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1 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)-Learning Environments Evaluation Programme
(LEEP)

2 Department for Education (DfE)-Building Bulletin 103 (BB 103)

3 Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) for Schools

4 WELL Building Standard
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Extended Abstract

Aims: This study conducts a comprehensive comparative analysis of national educational facility design guidelines
against leading international standards from the perspective of environmental psychology. Its primary objective is to
determine the extent of overlap between the physical design indicators embedded in national codes and the cognitive,
perceptual, and educational needs of learners as articulated in global benchmarks. By systematically identifying
conceptual and structural gaps between domestic and international approaches, the research seeks to provide a robust
theoretical and analytical foundation for policy revision and regulatory reform in the design of educational spaces. This
disparity raises important questions about the adequacy of existing design standards in fostering environments that truly
support learning and psychological development. The present research addresses this gap by comparing national
established design codes with internationally recognized frameworks, thereby contributing to the expanding discourse
on evidence-based educational design and its implications for both policy and practice.

Materials & Methods: This research employs a mixed-methods approach based on directed content analysis and the
systematic quantification of conceptual overlaps. The study analyzes six national documents—including Planning and
Budget Organization Codes No. 697, 232, 343, and 847, the Fundamental Transformation Document of Education, and
the Sub-system of Space, Equipment, and Technology—against four internationally recognized standards: LEED v4 for
Schools, WELL Building Standard v2, OECD LEEP, and the UK Department for Education’s Building Bulletin 103.
The unit of analysis was defined as clauses or propositions directly or indirectly addressing the physical, functional, or
perceptual characteristics of educational spaces. A total of 352 relevant clauses were extracted from the national
documents and subjected to a two-stage qualitative—quantitative coding process. Coding was conducted independently
by two trained coders, with disagreements resolved through discussion and consensus involving expert referees. The
coding framework encompasses five environmental psychology clusters: Social Interaction, Safety and Control, Nature
and Well-being, Legibility and Spatial Orientation, and Cognitive Load and Sensory Stimulation. The degree of overlap
for each cluster was calculated as the ratio of codes assigned in national documents to the total corresponding codes in
international standards, expressed as a percentage. Inter-coder reliability was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient,
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yielding a value of 0.82, which indicates almost perfect agreement and confirms the reproducibility of the coding
procedure. The content validity of the coding checklist was established through expert review by specialists in
environmental psychology and educational design.

Findings: The average overlap between national guidelines and international criteria is approximately 46%, revealing a
significant and consistent gap between Iran’s physical-control approach and the perceptual-interactive approach
emphasized globally. The Safety cluster shows the highest coverage at 70%, reflecting a strong emphasis on physical
safety measures and structural resilience, though primarily through hardware-oriented strategies such as barriers,
surveillance systems, and emergency exits. In contrast, the Cognitive Load cluster exhibits the lowest coverage at 25%,
indicating substantial neglect of sensory dimensions such as visual clutter, acoustic comfort beyond basic noise control,
spatial organization, and the management of environmental stimuli that affect attention and information processing.
Social Interaction (45%) and Legibility (40%) also demonstrate limited overlap, as national documents primarily
address formal group functions—such as assembly and multipurpose spaces—without adequately considering
qualitative aspects of interaction, spontaneity, and wayfinding. Nature and Well-being demonstrates moderate overlap at
50%; however, nature-related provisions remain largely limited to green courtyards and visual access to natural
landscapes, whereas international standards integrate biophilic elements as core components of psychological health
and stress reduction. Inter-cluster analysis reveals that Safety and Social Interaction frequently co-occur in national
documents, often manifesting as physical segregation rather than interaction facilitation. Furthermore, an inverse
relationship between Safety and Legibility suggests that increased control mechanisms reduce spatial clarity, undermine
mental mapping, and impair user orientation.

Conclusion: The findings underscore the urgent need for a paradigm shift in Iran’s educational space design policy—
from a protection-oriented to a learning-centered approach that prioritizes perceptual, behavioral, and experiential
qualities. Three policy recommendations are proposed. First, a strategic revision of national guidelines is essential to
incorporate measurable indicators for social interaction, legibility, cognitive load management, and biophilic design,
with reference to international best practices and evidence-based design principles. Second, design processes should be
refocused on perceptual qualities and sense of belonging through genuine user participation, involving students,
teachers, and parents in both planning and evaluation phases. Third, a national monitoring system for perceptual quality
assessment should be implemented, using validated instruments and periodic surveys to track student and teacher
perceptions of spatial quality, psychological safety, and environmental satisfaction. Future research directions include
intervention studies measuring the direct impact of perceptual indicators on learning outcomes and psychological well-
being, contextualization of international standards within Iran’s cultural and climatic conditions, and development of
participatory design models that empower users as co-creators of their learning environments. The innovation of this
research lies in its systematic comparative analysis of national design standards against global benchmarks, providing a
structured framework for translating environmental psychology concepts into measurable, operational indicators for
educational policymaking. By bridging the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical regulation, this study offers
both a diagnostic tool for evaluating existing schools and a constructive roadmap for future educational infrastructure
development.

Keywords: Educational Space Design, Environmental Psychology, Global School Standards, Physical-Perceptual
Overlap in Education, Comparative Analysis of National Guidelines.
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