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Abstract 

Children with autism, with their increasing proportion in the population, 
represent a group whose need for education cannot be ignored. There is an 
increasing interest in places which children with autism need for 
communication, or for training to fulfil their daily requirements. Especially, 
in our country it is seen that although there are training centres for children 
with autism, most of them have shortages in terms of technique or design. 
Therefore, the target audience is unable to get the full benefit from these 
centres, and thus there is a need to conduct more research and awareness 
activities for children with autism and training centres. Diyarbakır can be 
considered among our cities with insufficient autism education centres. 
Therefore, the study is based on first the common design criteria that may be 
required in planning an autism centre, and then evaluating Diyarbakır by 
domestic and international sampling in line with such criteria, and lastly, 
preparing a pilot project proposal at Diyarbakır centre. It is considered that 
the research to be done in line with these evaluations shall contribute to the 
studies to be conducted in similar areas. 
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1. Introduction 

Architecture is a discipline that can generate designs that respond to human-
environment interaction. The design process must provide solutions that 
encompass not only normal individuals, but those who are physically or 
emotionally handicapped as well.  The individuals at issue here are the children 
with autism (Autism Spectrum Disorder). 

Autism is a pervasive developmental disorder which starts early in life and 
manifested by delays, deficiencies or deviation in social relationships, 
communication, behaviour or cognition (Doğangün, 2008). According data from 
Centres for Disease Control and Prevention in 2006, 1 in every 150 children had 
Autism, in 2012 1 in every 88 children had Autism. According to the last available 
information, in 2014 1 in every 68 children had Autism (Centres for Disease 
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Control Prevention,2012). The most important treatment for autism today is 
special education. There is an increasing interest in places where children with 
autism can fulfil their communication and daily needs, and get education. Early 
identification of these children and initiating the appropriate education is crucial 
for the course of the condition and mitigating the problems that might be 
encountered in the subsequent periods.  

It is estimated that there are approximately 450,000 people with autism in our 
country. But the current number of schools is insufficient to fulfil the needs of such 
demand from students. Especially, in our country it is seen that although there are 
training centres for children with autism, most of them have planning and 
technical shortages. Therefore, the target audience is not able to fully benefit from 
these centres, and thus there is a need for more research and awareness activities 
in the field of child autism and education centres. Also, there is a lack of criteria in 
the design and audit stages in order to establish such centres and the centres are 
evaluated according to the regulations on Special Education and Rehabilitation 
Centres of the Ministry of National Education, and there isn't any special, detailed 
regulation for autism education centres. 

1.1. Common Design Criteria at Autism Education Centres; literature review 

The current up-to-date literature has been evaluated in order to determine the 
design criteria for establishing education centres for children with ASD. (Harker & 
King 2002, Khare & Mullick, 2008, Young, 2004, Humphreys 2005, Whitehurst 
2006, Mostafa 2008,  Vogel 2008).   

While the characteristics and behaviour types of children with ASD can sometimes 
vary, the centres built for them must have properties that promote education and 

developing their skills. The design criteria which are being formed have been tackled 

within the framework of the commonly used criteria which are considered important, 

and the criteria have been examined in 8 sub-headings as follows: 

 Flexibility- adaptability  

 Intimate-balanced  

 Calm, order and simplicity, 

 Predictability- max. visual quality,  

 Specialised location or areas  

 Appropriate to emotional development  

 Safety 

 Naturalness 

were used to examine the criteria. 

2. Materials and Method  

In the first phase of the study, a literature review of the common design criteria 
that may be required in planning the autism education centres is carried out and 
domestic and foreign models have been evaluated according to these criteria 
(Table 2). Then, a pilot study specific to Diyarbakır has been carried out in line 
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with this evaluation. It is stated that there are approximately 600 autistic children 
throughout the city (according to the 2015 data from the City Health Department, 
National Health Department). However, despite this population density, Diyarbakır 
can be considered among our cities with insufficient autism education centres. 
Children with ASD receive education at an education centre at the city's centre 
which has been converted from a primary school building, and 26 private 
education and rehabilitation centres (together with children with different 
diagnosis) and in integration classrooms at schools.  

The school considered for the pilot study is a centre where only the children with 
ASD get education. In this study, first an analysis of the selected design criteria has 
been made and a questionnaire has been filled out by the families and the 
educators who are primarily responsible for the education of these children. The 
questionnaire work at the centre has been done on different days and times 
selected randomly. In order for the results to constitute data in this subject in the 
future, a model project proposal at the central district of Diyarbakır according to 
the selected guidelines (Table 1). For this purpose, a residential area inside Dicle 
University away from the crowded structure of the city was chosen, considering the 

relationship with the university. Importance was attached to have the residential area  

located at a point which was isolated from the city, but close to the communication 

network with the city. 

