Key, the  
	 documentary about the first person diagnosed with  
	 autism that features the Phoenix community, First  
	 Place–Phoenix and SARRC, via private screenings  
	 and local and national film festivals.
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MUSIC COOKING

Residents make beautiful music together.

“Suit,” (dated 2015—and a First Place favorite!) by Calvin Shin, Transition Academy graduate, 
former resident and wildly talented artist. Adding to the hominess of First Place–Phoenix, 
we proudly display art donated by professional artists, collectors, hobbyists and residents 
and family members, thanks to in-kind art curators Lisa Greve and John Reyes.“If you call someone low functioning, it 

dismisses their strengths. If you call someone 
high functioning, it dismisses their struggles.”   
– Tom Iland, national speaker & self-advocate    
from documentary In A Different Key

“It’s one thing to tell someone with different 
abilities that they can have a home, friends, a 
job and opportunities to learn how to live more 
independently; it’s quite another to show them.” 
– Denise D. Resnik, First Place AZ Founder

FRIENDSHIP ART

THE POWER OF EXPRESSION

THE DANIEL JORDAN FIDDLE FOUNDATION 
CENTER FOR PUBLIC POLICY
This center aims to improve quality of life, housing, 
medical care and accessibility to services for individuals 
with autism and other neurodiversities by championing 
changes to public policy. 

The center is dedicated to robust collaborations 
with Home Matters to Arizona, the Foundation for 
Senior Living and others to make more supportive 
housing options affordable and available to individuals 
with neurodiversities, including Transition Academy 
graduates.

	 In 2021, First Place implemented the promotion and
distribution of A Place in the World: Fueling Housing 
and Community Options for Adults with Autism and 
Other Neurodiversities, the groundbreaking report that 
aims to standardize the nomenclature for housing and 
community options for people with autism and other 
neurodiversities.

Excerpts from A Place in the World report. 

This seminal work would not be possible without 
the generous support of the Make Waves Family 
Foundation, the Phoenix IDA, UnitedHealthcare 
Community Plan, the Arizona Community 
Foundation and Bill and Alyssa Sunderland—all 
leaders recognizing the value of housing as a major 
social determinant of health and the need for a 
common language to inform, improve and expand a 
marketplace of innovative solutions. 

First Place is working with the Arizona Dept. of 
Housing, Home Matters to Arizona and other local 
affordable housing developers. The goal is to 
implement the nomenclature from the report and 
serve as a resource for neurodiverse individuals to 
find and access the appropriate housing to meet their 
needs.

TRAILBLAZING SINCE 2002
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	 The center offers a fellowship through
ASU’s Watts College of Public Service and 
Community Solutions. First Place Fellow Pooja 
Paode developed a national policy agenda titled 
Housing for Adults with Autism and/or Intellectual 
and Developmental Disabilities: Shortcomings of 
Federal Programs, which explored the challenges 
of neurodiverse individuals due to existing policies. 
Paode’s white paper titled Better Data Make Better 
Policy: Defining Unmet Housing Needs of Adults with 
Autism and Other Neurodiversities investigated the 
lack of data specific to this population and the impact 
on public policy.

	 For the first time in 2021, First Place and our clinical 
operating partner SARRC announced that Medicaid 
dollars from the UnitedHealthcare Community Plan 
could be used to offset a portion of the Transition 
Academy cost. This funding crosswalk significantly 
reduces the cost of tuition for families by over 60% and 
represents significant progress for adults with autism 
trying to gain coverage for applied behavioral analysis 
(ABA) services.

	 Fifteen patients received care at the Virginia G. Piper
Health Spot at First Place–Phoenix, designed to 
serve as a beta site for testing protocols, systems and 
communication styles while recognizing the impact of 
social determinants of health.

Pooja Paode, (left), Arizona State University graduate student 

and First Place’s The Daniel Jordan Fiddle Foundation Center 

for Public Policy fellow (2019-20), authored two white papers 

published in A Place in the World.

ONE FIRST LEADS TO THE NEXT

1999

2014

2018

2009

2015

2019 2020

2012

2016

2013

2017

2021

SARRC develops 
Strategic Housing Plan 
for Special Populations.

