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Which Space? Whose Space? An Experience in Involving Students and 

Teachers in Space Design 

To date, learning spaces in higher education have been designed with little engagement 

on the part of their end-users. In this paper, we present the results of a research 

conducted in a UK University, which aimed to understand how students and teachers 

conceptualise learning spaces, if they are given the opportunity to do so. A number of 

these end-users were involved in creative design workshops. During these workshops, 

participants were encouraged to critique a space prototype (the ‘Cube’) and to re-design 

it according to their own ideas and vision of an optimal learning space. Findings suggest 

that an active involvement of end-users in space design endows these users with powers 

of reflection on the pedagogical process, which can usefully be harnessed for the actual 

creation and innovation of learning spaces. 

Keywords: learning spaces, participatory design, large classroom, students’ 

participation, active learning 

Preamble 

This article is about end-users’ participation and agency in the design of learning spaces. 

Specifically, it revolves around the question: how different would a learning space be, if we 

were to integrate both teachers’ and students’ insights into its design? Starting with a 

literature review on the impact space has on both students and teachers in the learning and 

teaching process, we continue by considering how these end-users, given the agency to 

contribute, can usefully become definers of learning spaces. The paper continues by 

highlighting a specific research method adopted to respond to the research question, 

‘participatory design’. This is followed by an illustration of the most relevant findings before 

we argue that the value of the research is, in the originality of the approach adopted, in 

involving end-users in both talking about and actually practising the design of learning 

spaces. We conclude by discussing possible future research developments by arguing in 

favour of a type of learning space design that is equally dialogic and inter-professional. 

 

The issue of learning spaces 

Until recently, research in higher education has not focussed much on the issue of the physical 

spaces in which learning and teaching occur, as the focus has traditionally been on 

pedagogical practice, policy and curriculum design (Temple 2008). However, following 
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recent and current changes within the sector (Kehm and Teichler 2013), the topic of learning 

spaces has become increasingly central, especially in terms of their possible impact on both 

learners and teachers, and their pedagogical encounters (Park and Choi 2014; Brooks 2012; 

Scott-Webber et al. 2014). Indeed, learning spaces  have recently become a ‘trendy’ topic 

(Johnson et al. 2015; Temple 2008); however, evidence indicates that still much research is 

needed in this area, particularly in terms of when and how pedagogical practice can inform 

the space design process (Könings, Seidel, and Merriënboer 2014; Jamieson 2003).  

In this paper, we present a user-centred perspective for researching learning spaces by 

focussing on how end-users’ perceptions of these spaces can contribute to their actual design. 

We provide evidence that supports arguments in favour of designing learning spaces through 

the active participation of both teachers and students. We believe that by promoting this form 

of grass-roots engagement, universities might be able to promote the construction of learning 

spaces, which are actually meaningful and useful for their end-users. Furthermore, the 

opportunity to conduct systematic research into the design process has generated insights into  

how students and teachers perceive the learning process, and how these perceptions may be 

used in the design of learning spaces. 

We make use of a research method that actively involves both students and teachers in 

experimenting with the design of a learning space – participatory design. Bligh (2014) argues 

that involving end-users in reflecting about the design process may eventually lead to the 

construction of more meaningful, innovative and effective learning spaces. As importantly, 

Barnett and Temple (2007) state that this kind of approach encourages a more desirable 

participatory governance of HE. 

The influence of space design on its end-users, and vice versa 

Until recently, learning spaces have been designed according to the traditional paradigm of 

row-by-row seating, where a teacher is positioned on a podium at the front, facing a 

substantial number of students and ‘transmitting’ knowledge in a top-down fashion (Beichner 

2014). In this kind of setting, the single focal point at the front of the room conveys an 

implicit message of power, with the teacher having the entitlement to speak, while the 

students listen in a passive, non-participatory manner (Van Note Chism 2006).  

