Journal of Architecture and Humanistic Environments
Winter 2025. Vol 1. Issue 2

ISSN (Print): ISSN (Online):

https://sanad.iau.ir/journal/hae

ISLAMIC AZAD UNIVERSITY
SAVEH BRANCH

Type of article (research article)

Explaining Strategic Principles for Designing Educational Spaces for
Children with Autism (Case Study: Children with Autism in Shiraz City)

MohammadAli Rahimi*: Department of Architecture, Bu.C., Islamic Azad University, bushehr, Iran.(Corresponding Author)
Roxana Abdollahi: Department of Architecture, Qo.C., Islamic Azad University, Qom, Iran.

Vahid Paran: Department of Architecture, Bu.C., Islamic Azad University, bushehr, Iran.

Article Einfo Abstract

Received: 10/02/2025
Accepted: 04/03/2025

PP: 39-59 Autism is a developmental disorder affecting social interaction, language,
and communication, emerging within the first three years of life and
resulting from a neurological disorder that impacts brain function. Children
with autism differ from their peers in physical, intellectual, and behavioral
aspects. This disorder prevents them from living like neurotypical

Keywords: individuals or studying alongside other children in conventional educational

Educational Spaces, environments. These children require tailored educational spaces that

Autism, Child Growth, address their unique needs to enhance learning, social participation, and

Learning Enhancement.  communication.

In Fars Province, approximately 709 children with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) have been registered and screened through the welfare system, with
110 children currently receiving services at two centers in Shiraz. This
mixed-methods research (combining quantitative and qualitative
approaches) involved interviews, card sorting, and questionnaires
administered randomly to 50 children with autism, 50 family members, and
50 specialists. The study aims to identify key factors influencing the design
of educational spaces for children with autism.

Using a T-test analysis, the results revealed that physical factors - such as
color, lighting, ventilation, and high-quality materials - received the highest
priority, while safety/security factors ranked lowest. The findings indicate
that incorporating natural and artificial lighting, appropriate color schemes,
guality materials, and optimal air quality in educational spaces significantly
enhances learning quality for children with autism.

Furthermore, the study concludes that complex and curved geometric forms
attract attention and stimulate curiosity and enjoyment in children. When
combined with warm colors, green spaces, and water features, these
elements contribute to improved learning outcomes for children with autism.
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Extended Abstract

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by impairments in social
interaction, language acquisition, and communication skills, typically manifesting within the first three years
of life due to atypical neurological functioning that impacts brain development. Children with ASD exhibit
distinct differences in physical, cognitive, and behavioral domains compared to neurotypical peers. These
differences often hinder their ability to adapt to conventional lifestyles or participate in mainstream
educational settings. Consequently, they require customized learning environments tailored to their sensory,
communicative, and social needs, which are critical for enhancing learning outcomes, fostering social
engagement, and improving communication abilities.

In Fars Province, Iran, 709 children diagnosed with ASD have been formally registered and screened
through the national welfare system, with 110 children currently receiving specialized support services at
two dedicated centers in Shiraz. The present study seeks to establish design frameworks for educational
spaces that nurture creativity, optimize pedagogical effectiveness, and address the psychosocial needs of
children with autism. The research is guided by the following questions:

1- What strategic principles should inform the design of educational spaces for children with ASD?

2- To what extent can purposefully designed educational environments contribute to their academic and
developmental progress?

The research methodology of this study is a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and
gualitative components. The qualitative phase involved active participation from 50 children with autism,
utilizing image-based card sorting exercises. The quantitative phase employed questionnaires distributed to
specialists and families of children with autism. Cochran’s formula was used to determine the sample size,
and simple random sampling was applied, selecting 50 family members of children with autism and 50
specialists as the statistical population. After data collection, raw data were analyzed using SPSS software
to achieve the desired results, with the primary objective of identifying key factors influencing the design
of educational spaces for children with autism.

The T-test results revealed that physical factors—such as color, lighting, ventilation—received the highest
priority, while safety/security factors ranked lowest. Consequently, in designing educational spaces for
children with autism, the use of natural and balanced artificial lighting, appropriate color schemes, high-
guality materials, and optimal air quality significantly enhances learning outcomes. Feedback from children
with autism, their families, and specialists highlighted that physical, aesthetic, physiological, belongingness,
and affection-related parameters are most critical for their development and must be central to design
considerations.

Based on these findings, the most pivotal design principle is: complex and curved geometric forms attract
attention and stimulate curiosity and joy in children. Designers should prioritize complexity in both exterior
and interior design to achieve this effect.

Another critical factor requiring significant attention is the use of warm colors in primary educational spaces.
Colors exert distinct psychological effects on children. It is recommended to apply warm hues to surfaces
and objects within these spaces, such as doors, chairs, pendant lights in corridors, and other elements.
Physiological factors—including adherence to architectural spatial standards (e.g., per capita area),
restrooms adjacent to classrooms, environmental cleanliness, and soft background music—must also be
prioritized by designers and stakeholders. Due to their unique needs, children with autism require easy
access to restrooms, necessitating the placement of restrooms in close proximity to classrooms.
Additionally, soft music fosters calmness, mitigates aggressive behaviors, and significantly supports their
developmental flourishing.

Additional critical factors to consider in design include creating green spaces, water features, and family-
friendly communal areas. Educational environments should be aesthetically pleasing and inviting. The color
green provides psychological calmness for children, enhancing their ability to comprehend and analyze
educational content. Green spaces promote comfort, relaxation, emotional security, and motivation in
children. Landscaping and beautifying educational spaces can foster dynamic interaction and unique appeal
within green areas. Winding pathways and intentionally ambiguous routes stimulate curiosity among
students. Additionally, children’s affinity for water play makes the inclusion of water elements (e.g.,
fountains) alongside green spaces crucial, as they generate excitement, comfort, and motivation, directly
impacting learning outcomes. Family presence alongside children strengthens their emotional resilience,
significantly improving their overall well-being, a factor that must be prioritized.
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The architecture of educational environments can significantly influence the behavior of children with
autism. This group of children requires specific conditions in their educational settings to encourage
progress, necessitating tailored features. Thus, the quality of these spaces must align with their unique needs
and behaviors. Such environments can foster mental, behavioral, and personal growth in children with
autism.
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