Table 1. Design Phase of the Autism Education Centre 
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Table 2. Common design criteria, solutions and sampling table for autism education 
centres 

DESIGN CRITERIA FOR AUTISM EDUCATION CENTRES 

 1- FLEXIBILITY - 
ADAPTABILITY 

2- INTIMATE - 
BALANCED 

3-CALM, ORDER AND 
SIMPLICITY 

4-PREDICTABILITY - MAX. 
VISUAL 

C
O

N
C

E
P

T
U

A
L

 F
R

A
M

E
W

O
R

K
 Flexibility in design and 

equipment is likely to 
help accelerate the 
developmental and 
educational capacity of 
the children with ASD 
and allow increased 
personal skills and self-
esteem through various 
activities. (Lynch, 1998) 

 

 

For an autistic 
individual to feel 
comfortable, the 
environment they are 
in shouldn't be 
perceived as an 
institution. This could 
only be done by 
designing the 
educational centre 
similar to their homes 
(Humphreys, 2005). 

In order to reduce the 
hypersensitivity in children 
with ASD simple spatial 
arrangements and solutions, 
which are not distractive will 
help them feel comfortable 
both auditory and visually.  
A clean, plain and peaceful 
lay out, instead of irrelevant 
stimuli, will help these 
children focus their 
attention. (Scott, 2009; 
Khare & Mullick, 2008). 

Predictability in design is 
especially important for the 
autistic children which need 
visual support. Primarily the 
orientation problems should 
also be able to produce 
solutions for this matter. 
From an architectural design 
standpoint, a clear 
educational centre together 
with readable, foreseeable, 
imaginable elements should 
be provided (Scott, 2009) 

S
A

M
P

L
IN

G
 

 

Sunfield Autism School- 
England 

 

Özel Tohum Vakfı 
Special Education 

School/Turkey 

 

Southwest Autism and 
Research Centre- USA 

 

Koç Autism 
School/Turkey 

 

İstanbul Özel Tohum Vakfı 
Special Education 

School/Turkey 

 

Sunfield Autism School- 
England 

 

Özel Tohum Vakfı Special 
Education School/Turkey 

 

Washington State University 
Autism Centre / USA 

D
E

S
IG

N
 S

O
L

U
T

IO
N

S 

Mobile boards or 
platforms and empty 
spaces can be created in 
order allow the children 
with ASD to make 
changeable 
arrangements.  The 
classrooms should be 
designed at least 
between 5 - 8 m² and 
accommodate 8 students 
maximum in order to 
prevent a sense of being 
stuck in children in small 
spaces (Scott, 2009) 

Furniture with 
suitable colours 
should be used in 
order to help them feel 
themselves 
comfortable around 
the designed 
education centre.  

 

Also, it is more 
appropriate not to 
arrange it like an 
institution. 

 

In design, the classrooms 
should be away from noisy 
areas which can distract 
attention such as sport 
areas, cafeterias. Acoustics of 
these locations must be 
taken into account and 
especially the distractive 
lighting must be replaced 
and natural light should be 
used as much as possible. 
Having and labelling 
adequate storage areas will 
facilitate the autistic 
children perception 
(Humphreys, 2005, Mostafa, 
2014) 

It is important to design the 
areas of the centre which are 
used intensively are easy to 
find. It is especially important 
in the design of the centre 
that the areas which are 
intensely used are easy to 
find. Numbers, signs and 
pathways must be used to 
help an autistic child in 
orientation together with 
shapes and maps, when 
required (Vogel, 2008).  
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 5- CUSTOMISED 

AREAS OR SPACES 

6- EMOTIONAL 

DEVELOPMENT  

7- SAFETY 8- NATURALNESS 
C

O
N

C
E

P
T

U
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 F

R
A

M
E

W
O

R
K

 

As the autistic children 

have certain social 

problems, personal space  
may have more priority 

for them compared to 

normally developing 
children. Therefore, 

autistic individuals have 

generally stated that a 
narrow, confined space 

close to them gives them 

a sense of control and 

freedom.  (Davis & 

Dubie, 2004) "At one 

point, the architects 
proposed a special or 

therapy room where a 

child can calm down" 
(Scott, 2009) 

The children with ASD 

need sensory information 

that will increase their 
focus in educational areas. 

Therefore, a child must be 

provided with 
opportunities to explore in 

every environment in the 

school. (Ayres, 2005). 
Also, areas where these 

children can play freely 

will support their 

development (Mostafa, 

2008). 

As the autistic children are 

prone to crisis or behaviour 

such as hand flapping and 
tantrums that may hurt 

themselves and people 

around them, the designers 
and the teachers should pay 

attention both to physical 

safety (cabling, open 
staircases, unfiltered 

windows, loose floors, toxic 

paints, etc.) and emotional 

safety  (Khare, R. & 

Mullick, A. 2009). 

 

As feeling at home will allow 

for relaxation in the children 

and enable more learning, the 
centre should be designed not 

like an institution but suitable 

colours (warm colours, skin 
colour tones and pastels) 

should be used, and since 

green and blue are said to have 
a calming effect on autistic 

individuals, it should be turned 

into an intimate place with 

plants and natural objects 

(Humpreys, 2005). 