This type of layout is still arguably the most common in universities today but it fails to 

respond to emerging learner-centred pedagogies (Jessop, Gubby, and Smith 2012). It seems 

contradictory to suggest that teachers should promote active and collaborative learning in this 

kind of settings (Scott-Webber 2013). Students would struggle to collaborate with each other 
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and the teacher. Similarly, Van Note Chism (2006) suggests that this can be better achieved 

by providing a room that can comfortably accommodate a smaller number of students around 

square or round tables, with chairs positioned on each side to encourage teamwork or group 

discussions. A number of authors argue that higher education institutions are increasingly 

supporting active and learner-centred pedagogies; as a consequence, new, more flexible 

learning spaces are being created to facilitate these  (Miller-Cochran and Gierdowski 2013; 

Beichner 2014; Pederby 2014; Park and Choi 2014).  This is in response to evidence that 

suggests that learning space design has an influence on how its users conceptualise and enact 

their  learning (Jamieson et al. 2000; Beichner et al. 2000; Crook and Mitchell 2012; Park and 

Choi 2014). Jessop et al. (2012) found that space has an impact on how teachers perceive their 

teaching role, either as promoters of collaboration and creativity, or as constrainers. Similarly, 

Brooks (2012) demonstrated that teachers’ and students’ behaviours change according to the 

design and structure of the learning spaces, especially if these are underpinned by technology. 

Indeed, by relating to Brooks’ research, some authors (Radcliffe 2009; Reushle 2012; Bligh 

and Pearshouse 2011) argue in favour of interweaving pedagogy and technology in the design 

of learning spaces for a positive impact on the pedagogical process itself.  

However, the literature says very little about ‘who’ should help to shape the learning spaces: 

should it be only the architects and engineers? Or should the end-users have a more active 

role in the design and evaluative process? We wish to argue for the latter by basing our 

argument on the work conducted by scholars such as Könings et al. (2014); Sherringham and 

Stewart (2011) and Leijon (2016). These authors all clearly indicate how learning spaces 

design influence the pedagogical encounters, thus enforcing the need for involving them in 

more participative dialogical discussions when designing space. 

A study conducted by Park and Choi (2014) highlights how students’ perceptions of space 

impacts on the pedagogical process. One of the authors’ most interesting findings was that 

students identified the existence of a ‘golden zone’ and a ‘shadow zone’ within the physical 

learning space. The term ‘golden zone’ indicates those seats which students consider to be 

optimal for learning in that they: (i) facilitate good eye-contact and a better interaction with 

the teacher; (ii) support concentration and motivation for longer periods of time; and (iii) 

guarantee the best view of the screen/whiteboard, decreasing without the dangers of being 

distracted. Students in the study clearly suggested three main features that should transpire 

when designing learning spaces: closeness to the teacher; an augmented sense of belonging 

and engagement; and good visibility. These findings point towards the potential usefulness of 

involving students in the design of learning spaces. 
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Leijon (2016), when arguing about space design, makes use of Halliday’s meta-functional 

theory by building on the work by Kress and Leeuwen (2005), Ravelli (2000) and Stenglin 

(2009). She argues that space conveys potential meanings to its users at the level of three 

meta-functions. The first, the ‘ideational’, concerns the ‘vision’, that is to say the users’ 

perceptions of how space should/could facilitate learning. The second, the ‘textual’, concerns 

the way in which different learning spaces are organised consistently and coherently to 

support the first function. The third function, the ‘interpersonal’, concerns how space 

becomes a motivational factor in enabling positive learning and teaching interactions. 

Leijon’s work provides a framework that can help in the design and evaluation of the 

synergetic relation between pedagogy, space and end-users. Significantly, it signals how the 

organisation of space can impact the latter’s perceptions of the learning and teaching process. 

We make use of this framework as a heuristic device later in the paper for data reporting (see 

findings sections), as we consider it a useful lens through which to organise complex data 

sets. 

 

Participatory design as a method for designing learning spaces 

Educational literature seems to indicate that we should understand learning spaces design 

through an analysis of the interactions, habits and perceptions of its main users (Bligh 2014; 

Boys 2011; Cerratto-Pargman, Järvelä, and Milrad 2012; Williams 2014; Woolner 2009). In 

our research, we adopted a holistic approach to the design of learning spaces by utilising 

students and teachers’ direct input into the space design process: participatory design. 

