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Framing the Topic

"Secret spaces are not just playful hideouts; they are emotional and
cognitive laboratories."

- Secret spaces function as emotionally significant micro-environments
- They support autonomy, emotional regulation, and social competence

- Largely overlooked in institutional design where visibility dominates

Rapid Brain 52%
Development 35 hours
90%




What Are Secret Spaces?

Small, often hidden spaces that children intentionally or unintentionally claim for themselves.

Emotional Processing Symbolic Play

Retreating to process emotions and regulate feelings Imaginative and narrative exploration
Autonomy Social Learning

Assertion of independence and agency Peer negotiations and cooperation

[J Sturm (2008) describes secret spaces as "controlled, reduced-to-size realms" where children exercise
meaningful control.



Theoretical Framework

1 Vygotsky (1978) | Social Development

Social interaction and environment provide developmental scaffolding

> Gibson (1979) | Affordances

Affordances signal possible behaviors and interactions

3 Appleton (1996) | Prospect-Refuge

Prospect—Refuge theory explains preferences for safety and control

4 Altman & Low (1992) | Place Attachment

Place attachment theory illuminates emotional bonding with environments

These integrated frameworks shape the study's analytical lens and methodological approach.



Physical Design & Child

Development
Evidence Base

Environments actively shape behavior, emotion, cognition, and
social interaction in childhood.

Scale affects feelings of control and safety
Enclosure creates privacy and refuge
Light and color influence mood and energy

Flexibility supports autonomy and creativity

Research: Weinstein (1977), Moore & Sugiyama (2007), Wardle (2009)

"Children’s environments are not neutral containers. They actively
shape behavior.”
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Socio-Emotional Development

Core Components  Developmental Factors

Experience, expression, and - Social interaction patterns
management of emotions plus - Emotional awareness and regulation
ability to create positive

, , « Self-concept formation
relationships

Relationship-building skills

—Cohen et al., 2005
Children's development is shaped by

everything in their surrounding
Environmental environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1994)

Characteristics

Structural: Stable,
measurable features

*  Process: Dynamic
interactions and
relationships



Environmental Factors

Key design elements influencing children's socio-emotional development
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Color

Visual stimulation and mood regulation
through environmental palette choices

O

Control

Autonomy over environmental elements
fostering competence and confidence

P

Natural Environment

Organic materials and living elements
promoting restoration and well-being

/l\

Lighting

Natural and artificial illumination
affecting circadian rhythms and comfort

0

Place Attachment

Emotional connections to meaningful
spaces supporting identity formation

O

O

Noise

Acoustic environment quality impacting
concentration and stress levels

a

Privacy

Opportunities for solitude and small-
group interactions away from crowds
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Why This Study

The Problem

Most childcare and learning environments prioritize surveillance and order over child agency

The Gap

Limited empirical understanding of how specific physical design elements contribute to socio-emotional outcomes

The Goal

Analyze and correlate design attributes with observed emotional and behavioral responses

Research Questions

1. What physical features define children's secret spaces?
2. How do these features support emotional development?

3. How can this knowledge inform evidence-based design practice?



Research Design

Approach

Descriptive mixed-method study with
post-positivist framework

01

02

Focus Groups

Gathered professional perceptions and
emotional observations

Participants (n=8)

6 early childhood educators
1 childcare principal

1 graduate student in child
development

Spatial Design Analysis

Evaluated 30 secret spaces across
multiple dimensions

Integrated function, semantics, and
affordances for comprehensive
understanding



Seven Categories of Secret Spaces

30 Settings Analyzed Across 7 Groups

The Tunnels The Hut Teepee Unstructured

Settings providing Small, roughly made, often Cone-shaped tent structures Natural or artificial objects
opportunities for children to temporary dwellings for offering enclosed yet delimiting space, offering
hollow out under or through imaginative play permeable boundaries open-ended play possibilities

structures



Seven Categories of Secret Spaces

30 Settings Analyzed Across 7 Groups

The Corner

Where building lines or
natural elements join to form
angles or isolated areas

The Gazebo

Open-sided structures
offering unobstructed views
of surrounding areas

The Playhouse

Small-scale houses designed
specifically for children's play
activities



Implicit hypothesis

Physical design features contribute to the identification and functionality of secret spaces for children:

Design Features Outcomes
FLEXIBILITY + CONTROL
AFFORDANCE + SUPERVISION
STRUCTURE + PRIVACY
SIMPLICITY
MATERIAL

SIZE AND SCALE



Themes Emerging from Data

1 Control and Autonomy

"It's not just about hiding. It's about the child deciding what happens there." — Focus Group Participant

2 Privacy and Emotional Safety

Spaces function as "emotional refuges” where children practice self-regulation without adult intervention

3 Supervised Autonomy

Porosity enables subtle monitoring while preserving child agency and independence

4 Place Attachment

Personalization activities create psychological ownership and identity connections

5 Social Learning

Semi-enclosed spaces naturally foster turn-taking, collaborative storytelling, and cooperation



Challenging Conventional Design

Current Design Norm Proposed Design Shift
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Open, highly visible layouts
Adult-controlled environments

Prioritize supervision over agency Intentional micro-environments

Impact: Reduced autonomy and shallow emotional . Child-claimed territories
engagement

Balance visibility with privacy

Impact: Enhanced emotional development and resilience



Design Recommendations: Evidence-Based Guidelines

Varied Enclosures

Provide both semi-enclosed and
fully enclosed spaces like huts and
corners

Symbolic Ownership

Support naming, decorating, and
identity expression opportunities

Flexible & Manipulatable

Enable children to rearrange or
personalize spatial elements

Neurodiversity-Inclusive

Create sensory zones specifically
designed for self-regulation

Porosity Without Exposure

Use mesh, peek-throughs, or partial
screens for adult supervision

Support Storytelling

Use ambiguous forms that invite
narrative and imaginative play



Health & Well-Being Implications

Secret Spaces

Child-controlled micro-environments

Emotional Regulation

Autonomy, agency, self-soothing capacity

Well-Being

Resilience, security, mental health

Outcomes Design as Prevention
Decreased stress responses Especially beneficial for

salutogenic and trauma-informed

Enhanced coping mechanisms . -
design principles.




Secret Spaces as Salutogenic Environments

From Hidden Corners to Healing Spaces: A Salutogenic Lens

Comprehensibility Manageability Meaningfulness

Predictable, scaled-down Child-controlled settings support Emotionally resonant places foster
environments help children make agency, self-regulation, and stress ownership, safety, and identity
sense of their surroundings recovery

[ These elements mirror the Sense of Coherence (SOC) framework—core to salutogenic design theory.

Link to Findings: High enclosure + manipulability — reduced stress.
Symbolic personalization — stronger belonging.

Porous supervision — autonomy without isolation.

Secret spaces are micro-systems of resilience



Conclusion

Core Finding Impact Call to Action

Secret spaces are They cultivate resilience, Intentional integration can
developmental assets, not emotional intelligence, and transform how we design for
peripheral play zones creativity in childhood childhood well-being

"The emotional architecture of childhood begins in small, hidden places."



Thank You!

Questions & Discussion

"Let's design spaces that let children disappear... and grow.’

Sahand Abbasi, Ph.D., NCIDQ, LEED GA
Kean University / RAIDERS Research Network

sahand.abbasi@kean.edu
Contact for further discussion and collaboration
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