
Creating a revolutionary research facility: 
ToddlerLab, Birkbeck, University of London

Bisset Adams was commissioned 
by Birkbeck, University of London 
to develop designs for the Centre 
for Brain & Cognitive Development 
(CBCD), Wohl Wolfson ToddlerLab in 
Torrington Square. 

The British Medical Association (BMA) 
estimates that around 700,000 people 
in the UK have a diagnosis of autism 
and that one in 100 children in the UK 
have a diagnosis of autism spectrum 
disorder. Early identification of this 
type of developmental condition can 
be challenging: historically, children 
and young people have had to wait 
longer to start the journey towards 
a diagnosis. In some cases, it can 
take up to two years to achieve, while 
the professional team observe and 
assess a child’s communication, social 
interaction and play across a range  
of settings including home, nursery  
or school*.

The development of the world’s 
first ToddlerLab (Wohl Wolfson 
ToddlerLab) at the Centre for Brain 
& Cognitive Development (CBCD)  - 
Birkbeck, University of London is 
therefore an important step in the  
right direction.

Located in London’s Bloomsbury 
area, it will provide a much needed 
new laboratory space equipped to 
undertake ground breaking research 
in child development, autism, and 
other behavioural conditions, taking 
physiological measurements in 
children at a much younger age than 
previously achievable.

The unique research building 
incorporates laboratories and 
associated spaces required to 
accommodate toddlers and their 
families. It contains a series of real 
world environments, such as home, 
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(*Source: https://www.beyondautism.org.uk/about-autism/
understanding-autism/diagnosis/)



pre-school, sleep laboratories, 
including a ‘CAVE’ (Cave Automatic 
Virtual Environment), with different 
augmented reality scenarios for 
children to be observed interacting. 
There is also an external play area 
to observe motor skills in children, 
designed to be a suitable  
environment for children with 
developmental challenges. 

The design embraces a more 
domestic setting whilst meeting the 
specialist needs of the children and 
research requirements. Considerable 
thought was given to the materials 
and aesthetics to create a safe 
environment for the children and their 

families, and to avoid any potential  
to create ‘triggers’ for the children. 
These included the palette of colours 
and lighting used throughout the 
building, as well as specialist items 
such as the hair washing facility 
following the use of research  
sensors, to name a few.

Beyond the challenges of adapting a 
Grade II Listed building for specialist 
research, what’s unusual here is the 
need to balance the needs of very 
different user groups. Spaces need to 
be welcoming and calming for babies 
and toddlers, reassuring for parents, 
yet function effectively as research 
and study spaces for academic staff 
and students.

The garden plays an important 
role too - providing an additional 
observation space for pre-school 
children at play, while also offering a 
calm space for parents and staff  
when they step outside of the lab.
Small details make a big difference. 

●  Furniture is selected to recreate 
school and home environments 
- including spaces for education 
(nursery, classroom) as well as 
home environments (living room  
and kitchen).

●  Bathrooms include lower height 
doors for small children balancing 
independence with a need for 
parental support.
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1 in 1000
 Children in the UK are diagnosed  
 of autism spectrum disorder
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Sustainability: BREEAM Excellent
Status: Complete

●  A hairdresser’s chair and washbasin 
allows for comfortable hair washing 
after sensors are removed  
from heads. 

●  Wayfinding and signage provides 
a mix of clear factual information 
for parents and staff, balanced with 
strong visuals helping children and 
families navigate their way around 
the building. 

●  Observational equipment is set  
on discrete (white) rigging, helping  
it to blend into the background. 
Where possible, tables and write  
up spaces are positioned with views 
out to Torrington Square, helping 
reduce stress and anxiety for  
visiting families and support  
overall wellbeing. 

●  An immersive virtual-reality 
environment, known as ‘The Cave’, 
allows researchers to recreate 
farms, shopping centres and other 
surroundings and track responses.

Toddlers are allowed to roam, as 
they would at home, using wireless, 
wearable tech so that researchers 
can scan brain activity and monitor 
movement in a way that simply  
hasn’t been possible previously.
Meanwhile, the research team is 
equipped with write up spaces 
and lecture facilities so that filmed 
observations can be shared and 
discussed, all supporting an earlier 
diagnosis of learning disorders, 
enabling earlier intervention with 
appropriate support programmes  
and improved outcomes for  
young children.

Although delayed by the pandemic, 
final installations are now being 
carried out with the research team 
moving in over the next few months.  
We’re looking forward to revisiting 
 
the scheme later in the year to find  
out how ToddlerLab works in practice 
and the benefits this new approach  
to autism research can bring.

“The new ToddlerLab provides us 
with an exciting facility for toddlers to 
roam around, interact with peers and 
behave as they would in the normal 
world, but all the while wearing 
specialist equipment that allows 
us to measure their brain activity” - 
Professor Denis Mareschal, 
Director of the CBCD



“The new ToddlerLab will provide us with an 
exciting facility for us to scientifically measure 
toddlers’ brain activity.” - Professor Denis 
Mareschal, Director of the CBCD

“Bisset Adams were delighted to work on 
this world class research facility to facilitate 
further work on autism.”  - Bisset Adams