We were originally inspired by an experiment made at Lincoln University in the UK. In that 

institution, in 2013, the space planning team facilitated a workshop involving students and 

teachers in the space design process. However, differently from the Lincoln University 

experiment, in our research we did not simply encourage end-users to express their views on 

space but to actually draw what they thought might be effective learning spaces for their 

existing pedagogic encounters. This method was originally conceived in Scandinavia (Schuler 

and Namioka 1993) to understand how learning technologies could improve the work 

environment. Over the years, participatory design has increasingly been used in an array of 

domains, from health services to architecture and, more recently, education (Cerratto-

Pargman, Järvelä, and Milrad 2012; Bonsignore et al. 2013; Könings, Seidel, and Merriënboer 

2014; Woolner 2009; Craft 2013).  
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Simply put, participatory design is both a philosophy and a set of research practices and tools 

that aim to make end-users active participants in the design process (Schuler and Namioka 

1993). By doing so, users become not only participants in the process but also experts and 

partners, whose voices are jointly considered to be significant in the creation of learning 

spaces. Woolner (2009) argues about the positive impact that participatory design may have 

when building schools for the future. In a similar way, Bligh (2014) argues that the 

participatory process injects initiative, enthusiasm and collaboration between architects and 

end-users, thus fostering a sense of ownership with regards to the end product. Moreover, 

participatory design can be seen as an empowering tool which aligns well with the current 

efforts of promoting a more collaborative culture within the higher education sector (Temple 

and Barnett 2007). Our research is firmly embedded in the participatory design philosophy. 

Research design and methodological orientation  

The research took place in a medium-to-large university in the South-East of England, 

between November 2014 and May 2015. After obtaining ethical clearance from the 

institution, the researchers contacted a number of students (all course representatives), 

ultimately obtaining the support of sixteen of them. Their age range was between nineteen 

and thirty-five, with seven men and nine women. Similarly, the researchers managed to secure 

twenty-two members of teaching staff, across a number of disciplinary areas. Of these, ten 

were men and twelve were women, at different stages in their career. The researchers 

organised data collection through ‘sandpits’, thus involving the participants not only in 

talking about learning spaces but re-designing them too. All data was anonymised and the 

recordings of the comments made during the sandpits were analysed by using a thematic 

approach developed using the software NVivo 9 ® (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006). 

The research is aligned with a constructivist paradigm, which is based on the principles of 

participatory action research and ethnography. This is participatory because the researcher 

participates throughout the research process as an active participant and informer, whose aim 

is to involve participants in discussions, clarify doubts (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 

2014) and help to establish links between the design process, the space characteristics and 

pedagogy. It is ethnographical because the researcher is actively immersed in the task of 

observing people’s actions and behaviours, whilst being mindful of not influencing their 

opinions and perceptions (Leijon 2012; Melhuish 2011). The principle and practice of the 

researcher as both an active informer and an external participant was carefully discussed with 
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the participants to clarify possible ethical issues deriving from the researchers’ involvement 

(Craft 2013).  

Normally, participatory design research may include observations, surveys, informal 

interviews and participation in focus groups (Muller and Druin 2003; Schuler and Namioka 

1993). For this particular research, we decided to use ‘sandpits’ (Frohlich, Lim, and Ahmed 

2014). ‘Sandpits’ are creative, design-driven focus-groups, where participants are stimulated 

by the narrative of a scenario around the use of a particular product, object or artefact, and are 

subsequently encouraged to discuss, critique and re-design.  The research process took place 

in two stages. 

In the first stage, participants were provided with three visual scenarios, which the researchers 

carefully explained to the participants to minimise any possible misunderstanding of the task. 

The scenarios were inspired by the literature on the design of learning spaces (Boys 2011; 

Radcliffe 2009; Bligh and Crook 2016) and emerging trends in space design in higher 

education (Beichner et al. 2000; JISC - Joint Information Systems Committee 2006; Pederby 

2014; Oblinger 2006; Neary et al. 2010). A first scenario suggested the idea of a fairly 

inflexible learning space. The participants were presented with the ‘Cube’, a prototypical 

learning space in the form of a square, to suggest a sense of closeness between the lecturer 

and students (A and B in Figure 1). The layout was influenced by the typical row-by-row 

setting (A and I in Figure 1), with a podium where the lecturer stands (B in Figure 1). The 

seating space was made up of individual seats, with reclining backs to adapt to students’ 

postures for better visualisation of the projector screen. A second scenario was related to the 

pedagogic practices and how it was conducted in the ‘Cube’. The lecturer was positioned at 

the centre the ‘Cube’, thus  acting almost as a performer on a stage (B in Figure 1), in a 

teacher-centred style. However, the scenario allowed for some collaborative work by means 

of rotating seats (F and G in Figure 1). A third scenario related to technology. The ‘Cube’ was 

designed with four projector screens, one on each side above the lecture’s head (D in Figure 

