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Framing the Topic

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

cognitive laboratories."

һ Secret spaces function as emotionally significant micro -environments

һ They support autonomy, emotional regulation, and social competence

һ Largely overlooked in institutional design where visibility dominates
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What Are Secret Spaces?

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

Emotional Processing

Retreating to process emotions and regulate feelings

Symbolic Play

Imaginative and narrative exploration

Autonomy

Assertion of independence and agency

Social Learning

Peer negotiations and cooperation

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

2 Gibson (1979) | Affordances
Affordances signal possible behaviors and interactions

3 Appleton (1996) | Prospect -Refuge
ProspectҭRefuge 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.

һ Scale affects feelings of control and safety

һ Enclosure creates privacy and refuge

һ Light and color  influence mood and energy

һ 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

Experience, expression, and 

management of emotions plus 

ability to create positive 

relationships

ҮCohen et al., 2005

Environmental 
Characteristics

һ Structural:  Stable, 

measurable features

һ Process: Dynamic 

interactions and 

relationships

Developmental Factors

һ Social interaction patterns

һ Emotional awareness and regulation

һ Self-concept formation

һ Relationship-building skills

Children's development is shaped by 

everything in their surrounding 

environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1994)



Environmental Factors
Key design elements influencing children's socio-emotional development

Color
Visual stimulation and mood regulation 
through environmental palette choices

Lighting
Natural and artificial illumination 
affecting circadian rhythms and comfort

Noise
Acoustic environment quality impacting 
concentration and stress levels

Control
Autonomy over environmental elements 
fostering competence and confidence

Place Attachment
Emotional connections to meaningful 
spaces supporting identity formation

Privacy
Opportunities for solitude and small -
group interactions away from crowds

Natural Environment
Organic materials and living elements 
promoting restoration and well -being
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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

Participants (n=8)

һ 6 early childhood educators

һ 1 childcare principal

һ 1 graduate student in child 

development

01

Focus Groups

Gathered professional perceptions and 

emotional observations

02

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

Settings providing 

opportunities for children to 

hollow out under or through 

structures

The Hut

Small, roughly made, often 

temporary dwellings for 

imaginative play

Teepee

Cone-shaped tent structures 

offering enclosed yet 

permeable boundaries

Unstructured

Natural or artificial objects 

delimiting space, offering 

open-ended play possibilities


