
they have much to offer as models of good
housing and efficient use of urban land for
any group.

Both Sunrise Place and Daybreak
Grove are located in desirable residential 
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W H E R E  H O U S I N G  G O E S

Designing Multi-Family Housing for 
Residential Neighborhoods

by René Davids and Christine KilloryDespite the challenges to the
housing market presented by 
profound social and economic
change, there are surprisingly few alterna-
tives to the single family house, especially
in single-family residential neighborhoods.
Most so-called “multi-family housing”
responds to purely quantitative criteria,
packing the largest possible number of
units on a given piece of land. When chil-
dren are forced to play on walkways, in
stairwells, in parking lots, or on leftover
spaces scattered randomly about the site,
the result is a living environment that
doesn’t work well for anyone.

Multi-family housing can create suc-
cessful small neighborhoods within the
community, if carefully designed. As archi-
tects, we’ve tried to employ built
forms that foster residential pri-
vacy, as well as a strong sense of
personal and family identity,
while fitting in with the sur-
rounding neighborhood.

SUNRISE PLACE AND

DAYBREAK GROVE

Sunrise Place and Daybreak
Grove are two housing develop-
ments we designed for low-
income families in Escondido,
California. Escondido is a rapid-
ly urbanizing agricultural com-
munity, with a large Latino
immigrant population, north-
east of San Diego. The eight-
and thirteen-unit projects were
commissioned by the North
County Housing Foundation, a
community-based non-profit
developer, and financed with a
combination of loans and grants
from the public and private sec-
tors. Although Sunrise Place and
Daybreak Grove have been de-
signed for low-income families,

neighborhoods, with schools, parks, tran-
sit networks, and shopping close by. The
design of both projects has been strongly
influenced by the urban structure of tradi-
tional Latin American cities — and some
cities in the Southwestern United States —
where urban plazas are the focus of com-
munity life. While large plazas are no
longer feasible as grand civic gestures in
Southern California, scaled-down versions
— placitas or plazuelas — can be adapted
to a variety of urban contexts.

The projects are also inspired by the
traditional California bungalow court,
where a space enveloped by buildings is
the primary organizing element. Since the
early years of this century, these inexpen-
sive living environments have fostered res-

idential privacy and a strong
sense of personal and family
identity for generations of immi-
grants.

In small developments, such
as Sunrise Place and Daybreak
Grove, using one or two unit
plan types can be a significant
factor in achieving economies of
scale and keeping costs down
— a particularly important fac-
tor when building affordable
housing. 

The courtyard configuration
offers a direct relationship of
exterior open spaces to the
dwelling unit, an ideal living
environment for families with
children, and a desirable alter-
native to the stacked flats char-
acteristic of most affordable
housing developments. In
effect, the courtyard creates a
neighborhood within a neigh-
borhood.

At Daybreak Grove, a
sequence of sidewalk, front
yard, and front porch continues

THE CENTRAL COURTYARD
ESTABLISHES AN

INTERMEDIATE ZONE
BETWEEN THE NEIGHBOR-
HOOD AND THE INTIMACY

OF THE HOME. 



existing street rhythms and integrates with
the surrounding neighborhood. Each unit
has its own private entrance from the
street. A one-way driveway and parking at
the back keeps cars well away from play
areas. 

In both projects, the central courtyard
establishes an intermediate zone between
the neighborhood and the intimacy of the
home. The orientation of each kitchen to
the courtyard acknowledges its promi-
nence as the focus of family life and pro-
vides parents with the opportunity to keep
an eye on their children. Residents can
also easily look out for their neighbors.

While the units are compact (800 to
900 square feet), they are complemented
by a rich variety of outdoor spaces, private
and public: a front yard and porch, a back
yard and porch, and a private patio. Each
unit is configured around a small internal
patio which ensures natural light and cross
ventilation in every room.

Neighborhood opposition to multi-
family projects tends to increase as pro-
jects grow larger in size. Developments of
fifteen units or less usually don’t evoke
strong NIMBY-like responses, as they don’t
overwhelm their surroundings. Courtyard
housing is a particularly suitable type for a
variety of urban and suburban situations.
As a compact building type, housing
courts fit easily onto small infill lots
unsuitable for other uses, allowing urban
and suburban residential areas to be 
“densified” without altering the essential
fabric. �

René Davids and Christine Killory are partners in the
architectural firm of Davids Killory. Both Daybreak
Grove and Sunrise Place have received National Honor
Awards from the American Institute of Architects, as
well as other design awards. For more detailed infor-
mation about the projects, contact either Davids or Kil-
lory at: 510-843-7350, or write to: Davids Killory,
3001 Derby St., Suite O, Berkeley, CA 94705. 
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Central courtyard of Daybreak Grove project.

Isometric drawing of Daybreak Grove. The structure in the foreground is a combination “ampitheater” / 
laundry facility which serves as a spot where residents congregate.




