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Extended Abstract

Aims: The design of educational and therapeutic spaces for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
requires a comprehensive, empathetic, and evidence-based approach that addresses their unique sensory,
perceptual, developmental, and behavioral needs. Autistic children often experience heightened sensitivity to
environmental stimuli, difficulty with transitions, and challenges in communication and social interaction.
These characteristics demand spatial solutions that are not only functionally efficient but also
psychologically supportive, flexible, predictable, and adaptable to individual differences. The primary aim of
this study is to analyze and formulate a comprehensive set of design criteria for creating safe, calming,
inclusive, and effective environments that facilitate both therapeutic interventions and educational
engagement. Such environments should minimize sensory overload, promote predictability, enhance social
interactions, encourage independence, and foster a sense of autonomy, security, and inclusion. Despite
growing awareness, many existing educational and therapeutic centers lack design strategies tailored to the
specific needs of children with ASD, leading to elevated stress, reduced learning efficacy, behavioral
difficulties, and increased pressure on families and caregivers. This research responds to this critical gap by
integrating interdisciplinary insights from architecture, environmental psychology, education, and autism
studies to develop a conceptual and practical model of spatial design. By incorporating international design
guidelines alongside locally contextualized cultural, social, and functional needs, the study aims to provide a
robust, culturally adaptable, and context-sensitive framework. Ultimately, the proposed model seeks to
improve the quality of life for autistic children, support their developmental and educational goals,
strengthen the effectiveness of therapeutic interventions, and serve as a replicable design approach for
similar institutions both nationally and globally. In addition, the study seeks to clarify how spatial
organization, sensory zoning, lighting, acoustics, material selection, circulation patterns, and opportunities
for retreat can be coordinated to create environments that respond to diverse sensory profiles while
maintaining opportunities for meaningful participation and social connection. The framework also
emphasizes the importance of involving caregivers, educators, therapists, and, where appropriate, autistic
children in the design process, ensuring that spatial recommendations reflect lived experiences rather than
relying solely on generalized assumptions.

Materials & Methods: This applied study employed a mixed-methods (qualitative—quantitative) approach.
In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews with 20 experts were analyzed using MAXQDA 2024,
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resulting in five main categories, 12 indicators, and 36 sub-indicators. In the quantitative phase, the proposed
model was validated using PLS-SEM. The statistical population comprised 202 parents of children with
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) attending the Pouyesh Autism Center in Tabriz, from which 133
participants were selected using Cochran’s formula and simple random sampling. Reliability and validity
were confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha, Composite Reliability (CR), Average Variance Extracted (AVE),
Fornell-Larcker criterion, and HTMT. Data analysis was performed using SmartPLS 4.

Findings: autism, demonstrating a significant impact on both learning and treatment processes. Among the
key environmental factors identified were the elimination of physical barriers, creation of calming spaces,
standardized and orderly layouts, freedom of movement, and effective visual cues. Spaces that minimize
obstacles and allow free movement were particularly effective in enhancing social interactions and
facilitating learning especially critical for children with ASD, who often face behavioral and social
challenges. Furthermore, the use of soft color palettes and spatial arrangements aligned with behavioral
standards not only contributes to a stress-free and secure environment but also supports cognitive and
emotional development. Regression and correlation analyses confirmed the statistically significant influence
of these design components, with the elimination of physical barriers and calming environments having the
strongest predictive power in improving treatment and learning outcomes. In addition, the qualitative data
highlighted the need for multisensory design approaches, including controlled lighting, sound insulation, and
tactile materials, which are essential in minimizing sensory overload and fostering focused engagement.
Interviewees emphasized that flexibility in space usage such as adaptable classrooms and rest zones greatly
improves the autonomy and emotional stability of autistic children. Another key insight was the positive
influence of nature-integrated elements, such as access to green views or indoor plants, which contributed to
emotional regulation and reduced anxiety. These results collectively reinforce the importance of context-
sensitive and human-centered design strategies that not only meet functional requirements but also address
the sensory and psychological well-being of children with ASD.

Conclusion: From an architectural and urban design perspective, educational and therapeutic spaces for
autistic children must be designed to remove physical barriers and provide safe, restful, and freely navigable
environments. The implementation of standardized layouts that clearly define spatial boundaries can help
children understand and interact with their environment more effectively, reducing anxiety caused by
disorder or unpredictability. Moreover, the integration of soft colors and clear visual signage is essential in
helping children navigate and engage with the space while improving their social and learning capacities.The
proposed design model in this study serves as a strategic framework for developing inclusive, sensory-
sensitive, and empowering environments that significantly enhance the quality of life and developmental
outcomes for children with ASD potentially guiding the future design of similar facilities worldwide. Beyond
its theoretical contributions, the model is intended to be practical and adaptable for use by architects,
educators, therapists, and policymakers involved in the creation or renovation of autism-friendly spaces. By
aligning design principles with the behavioral and emotional needs of children on the spectrum, this
approach contributes not only to their individual growth but also to broader goals of social equity,
educational inclusivity, and urban resilience in public service infrastructure.

Keywords: Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder; Environmental Psychology; Environmental
Perception; Universal Design; Educational-Therapeutic Spaces.
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