1). The idea was to ensure that all students could see the lecturer, thus providing a level of 

immersion and engagement in the pedagogic process (C in Figure 1). The lecturer was 

endowed with a forty-inch tablet (J in Figure 1), which enabled the management of a slide 

presentation and the control of the sound level, light intensity and room temperature. Students 

were provided with individual tablets (H in Figure 1) for interaction with the teacher through 

the use of an electronic voting system, a digital whiteboard and the use of social media 

channels. A socket for each table and an area to place bags and coats were also part of this 

scenario. 
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Figure 1. Screenshots of the images used to support the narrative during the ‘sandpits’ 

 

The second stage consisted in the re-design of the ‘Cube’, through the use of four ‘sandpits’, 

with the teachers arranged in equal groups sitting around seven design tables, and the students 

gathered around five. Each group was made, as far as possible, of four participants to 

maximise participation; however, students and teachers were separated to minimise the 

emergence of unwanted power dynamics.  

 



8 

Each ‘sandpit’ had a maximum duration of one hour and was divided into four phases. In the 

first phase, the nature and aims of the ‘sandpits’ were presented by the researchers. This took 

about five minutes. In the second phase, a researcher illustrated what might mean to learn and 

teach in the ‘Cube’ through the use of a background story centred around two fictitious 

characters. For the teachers, the story was based on the experience of lecturing in the ‘Cube’ 

narrated by John Lock, a Professor in Archaeology at Bloom’s University (see appendix one); 

for the students the fictitious character was Richard Perry, an archaeology student at the same 

university. Whilst reading the contextual narrative, the narrator presented images of the 

‘Cube’ showing details of how students and teachers would normally behave within that 

space (Figure 1). This usually took around fifteen minutes. In the third phase, each group had 

time to discuss and reflect on the presentation of the ‘Cube’. Participants were given fifteen 

minutes to discuss the ‘Cube’ and write down what they would like to keep, lose or change 

from the original configuration. This strategy provided each group with the opportunity of 

discussing features of the space by focusing on what they liked or disliked and highlighting 

the rationale for their decisions.  

Participants were subsequently given a A3-sized sheet and sticky notes to capture their 

thinking and, in the fourth phase, they were asked to re-design the ‘Cube’ by drawing 

sketches which reflected what had emerged from the discussions, in creative and collaborative 

ways (Craft 2013). At each design table, participants had at their disposal thirty photos of 

design furniture and educational technology solutions. These provided frames of reference for 

those who might feel unduly challenged by the exercise and needed some support. Scissors, 

sticky tape, coloured pencils, markers and a flipchart were made available, with a view to 

replicating a real design environment. This activity lasted until the end of the session, 

culminating with the group having to give a different name to the ‘Cube’, which, in their 

minds, best represented the re-designed space. Data, in the format of sticky notes and sketches 

was collected. This data was integrated by audio-recordings of the ‘sandpits’ to capture the 

richness of the exercise. 

Findings 

Stimulated by the layout of the ‘Cube’ and the clarifications provided by the researchers, both 

students and teachers creatively engaged in the re-design process at a similar level. However, 

the two groups of users demonstrated a level of difference in terms of perceptions, needs and 

uses of learning spaces, thus confirming  findings by Jessop et al. (2012) that suggest different 

experiences influence how users perceive learning spaces design.  
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Findings were analysed through Leijon’s framework (2016) which was used as a heuristic 

device for effective scoping and organisation of the data. Although interconnected, in the 

following sections, the three communicative functions of learning spaces (ideational, textual 

and communicative) are presented separately to keep in line with the framework itself. 

Inevitably, the full richness of the data cannot be reported in the limited space of this article. 

We have therefore chosen the most salient results. 

 

The ideational function 

As mention earlier, the ‘ideational’ function relates to the end-users’ perception of how space 

should/could facilitate learning. A first general impression of the ‘Cube’ was that it was a 

very different space from what the end-users were normally accustomed to in their 

pedagogical encounters. Words such as ‘strange’, ‘disruptive’ and ‘innovative’ were used, as 

participants discussed the prototype. Participants detected little familiarity with the structure, 

apart from identifying some resemblance with the ‘Globe Theatre’ in London or a music or 

basketball arena because of the four projector screens.  

