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Explaining Cognitive Components of Interior Space Perception in Shaping
Self-Actualization Experiences of Learners; (Case Study: Elementary
Schools in Qom)

Somayeh bitaraf, sara azimi

Abstract

This research aims to investigate the role of cognitive components of interior
space perception in shaping the self-actualization experiences of learners in
elementary schools in Qom. This research, using a qualitative approach and
drawing on data from in-depth interviews with students, teachers, and school
administrators, identifies and analyzes cognitive components related to interior
space perception and their relationship to self-actualization. The findings indicate
that components such as feelings of safety, a sense of belonging, opportunities for
social interaction, and cognitive stimulation play a significant role in shaping the
self-actualization experiences of learners. Furthermore, it is determined that the
design of interior spaces, taking into account these components, can contribute to
enhancing self-actualization experiences in students. This research offers
suggestions for designing educational spaces that meet the cognitive and
emotional needs of students.

Keywords: Self-Actualization, Spatial Perception, Cognitive Components,
Educational Environment, Elementary Schools, Qom.
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Explaining Cognitive Components of Interior Space Perception in
Shaping Self-Actualization Experiences of Learners; (Case Study:
Elementary Schools in Qom)

Somayeh Bitaraf, Sara Azimi
Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

In recent decades, attention to the psychological and environmental dimensions of
educational spaces has significantly increased. Educational environments are not
only seen as physical containers for teaching and learning but as dynamic
cognitive settings that influence students’ emotional development, sense of
identity, and overall self-realization. However, the link between interior space
perception — how learners mentally interpret and emotionally respond to their
built surroundings — and the experience of self-actualization has not been
thoroughly investigated, particularly in Iranian elementary schools.

This study aims to examine how cognitive components of space perception
contribute to the formation of self-actualization experiences in young learners,
with a focus on physical-spatial design and the psychological responses it
generates.

2. Literature Review and Problem Statement

Self-actualization, as conceptualized by Abraham Maslow (1968), represents the
highest level of psychological growth where individuals realize their inner
potentials. Within the educational context, achieving self-actualization means
fostering learners’ creativity, autonomy, confidence, and motivation for learning.

Spatial perception, in cognitive psychology and environmental design, involves
the mental process through which individuals interpret spatial cues, forming
emotional and behavioral responses. Scholars such as Kohler (1996) and Graff
(2007) emphasize that perception is not merely sensory, but interpretative and
value-laden, shaped by personal experience and sociocultural factors.

The problem addressed by this research is understanding which cognitive
components of interior space perception most effectively contribute to fostering
self-actualization in students and how these spatial cues can support human-
centered educational design in the Iranian context.
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3. Methodology

The research adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical approach using
Constructivist Grounded Theory principles.

Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews with 60
participants (students, teachers, and administrators) from three elementary schools
in Qom. Observational notes and spatial documents supplemented these
interviews to deepen contextual understanding.

Data analysis was carried out using thematic content analysis, enabling the
extraction of recurring cognitive patterns and their linkages to perceived spatial
design characteristics. The research aimed at identifying dimensions of spatial
cognition that correlate with emotional safety, engagement, and self-expression
within the learning environment.

4. Findings

The analysis revealed four major cognitive components of spatial perception that
significantly influence learners’ experiences of self-actualization:

1. Sense of Safety — Physical and visual openness, adequate lighting, and
manageable spatial boundaries help generate psychological calmness and reduce
stress among learners.

2. Sense of Belonging — Spaces that encourage personal identification and
familiarity (e.g., warm colors, flexible use zones, and peer interaction corners)
increase emotional attachment and confidence.

3. Opportunities for Social Interaction — Layouts designed to enhance
collaborative learning and communication promote empathy, cooperation, and
collective creativity.

4. Cognitive Stimulation — Elements that provoke curiosity, exploration, and
problem-solving (such as interactive surfaces, sensory variation, and educational
aesthetics) nurture internal motivation and reflective learning.

These components collectively facilitate the internal readiness for growth and
creativity, aligning the spatial experience with the process of self-actualization
described by Maslow.

5. Discussion
The results highlight that the perception of interior educational spaces operates at

both cognitive and emotional levels. Students interpret their surroundings not only
through sensory perception but also through embedded emotional and social
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meaning. In Iranian elementary schools, spatial environments that balance
functionality with aesthetic and emotional responsiveness enhance learners’
engagement and holistic development.

Consequently, architectural design must be seen as an active educational catalyst,

influencing how students feel, perceive, and internalize their experiences of
personal growth.

6. Conclusion

This research concludes that the cognitive perception of interior spaces plays a
pivotal role in shaping learners’ self-actualization experiences. When spatial
design addresses students’ emotional and cognitive needs—through safety,
belonging, interaction, and stimulation—it becomes a medium for educational
empowerment and creative self-realization.

Educational spaces should thus be conceived as psychological landscapes that

encourage curiosity, human connection, and self-expression, extending beyond
mere functionality.