S
A

M
P

L
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G
 

 

 

 

Haus Bucken Autism 
Educational Centre/ 

Germany(Vogel, 2008) 

 

 

 

 

İstanbul Dr Senai Demirci 

Autism Educational 

Centre /Turkey 

 
   Wisconsin Autism 

School/USA 

 
İstanbul Özel Tohum 

Vakfı Special Education 
School/Turkey 

 

Maia Autisme Okulu/ 

French(Vogel, 2008) 

İstanbul Özel Tohum Vakfı 

Special Education 

School/Turkey 

           

 

 

 

Haus Bucken Autism 

Educational Centre/ 
Germany(Vogel, 2008) 

  

İstanbul Özel Tohum Vakfı 

Special Education 
School/Turkey 
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A quiet corner half 
separate, half 

interconnected or highly 

controlled where children 
who are overwhelmed by 

other people can stay for 

some time can be formed. 
This sometimes can be a 

space inside the centre or 

a separate area in the 
classroom (Scott, 2009). 

 

Activities that include  
jumping, spinning, 

skipping, rocking, hanging 

or pushing, or watching 
the water, getting rest or 

touching which will 

participate in the 
emotional and motor 

development of the 

children with ASD should 
be created. (Ayres, 2005). 

The design of the education 
centres must be away from 

sharp corners and 

uncontrolled areas. The 
floors must be covered with 

carpets or vinyl covering to 

prevent injuries and the 
shelves must be secured to 

walls or ground, sliding 

doors and cabinets must be 
used and windows can be 

electronically locked, when 

required (Khare, R. & 
Mullick, A. 2009). 

Gathering areas which will 
give the autistic children a 

sense of a home living room 

must be designed and a sense 
of softness must be created 

with colours, furniture, 

lighting and materials chosen 
and learning must be 

encouraged with lower 

mirrors, plants, art areas 
(Humphreys, 2005). 
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3. A Study For An Autism School in Diyarbakır In Line With the Selected 
Criteria 

The study covers Diyarbakır İbni Sina OÇEM (Autistic Children Education Centre). 
İbni Sina Autistic Children Education Centre, which is located at the 3rd kilometre 
of Diyarbakır-Elazığ highway, is converted from 12 classrooms and attached 
building of the formerly known Şair Nesimi İlköğretim Okulu. OÇEM is two storeys 
and comprised of administrative and general service areas inside a courtyard.  The 
centre which started operations in 2012 provides service to 43 students in 9 
classrooms. The students aged between 4 and 15 are comprised of 19 boys and 14 
girls. 

Mine Okur, the Founder President of DOM-DER (Diyarbakır Autism Centre 
Association) and a mother of a autistic child, Prof. Dr Nahit Motavalli Mukaddes, 
Specialist in Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and Prof. Dr Ahmet Yaramış, Child 
Neurologist, emphasize that the most important treatment for autism is education, 
but the education provided in the centre is very insufficient. In Europe, while the 
hours of education is 8-9 hours a day, it is 8 or 9 hours a month (2 days for 45 
minutes) at the centre. 

An analysis table has been formed with respect to the selected design criteria in 
this study. In architectural design, satisfaction questionnaires are considered an 
important source of data so satisfaction related to the design criteria of a group of 
43 parents and 8 educators (a total of 51 persons) were examined and the results 
are expressed in graphics (Table 3). 
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Table 3. A Study and Satisfaction Analysis of Diyarbakır Autism School According to the 
Selected Criteria 
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4. In Case Study: A Project For Design Criteria 

In this section, we provide a project proposal for the selected design criteria and 
the project is analysed according to the design criteria (Table 4) 
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Table 4. Diyarbakır Autism Education Centre Sample Project Model and Analysis 
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5. Conclusion 

Architecture is the art of creating spaces that respond to all kinds of needs. 

In recent years, despite many research made in relation to autism, it is seen that 
there are deficiencies in built-in environment literature and the structural 
solutions for autistic individuals.  

It is obvious that further analysis and evaluation of the architectural structures 
which are suitable to the needs of the autistic individuals and which are built and 
designed for them are required. Therefore, the research on this issue must be 
fostered. 

Taking into account the increasing prevalence of autism and the importance of 
education in treatment, it is essential to create a high level of awareness of autism. 
Although autism is a developmental disorder with variable parameters, this study 
has been done in line with the commonly used criteria in the design of the 
education centres for autistic children rather than those criteria which have 
accuracy.. 

At the result of this study, attention was drawn to;  

 Carrying out the planning activities in line with the common design criteria,  

 Taking into account the opinions of the families and educators of the 
children, even the psychologist and the users with ASD at the centre, if 
possible, 

 Emphasizing the importance of the educational environment for autism,  

 Making such studies widespread,  

 Enactment of more detailed regulations specific to autism education 
centres.  

As a result, it is hoped that the evaluations and the project model created for a 
centre that may be built in the future for these individuals will contribute to the 
works to be done on this subject. 
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