The discussion of the ‘Cube’ led to some creative group discussions. For example, some 

students asked the question: ‘why is there a preconception that learners need to be in the 

classroom all the time, or that they need to be seated to listen to the lecture?’. The discussion 

highlighted that learning could be more effective, if those preconceptions were discounted, 

when designing a learning space. It was argued that the focus should be on the generation of 

learning rather than focussing on the teaching. Interestingly, three teacher groups shared a 

similar view: they suggested that a room with the size of the ‘Cube’ would be more effective 

for learning, if it had ‘individual inflatable sofas on gentle terraces’ rather than rigid seatings. 

Additionally, they proposed a combination of zones, within the ‘Cube’, with different 

functions. These would range from the more informal to the more formal, and from more 

teacher-centred to more learner-centred.  

Similarly, both teachers and students discussed widely the shape of the room, which, it was 

suggested by the first group of teachers, rather than being square should perhaps be rounded 

or circular to give a sense of ‘openness and to be more inspirational’. This group re-designed 

the ‘Cube’ and called it the ‘Spherodome’ (Figure 2).  



10 

 

Figure 2. The ‘Spherodome’, the final output of the redesign of the ‘Cube’ from the first ‘sandpit’ with teachers. 

Although still allowing for the lecturer’s position in the middle of the room, the 

‘Spherodome’ was designed in a rounded shape both in terms of the room layout and the 

projector screens. It was argued that this would allow for a sense of immersion in the learning 

process that would not be possible in a square shape. Arguments were made around why there 

is a trend for designing rooms that have straight lines rather than making use of shapes that 

encourage more collaboration and participation. The student groups highlighted the 

importance of having environments that enable a more immersive learning experience, where 

a lecturer can interact with all students by being able to look at and address all of them 

without any difficulty. Consequently, the second student group suggested a horseshoe-shaped 

room, which would enable the students to interact with the lecturer, and the lecturer to walk 

around the room with ease (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. The ‘Horseshoe’, the final output of the redesign of the ‘Cube’ from the forth ‘sandpit’ with students. 

 

The seating was one of the most discussed features of the ‘Cube’, especially by the student 

groups who praised the horseshoed seating arrangement as being conducive to closer 

interactions between lecturer and students. However, many were concerned about the short 

distance between individual seats and therefore argued in favour of introducing more space 

between seats to allow for a more comfortable and quiet environment. One student went as far 

as to say that he would prefer not having students around him, when engaged in individual 

work or when is listening to a lecture because he could be distracted by his colleagues’ 

conversations and possible text messaging. He would consider being closer to other students 

but only when undertaking collaborative work. A similar concern was discussed by one group 

of teachers that argued that the acoustics of normal lecture theatres ‘is usually awful’, thus 

suggesting the need for noise-cancelling screens between rows.  

The textual function 

The ‘textual’ function concerns the level of coherence between different learning spaces 

(Leijon 2016). Only a few references were made to this function. This was perhaps due to the 

‘Cube’ being perceived as a compact, reified space, isolated from any other learning space.  

However, the question of the size of the room was raised by many participants (both teachers 
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and students) as an important and useful element of design coherence between different 

learning spaces. A commonly held view, among many teachers and students, was that a high 

number of students in any given learning space would detract from the value of any 

pedagogic encounter. Subsequently, suggestions were made that a maximum of fifty students 

would be an ideal number for any classroom size, as this would encourage personalisation and 

active learning. This finding chimes with research that suggests students prefer being in 

central positions in smaller rooms where they can establish meaningful learning experiences 

with the teacher (Park and Choi 2014).  

The interpersonal function 

The third communicative function of space, the ‘interpersonal’, concerns how space can 

become a motivational factor in the pedagogical process (Leijon 2016). The use of tablets was 

widely commented on, both by the teachers and the students, as a way to increase motivation 

and foster interaction. Two groups of teachers suggested that students would prefer to use 

their own devices to interact with the lecturer, as they are more familiar with them. However, 

it was argued that students might be open to use generic tablets, provided these tablets allow a 

‘personal touch’, through the use of flexible and customisable software. Another group of 

teachers argued that students would prefer to use a traditional notepad for writing, as the 

tablet presence would take too much desk space. Moreover, concerns were raised that the use 

of tablets to interact with the lecture would detract from the traditional ‘Question and Answer’ 

method of teaching, as students would be focussing more on the tablet itself rather than the 

pedagogical encounter with their teacher and peers.  