Land is secured and 
capital campaign 
launched for building 
First Place–Phoenix; 
opening of 29 Palms.

First Place–Phoenix 
opens; AZ Dept. of 
Housing grant is secured 
for Spectrum Courtyard 
Apartments, a second 
FSL affordable housing 
property.

SARRC, ASU, ULI publish 
groundbreaking Opening 
Doors: A Discussion of 
Residential Options for 
Adults Living with Autism 
and Related Disorders.

Design/development 
commences; first 
Transition Academy class 
enrollment; 29 Palms 
opens for seniors and 
Transition Academy 
participants.

First Place–Phoenix 
reaches 72% occupancy 
and partners with TPI to 
facilitate job creation; 
Transition Academy 
graduates reside at 29 
Palms.

First Place navigates 
global pandemic, launches 
various initiatives, advances 
operational systems; 
completes A Place in the 
World: Fueling Housing 
and Community Options 
for Adults with Autism and 
Other Neurodiversities with 
Autism Housing Network, 
ASU Morrison Institute for 
Public Policy and National 
Leadership Advisory Board.

First Place AZ is 
established as a separate 
charitable nonprofit 
focused on housing and 
community development.

First Place secures zoning 
with full neighborhood 
support and breaks 
ground; PBS NewsHour 
names Phoenix “the most 
autism-friendly city in the 
world.”

First Place develops 
branding and continues 
engaging individuals/
families; secures AZ Dept. 
of Housing grant with the 
Foundation for Senior 
Living to develop 29 Palms 
multigenerational affordable 
housing property.

Construction is underway 
and leasing office opens; 
hosting of inaugural semi-
annual symposium.

First Place demonstrates 
resilience and strength in 
community and operations 
amid COVID-19; launches 
new health and wellness 
initiative; builds crosswalk with 
public insurance funding for 
Transition Academy through 
AHCCCS; participates in 
release of award-winning 
autism documentary featuring 
Phoenix.
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Individuals and Corporations 
$263,156

Despite the unexpected challenges of a pandemic, 
financial results for First Place AZ have consistently 
improved every year since its founding in 2012 and 
opening of First Place–Phoenix in 2018.

After facing the uncertainties of the 2020–21 
economic environment, First Place AZ ended 2021 
with remarkable financial support thanks to generous 
donors who provided the funding necessary to expand 
resources and programs in line with our mission, as well 
as launch an endowment. 

The Apartments and Transition Academy are nearing 
financial sustainability as the number of residents and 
Academy participants increases, a key goal in our three-
year strategic plan. 

2021 BY THE NUMBERS

Transition Academy net operating results 
improved.

Apartments net operating results improved.

Total revenue increased.

Total program revenue increased.

Total fundraising revenue increased.

The majority of grant funding was invested in the 
Global Leadership Institute, while the Apartments 
and Transition Academy advanced toward financial 
sustainability. 

2021 FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE

REVENUE BREAKDOWN

Grants 
$2,697,792

Program Fees
$2,683,257

Interest and Other Income
$328,887

In-Kind Support
$124,572 (2%)

29%

56%

70%

12%

215%

44%44%

6%
4%

EXPENSES BY PROGRAM

35%
Transition Academy 
$1,474,495

39%
Apartments 
$1,600,122

26%
Global Leadership 
Institute
$1,073,318

Huge thanks to the RIESTER design team for working with us pro bono on our first annual report. Special thanks 
to the team from the Mulzet Center for Expression & Communication for storytelling and design. Photos by Sydnee 
Schwartz/Good Eye! Media, Stephen G. Dreiseszun/Viewpoint Photographers, Scott Sandler and RSP Architects.

SUPPORT

PEACE OF MIND

INDEPENDENCE

FRIENDS

JOBS

WE’RE THE PLACE FOR THAT. ®  

EDUCATION

This is the very special place made possible by those who dreamed 
with us, believed in us and invested so generously in our vision. Their 
early and unwavering support empowered us to take that first step—
and many that have followed—leading to the growth, endurance and 
resiliency so indispensable to getting us to where we are today.

Marley
Foundation
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