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Abstract

Introduction: The quality of the school environment has increasingly been recognized as a

critical determinant of students’ lived experiences, motivation, and academic attitudes in
interdisciplinary research across educational psychology and architectural studies. A school is not
merely a venue for knowledge transmission; rather, it is a socio-cultural setting that significantly
contributes to students’ identity formation, sense of worth, and academic achievement. The construct
of academic self-concept reflects learners’ perceptions and beliefs concerning their abilities,
performance, and self-value within the learning process, shaped through the interaction of physical,
sensory, social, and psychological environmental factors. Prior studies highlight that design attributes
such as natural daylight, spatial diversity, opportunities for belonging, psychological safety,
respectful interactions, and stimulating environments can foster intrinsic motivation and a positive
academic self-concept. Yet, in many Iranian schools, spatial design remains insufficiently aligned
with adolescents’ developmental and emotional needs, often reducing the environment to a solely
functional domain. Accordingly, this study adopts an interdisciplinary lens and employs Colaizzi’s
descriptive phenomenological method to explore how the physical and perceptual qualities of school
environments can enhance students’ academic self-concept.

Materials and Methods: This qualitative study was conducted using Colaizzi’s descriptive
phenomenological approach. Initially, a review of the relevant literature on school environmental quality
and academic self-concept was undertaken to establish theoretical grounding and a preliminary
conceptual framework. Subsequently, field data were gathered using semi-structured interviews with
specialists in school design and educational psychology. A purposive sample of eight experts from the
city of Isfahan was selected based on theoretical saturation, such that interviews continued until no new
themes emerged. Colaizzi’s seven-step method guided data analysis, including in-depth familiarization
with transcripts, extraction of significant statements, horizontalization, formulation of meanings,
thematic clustering, construction of an exhaustive description, and validation of findings through
participant feedback. Credibility was strengthened using participant checks, theoretical triangulation,
and reflexive documentation throughout the research process.

Results and Findings: The analysis revealed that environmental quality within schools
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substantially affects the development of academic self-concept at two interconnected levels: the
objective (physical) and the subjective (perceptual-emotional). At the objective level, essential
features included adequate natural lighting, proper ventilation, human-scaled proportions, access to
outdoor spaces, flexible furnishings, and classroom functional diversity. These spatial characteristics
enhance physical comfort, promote social interaction, and support active engagement in learning—
ultimately contributing to improved attitudes toward education and increased academic confidence.
At the subjective level, concepts such as a sense of belonging, psychological safety, positive
emotional memories, respect, individuality, and aesthetic appreciation emerged as decisive factors
shaping students’ self-perception. A supportive and engaging environment enables students to
internalize feelings of self-worth and capability, particularly when they actively interact with and
influence their surroundings. Interview data further demonstrated that students’ internal and external
judgments of themselves-across various school settings including classrooms, libraries, and
courtyards-are strongly conditioned by environmental quality. Stimulating and diverse settings
enriched with natural elements nurture self-assurance and learning motivation, whereas monotonous,
poorly lit, and thermally uncomfortable spaces induce cognitive fatigue and disengagement,
undermining self-concept.

Discussion and Conclusion: The findings emphasize that the relationship between school
environmental quality and academic self-concept is dynamic, reciprocal, and multidimensional. The
school environment functions not only as a physical container for instruction but also as a
psychological and social agent shaping learners’ self-identity and perceived value. Students envision
themselves as capable and impactful when their surroundings reflect respect, autonomy, and
inclusion. Conversely, rigid and creativity-limiting settings reinforce feelings of insignificance and
academic inadequacy. From an architectural perspective, effective school design entails flexible
spatial arrangements, diverse and welcoming environments, incorporation of natural elements, and
sensitivity to users’ emotional and psychological needs—cultivating a meaningful connection
between physical space and subjective experience. Under such conditions, the environment supports
not only instructional processes but also identity formation, self-empowerment, and personal
growth. Ultimately, the simultaneous consideration of physical and perceptual factors is essential in
promoting positive learning experiences and academic self-concept. School architecture should be
grounded in students’ lived experiences and developmental requirements, enabling them to view
themselves not as passive recipients of instruction but as engaged and confident agents within the
learning environment. By offering both theoretical insight and practical direction, this study
contributes to advancing human-centered design approaches that elevate motivation, belonging, and
academic self-belief in future educational spaces.

Keywords: Academic self-concept, school environment quality, school atmosphere,
educational atmosphere, perceptual experience, descriptive phenomenology.
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