In contrast, students were enthusiastic about the idea of having embedded tablets, although, in 

a similar vein to the teachers, some suggested that all devices should have a degree of 

personalisation/customisation. Many students argued that technology should allow for a 

separation between personal communications and college work as that did not want to 

amalgamate friends and family messages with course announcements and assignments. It was 

suggested that this could be achieved through the use of customisable institutional tablets, 

which could provide the student with a personal learning environment every time s/he logs-in. 

Moreover, one group of students and one group sof teachers argued that the use of tablets 

could be a perfect solution for the students to write in their notebooks, whilst visualising the 

lecture on their tablet. 
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The use of a large projector screen was another point of discussion and considered to be a 

valuable add-on to a traditional classroom. It was deemed that the existing projection 

arrangements were not conducive to effective learning, because of their ‘small ’size, ‘poor 

image quality’, the interference of ‘external light’ and the difficulty ‘to read from a long 

range’.  The use of a projector screen placed higher up was therefore praised, since this would 

allow everyone to have the same view without any interference from other students at the 

front of the classroom. A student group went further to suggest that there could be more 

screens fixed on the four walls in order to ensure that everyone would have the best visual 

experience possible. This aligns with the research conducted by Beichner et al. (2000) that 

utilise a range of monitor screens distributed around the room to project image and videos, 

providing an immersive and collaborative technology-enabled space. Similarly, suggestions 

were made in two groups of users to the possibility of having an immersive projection on the 

entirety of the wall behind the lecture or to have a cylindrical projector screen in the middle of 

the room (Figure 2). 

In general, the teacher groups were more interested in discussing the collaborative features of 

the ‘Cube’. For example, they pointed out that the ‘Cube’ would limit the informality and 

sense of belonging that smaller rooms usually provide. This led to the idea of having learning 

pods to enable interaction and small group work. Subsequently, teachers designed a solution 

that would incorporate two flexible environments within one learning space, one for lecturing 

and one for group work (Figure 4). The solution proposed (the ‘Sofa’) would enable better 

sound conditions for group work, thus augmenting the sense of intimacy in the learning 

process, with the teacher playing a facilitative role. 
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Figure 4. The ‘Sofa’, the final output of the redesign of the ‘Cube’ in by teachers group five. 
 

However, not all the teacher groups were completely in agreement that the ‘Cube’ needed to 

be necessarily more student-centred. Two groups indicated that the role of the teacher, in the 

middle of the room, could improve lecturing, especially for those teachers who are more 

experienced in it. One group even said that experienced teachers could be even more effective 

in a room such as the ‘Cube’, as this would enable a better teacher performance - ‘it could be 

a one-man show’, one teacher argued. This is an interesting finding as it suggests that 

lecturing is still perceived by a number of teachers as being quintessential to teaching at 

university level.  

Beyond the value of specific ideas for the design or learning spaces, the discussion above 

indicates how both students and teachers can formulate well-formed ideas about the design of 

learning spaces, which can be subsequently used by architects and engineers in planning and 

constructing new learning spaces functionally and, to an extent, aesthetically. Halliday’s 

theoretical framework, based around three communicative functions (the ideational, the 

textual and the interpersonal), assisted in the conceptualization and analysis of the data. 

Although interconnected, these functions provide an insight into the complexity of space 

design, in which vision, coherence and practical use interrelate for a better fruition of learning 

spaces by end-users.  
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The research also proved that a participatory methodology encourages end-users to reflect on 

pedagogy in fruitful ways; these reflections, in turn, can helpfully impact on the design and 

construction of learning spaces, thus bringing pedagogy and space design in a more 

harmonious alignment. 

Reflections on the research process and the way forward 

However interesting these findings may be, we argue that the real value of this piece of 

research lies in its methodology that helps to capture end-users’ ideas about learning spaces in 

an agentic, experiential and systematic manner. Our research exemplifies what happens if, 

through participatory design, both teachers and students are given the opportunity to actively 

engage in the design of learning spaces.  

We argue that our approach to learning design mirrors some of the very principles of active 

learning, which is based on dialogic encounters between different end-users, through 

discussions and experimentation; the exploitation and use of people’s mind-sets for learning 

purposes; the sharing of power between different stakeholders in the pedagogic process; and 

pattern making as a way to effective learning (Doyle 2011). Aligning the principles of active 

learning with the process of designing learning spaces design is, to us, essential in a truly 

user-centred, more democratic idea of institutional governance (Temple and Barnett 2007). 

