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There is no mystique about 
designing buildings for people 
with an autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) to live in. We 

all suffer from the same problems in 
everyday life, it is simply that a person 
with an ASD is more sensitive – in 
some cases significantly so – to the 
environmental stimuli that bombard us 
every second of the day. 

Things like sound levels in crowded 
places such as restaurants, the proximity 
of other people in a bus or underground 
train, glaring lights in an over-lit space 
or the poor layout of a building in which 
we are trying to find our way can all be 
stressful but people without an ASD accept 
them as ‘just the way things are’. However, 
a person with an ASD will react with 
varying degrees of frustration and may 
resort to challenging behaviour as a result. 

The nature and degree of this reaction 
varies and this is what makes it difficult 
to design a building that suits all. In 
residential buildings in particular it is 
not uncommon for architects to design a 
property that aims to address the principal 
issues that are disturbing to people with an 
ASD and then to have to make various on-
site adaptations to suit particular residents.

GA Architects’ experience over 16 years 
of designing for autism has convinced us 
that for a building, whether residential or 
educational, to provide a comfortable and 

non-stimulating environment for people 
with an ASD, the following are the most 
essential factors.

Circulation areas and 
wayfinding
In all buildings there is a need to be able 
to get from A to B. This is commonly 
achieved by means of a corridor, which 
is more often than not an unfriendly 
space. At GA Architects we have replaced 
corridors with a ‘circulation space’. This is 
more spacious than a corridor and so does 
not throw people close together. It also 
provides opportunities for other activities 
to happen, through seating areas for 
individuals or small groups, or play areas.

In terms of wayfinding, there needs 
to be a simple ‘geography’ so that the 
individual can easily identify other spaces 
and navigate their way around. For 
example, a client we worked with liked 
the idea of coloured door handles: red for 
rooms that should not be entered, blue 
for bedrooms, grey for common rooms, 
and so on. The same can be achieved with 
different carpet or wall colours.

Acoustics
Probably the most disturbing aspect 
of buildings for people with autism is 
the noise generated by other people 
or activities going on. This can include 
noise from the room next door, from 

traffic outside or from people interacting 
in the circulation space outside a room. 
Good design that makes use of acoustic 
materials and finishes can do a lot 
to ‘manage’ sound. Double glazing, 
absorbing materials and the avoidance 
of reflective finishes like shiny plaster 
can do a lot to make an unfriendly 
space more tolerable and this can have 
a positive influence on behaviour. The 
headteacher of a special school in east 
London said that within just a few minutes 
of re-inhabiting classrooms that had been 
acoustically enhanced, the behaviour of 
pupils improved dramatically.

Lighting
Without doubt, lighting has proved 
to be the most difficult issue to resolve 
successfully over the years. Problems 
include standard light fittings that 
are simply not compatible with the 
challenging behaviour they often have to 
withstand, and fluorescent lighting, which 
is disturbing to many people with an ASD 
due to the flickering that anyone who is 
hypersensitive will detect. 

But with the help of a lighting designer, 
GA Architects is pursuing a solution that 
relies on an indirect light source so that the 
artificial light appears to glow. While this 
system will work well around the edges of 
the room, there is still the need to light the 
otherwise darker area at the centre, which 
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is achieved by downlighters recessed into 
the ceiling where space permits. 

Dimmers are also useful so that lighting 
levels can be set to create a ‘mood’ and 
a variety of light effects. These can be 
preset for simple operation with a menu 
of set ‘scenes’. Lighting technology is now 
very advanced and a lot can be done with 
coloured lights to enhance and change 
the ‘feel’ of particular spaces, especially 
sensory and quiet rooms.

Heating
Conventional radiators should be avoided 
at all costs because of the risk of burns. 
The widely-used low surface temperature 
alternative is safer because they are 
not hot to the touch but they are bulky 
and have slots suitable for ‘posting’ 
sweet papers, chewing gum and other 
unmentionables that soon fill up the slots 
and reduce the efficiency of the radiator. 
In our experience, underfloor or ceiling 
heating using radiant panels are the most 
efficient. There is nothing to touch and 
nothing taking up space on the ground. 

This is relatively easy to install in a new-
build project because one has freedom of 
design but in refurbishment projects there 
can be a problem due to room heights. 
Underfloor heating needs a 65mm screed 
with around 150mm of insulation below 
it and the ceiling panels need to be built 
into a suspended ceiling or to project 
below the existing ceiling.  

Colour 
Colour plays a vital role in design for 
people with an ASD. Generally colours 
need to be neutral and non-stimulating. 
At a consultation session with children 
about an ASD resource base being built 
as an extension to a mainstream school 
in London, one young man asked 
for bright colours at the entrance to 
encourage friends into the special unit 
but made it clear that in the classrooms 
he wanted calming colours. It has to be 
remembered that colours can look quite 
different in artificial lighting conditions 
so consideration has to be given to the 
‘behaviour’ of colour.

Other design features  
In terms of layout and design, curved 

walls tend to create a relaxed atmosphere 
in contrast to a regimentally rectilinear 
plan with long corridors which hark  
back to the institutional format.  
Corridors are unfriendly and create a 
‘running opportunity’. 

The design of windows and doors is 
also critical. Good views and access to 
the outside for outdoor learning can 
give considerable flexibility to the way a 
classroom can be used. But sun shading, 
blinds and control of glare are essential 
to ensure a learning environment without 
distraction from outside activities and 
harsh natural light. 

Doors are another important feature 
that it is easy to get wrong, particularly in 
respect of the provider’s policy for locking 
doors. It should never be possible for a 
person to be locked inside a room with 
no means of escape in an emergency. 
We have found that teachers have a 
tendency to use a high level (out of reach 
of most children) sliding bolt to prevent 
unauthorised exits from classrooms. This 
is typical of the ‘improvised’ solutions we 
come across; we prefer to find a designed 
solution, but solving all these day-to-day 
problems requires lengthy discussions 
with staff and management.

Conclusion
At GA Architects, we often get asked 
if we do too much to design the ideal 
autism-friendly building. Are we not 
providing environments that prepare 
children for life in the outside world? If 
all the hazards of life are designed out, 
what will happen to the unsuspecting 
child or adult who turns on the hot tap 
and gets scalded by water that has not 
been temperature controlled? 

These are difficult questions. As 
architects our duty is to respond to the 
client’s brief but more often than not the 
client wants us to tell them what they 
need rather than vice versa. So we find 
ourselves at the sharp end, to some extent 
having to lead the way. That is why we 
run seminars with professionals talking 
about specialist aspects of design, which 
are then discussed in open forum. We can 
only learn from those who are dealing 
with the day-to-day challenges of caring 
for children and adults with an ASD.     n
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