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Objective: Autism is a developmental spectrum disorder that alters sensory
processing and social interactions. This study investigates the impact of
environmental components in architectural spaces—particularly educational
and therapeutic environments—on enhancing the social skills of children with
autism. The main objective is to identify those environmental factors most
strongly correlated with social skill indicators, including play therapy, art
therapy, individual and group activities, and participation in social spaces.
Methods:

The research employs a descriptive—analytical method. Data were collected
through a 38-item questionnaire administered to instructors across three autism
education centers in Tabriz (Pouyesh, Raha, and Autism House). Content
validity was confirmed by expert judgment, and the reliability of the
questionnaire was verified with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87. Data analysis was
conducted using correlation tests (Spearman and Pearson) in SPSS.

Results:

Findings revealed that components such as color schemes, textures and
materials, greenery and natural elements, natural lighting, spatial flexibility,
acoustic quality, personal space and privacy, safety, and spatial legibility,
respectively, exert the greatest influence on social skill indicators.
Conclusions:

The results underscore the necessity of integrating sensory-sensitive design
principles and therapeutic-oriented design strategies into educational and urban
spaces.
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Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by atypical sensory processing,
communication challenges, and impairments in social interaction. Children with autism often experience heightened sensitivity
to environmental stimuli, making the physical characteristics of educational and therapeutic settings particularly influential in
their behavioral responses and social development. In recent years, increasing attention has been directed toward the role of
architectural design as a supportive and therapeutic medium for individuals with autism. However, empirical research
examining the relationship between specific environmental components of architectural spaces and the enhancement of social
skills in children with autism remains limited, particularly in the context of developing countries. The primary objective of this
study is to investigate the impact of environmental components within architectural spaces on the enhancement of social skills
among children with autism in educational and therapeutic environments. More specifically, the study aims to identify and
prioritize the environmental factors that demonstrate the strongest correlations with key social skill indicators, including play
therapy, art therapy, individual activities, group interactions, and participation in social spaces. By focusing on autism education
centers in the city of Tabriz, this research seeks to provide evidence-based insights that can inform sensory-sensitive and
therapeutic-oriented architectural design strategies for autism-supportive environments.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a descriptive—analytical research design to examine the relationships between environmental components
of architectural spaces and social skill development in children with autism. The research population consisted of instructors
and educators working in autism education centers in the city of Tabriz, Iran. Three specialized autism centers—Pouyesh,
Raha, and Autism House—were selected as case studies due to their active involvement in educational and therapeutic
interventions for children with ASD. Data were collected using a researcher-designed questionnaire comprising 38 items,
structured across two main dimensions: environmental components of architectural spaces and social skill indicators in children
with autism. Environmental components included variables such as color schemes, textures and materials, lighting conditions,
acoustic quality, spatial flexibility, presence of green spaces and natural elements, safety, spatial legibility, and personal space
and privacy. Social skill indicators were assessed through activities commonly used in autism interventions, including play
therapy, art therapy, individual learning activities, group-based interactions, and engagement in shared social environments.
Content validity of the questionnaire was confirmed through expert review by specialists in architecture, environmental
psychology, and autism education. The reliability of the instrument was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, yielding
a value of 0.87, which indicates high internal consistency. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS statistical software.
Descriptive statistics were applied to summarize participant responses, while inferential analysis was performed using Pearson
and Spearman correlation tests to examine the relationships between environmental components and social skill indicators.

Results

The findings of the study revealed statistically significant correlations between several environmental components of
architectural spaces and the social skills of children with autism. Among the examined variables, color schemes demonstrated
one of the strongest relationships with social skill indicators, particularly in facilitating engagement in play therapy and group
activities. Calm, harmonious, and non-stimulating color palettes were associated with increased social participation and reduced
sensory overload. Textures and materials also showed a significant correlation with social skill enhancement. The use of natural,
soft, and tactile-friendly materials was found to positively influence children’s comfort levels, leading to improved participation
in both individual and group activities. Similarly, the presence of green spaces and natural elements, such as indoor plants,
outdoor gardens, and visual access to nature, was strongly associated with increased social interaction, emotional regulation,
and cooperative behaviors. Natural lighting emerged as another critical environmental component. Spaces with adequate
daylight exposure were linked to higher levels of attentiveness, reduced anxiety, and greater willingness to engage in social
and therapeutic activities. Spatial flexibility—defined as the ability of spaces to adapt to different activities and group sizes—
was also found to play a significant role in supporting diverse social behaviors and therapeutic practices. Acoustic quality
demonstrated a meaningful relationship with social skill development, as environments with controlled noise levels and sound-
absorbing materials reduced auditory stress and facilitated communication. Additionally, factors such as personal space and
privacy, safety, and spatial legibility were identified as essential contributors to social engagement. Clearly defined spatial
layouts, safe environments, and opportunities for retreat and personal control enhanced children’s sense of security, thereby
encouraging participation in social interactions. Overall, the results indicate that environmental components exert varying
degrees of influence on different social skill indicators, with sensory-related factors playing a particularly prominent role.

Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the significant role of architectural design in enhancing the social skills of children with
autism. Environmental components of educational and therapeutic spaces are not merely passive physical elements but active
contributors to behavioral regulation, emotional comfort, and social engagement. The strong correlations identified between
sensory-related design factors and social skill indicators highlight the necessity of adopting sensory-sensitive and therapeutic-
oriented design approaches in autism-supportive environments. Integrating principles such as appropriate color use, natural
materials, access to greenery, optimal lighting, acoustic control, spatial flexibility, and clear spatial organization can
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substantially improve the effectiveness of educational and therapeutic interventions for children with autism. The results also
emphasize the importance of interdisciplinary collaboration between architects, educators, therapists, and psychologists in the
design of autism-friendly spaces. From a broader perspective, this research contributes to the growing body of knowledge on
inclusive and health-oriented architectural design and provides practical guidelines for improving autism education centers and
urban environments. Future research is recommended to expand the sample size, incorporate behavioral observation methods,
and explore the long-term effects of environmental design interventions on social development in children with autism.
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! Sensory Playgrounds
2 Interactive Learning Gardens
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! Community Spaces

2 Sensory Walkways

8 Multi-Functional Spaces
4 Quiet Zones or Shelters
5 Water Play Areas
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