As such, we suggest that our research contributes to current discussions about leadership in 

terms of the design of learning (Lockwood 2010). 

In the future, we intend to widen up our research to other constituencies, within and beyond 

the end-users. This means engaging a number of stakeholders (including architects, students, 

teachers, managers and leaders) in an interprofessional dialogue with each other to improve 

the conceptualisation and management of space design within the higher education sector. 

Concurrently, we aim to evaluate how design practices resulting from inter-professional 

dialogues really impact (or not) on pedagogical practices. For us, ultimately, it is not simply a 

question of ‘Which space? Whose space’, as the title of this article suggests; it is, rather, one 

of purposeful spaces for the advancement of pedagogic practices that can truly enhance the 

students’ experience. 
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Appendix one 

Example of the script used during the contextualisation narrative of the ‘Cube’ delivered to 

teachers during the ‘sandpits’. As the narrator was telling the story of ‘John Lock’ images 

similar to Figure 1 were being shown in the wall. 

1 

My name is John Lock and I am a Professor of Archaeology at Bloom’s University. I am here 

today to introduce you a new lecture room I am teaching on. The name of this lecture room is 

the ‘Cube’ and it has capacity for 376 seats.  

The name of the room is the ‘Cube’ I was told because of the shape it has … It looks like a 

square but at the same time it is very high and it suggests that we are literally inside a close 

cube.  

2 

Students are able to come in from every segment of the Cube hence they will not interrupt me 

when I am lecturing and since they are coming from the back they will also not interrupt their 

fellow students. 

3 

I am teaching in the box which is what we called the teaching podium.  

The interesting component of the box is that rather than having a monitor and a computer I 

have at my disposal a kind of a tablet-based forty inches mixing console, which enables me to 

conduct a set of very cool interactions with the four large projected screens on top of my 

head.  

 

4 

The console allows me to select four different channels for each or for all projector screens. I 

can select: 

• the presentation channel (the power point file or my desktop); 

• the social media channel, which is pre-configured to Twitter, Facebook, Youtube, 

Diigo and other social media widgets that I never heard about; 
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• the whiteboard which enables me to write down in the console as I was doing in a 

normal whiteboard and show every interaction in the screen; 

• and finally a live screen channel. In this channel I can either select one student tablet 

channels (through an ID they give-me when I ask) or show the lecture capture camera 

(all the classrooms inside the ‘Cube’ are recorded through a lecture capture system). 

I also have the possibility of levelling the sound of the microphones (for each stand there is 

one microphone as there is one for the box), the temperature and the lights of the room. 

However, the lights, temperature and sound are set to be automatic adapting to the natural 

light coming from outside, the number of students and/or the weather and the level of sound 

produced by students.   

5 

 

Because it is all tablet-based its appearance changes (rotates) according to the place where I 

am so it is easy for me to interact with the console.  

 
6 

 

The main advantage of the ‘Cube’ is that wherever I am students can see me perfectly and so 

can I, hence it is not so easy for a student to be disengaged completely from the classroom 

without being noticed. The other is that students are closer to me (no more than ten meters), 

which gives me a sense of a small classroom teaching. 

7 

 

Students seating is also very innovative. Their chairs adapt to students’ position and posture. 

So besides being very comfortable (sometimes too much – I had more than once students 

sleeping) they rotate (360 degrees) but also adapt in height for adapting to group work of two 

or four students. Students have a place just under the seat where they can put their coats or 

bags and they also have a power outlet where they can plugin their mobile devices.  
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In each table students have incorporated a seven-inches tablet, which enables them to interact 

with the whiteboard and the social media channel. They also have a space for their own 

devices. 

8 

 

The students’ table is also very different from a traditional one. First it also rotates to 360 

degrees and adapts in height so to adjust to group work of two or four, but rather than rotating 

in its own axis (as the seat) it rotates as a carrousel with the seating as it axis.  

9 

 

One feature I didn’t refer about yet is the number of windows. The ‘Cube’ as windows with 

2m height above all the four walls but rather than being in eyesight, they are above students’ 

heads. I was told that the reason for it is that students won’t distract themselves looking 

outside but it serves the purpose of having natural light and fresh air when needed. I can also 

turn the windows darker to prevent the sun from coming every time I want, and especially if I 

want to show a video. I can also control this from my console.  

 


