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Abstract: When considering school design and occupation, what you see is sometimes not the same as 
what you hear. Using a multiple methods approach, this study describes a case study ethnography 
undertaken over several years in one school. The outcomes and observations from this research are 
useful for designers, as well as educators, in order to develop more nuanced understanding of the 
impact of school design in terms of pedagogy as well as qualitative experiences and values. The case 
study is one of the template designs constructed across many Victorian government primary schools 
with federal funding provided in response to the Global Financial Crisis. The templates are interesting 
because they enable teachers to choose to teach solely in the classroom or spread into the shared 
adjacent learning spaces. In this paper, the focus is on the occupation of the shared learning spaces 
from the perspectives of the principal, the teachers and Year Five students. The methods include 
interviews, observation and photo elicitation. 
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1. Introduction 
School infrastructure accommodates two million Australian primary school students and one and a half 
million secondary school students (Australian Government, 2014). Understanding how students and 
teachers occupy space will help ensure future spaces are effectively designed for learning and teaching. 
In researching the impact that space has on the lives of teachers and students, it is useful to consider 
evidence from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives.  This paper adds qualitative observations 
that complement the many quantitative studies exploring the impact of school architecture. 

Many quantitative studies have been undertaken on how space impacts learning outcomes 
particularly through the more traditional building science perspective focussed on indoor environmental 
qualities such as temperature, acoustics, carbon dioxide levels, mould, and lighting (Schneider, 2002; 
Higgins et al., 2005; Woolner et al., 2007). Curiously Hattie’s (2009) meta-analysis of quantitative 
research into student outcomes found space had no positive impact on student learning outcomes. In 
the USA, particularly in doctorate research, there have been many studies correlating deficiencies in the 
indoor environment with poorer test score outcomes (Earthman, 2004; National Research Council, 
2006; Filardo and Vincent, 2010). The American National Institute of Building Science through the 
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National Clearinghouse for Educational Facilities (NCEF) has been collating much of this research on K-12 
facilities since 1998. More generally there is research linking infrastructure investment with student 
outcomes (Hong and Zimmer, 2016) and research linking school facilities to health and performance of 
students, the environment and to issues of equity (Filardo, 2016). While there is evidence that spaces 
with poor indoor environmental qualities correlate with students’ lower learning outcomes, what is less 
clear is whether spaces need to be more adequate (Higgins et al., 2005). 

Interlinked to this body of building science research is research and practice undertaken as Post-
Occupancy Evaluations (POE) (Cleveland and Fisher, 2014). POE investigates building performance in the 
contexts of value for money, fitness for purpose and user evaluation. Early writing on building 
evaluation and POE by Preiser (1988; 1994) highlights the links between POE and building science 
arguing: 

We should be anticipating the pivotal role of POE in the emergence of the discipline of 
building science, a field of study and knowledge which incorporates multi-disciplinary 
analyses of building performance as well as psychology and a sociology of the human use 
of space. (Preiser, 1989, page 342) 

Student-centred learning environments have started to be implemented over the past decade in 
response to changing approaches to pedagogy. Higgins et al (2005), in their literature review, stated 
more research is needed to understand these integrated learning environments. A recent Australian 
literature review also highlighted gaps in the literature (Blackmore et al., 2011). The authors noted 
further work is needed on the types of practices emerging in new spaces such as group learning and 
social interactions as well as organisational cultures and leadership. This paper focuses on the 
inhabitation of the shared learning spaces within the school given these kinds of spaces are not 
commonly available within traditional, classroom-based schools.   

Research focused on linking building quality, design or indoor environmental quality to learning 
outcomes risks oversimplifying correlations into cause and effect.  Schools as complex systems require 
multiple research approaches linking design and education to understand how learning spaces link with 
and facilitate learning. Within this context of exploring and understanding how space is occupied and 
perceived, this research introduces some of the findings from a case study approach. The question I was 
seeking to understand is whether teachers and students expand learning beyond the classroom into 
shared spaces or remain predominantly within their classroom environment if given a choice. 

2. The school template case studies 
This research into the occupation of school template spaces is timely. In 2009, the Australian Federal 
Government announced an unprecedented capital funding for schools to help address the Global 
Financial Crisis (GFC). Called Building the Education Revolution (BER), the initiative disrupted the normal 
mode of school provision across Australia and resulted in new school infrastructure for most primary 
schools across Australia.  Due to the economic need for ‘shovel ready’ projects, the government 
required template designs to be constructed in most government primary schools across the state of 
Victoria. The selected case study is one of the template floor plans.  

Figure 1 shows the template floor plan studied in this research. It is one of the largest templates and 
able to be occupied in multiple ways. The six classroom settings could be used as traditional classrooms 
with doors closed to enable single teachers to work with classes of students. Alternatively the sliding 
walls could be opened between classrooms and onto the central communal area to enable team 
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teaching.  The plan is also interesting in that it is mirrored to form two communities either side of a 
small circular pivot point. 

This paper focuses on observations from just one school although the broader research included an 
identical template in another school for comparative purposes. By focusing on a single case study I was 
able to observe how the use of space evolved over time. 

 

 

Figure 1: Template floor plan. (source: Hayball and Gray Puksand in Association, 2009) 

3. Methodology 
The methodology was informed by ethnographic researchers working in education settings (Atkinson et 
al., 2001; Heyl, 2001; Spindler, 2002) and insights from human geography on how power structures play 
out spatially (Soja, 1989). Using a multiple methods approach, I explored the occupation of the template 
used by two schools over several school terms observing and sketching. Multiple methods were to help 
crystallise how space and pedagogy intersect (Schwandt, 2007) and enable thick descriptions to be 
made as well as a triangulation of observations. Triangulation in this sense is defined by Denzin as 
multiple kinds of data informing a single project or issue (Smith, 1978).  

Data was collected from interviews, focus group discussions and ‘conversations with a purpose’ 
(Burgess, 1988) informed by Kvale’s  (2007) metaphors for the interviewer as a miner or as a traveller. 
Raver than mining data with a focus on later analysis as though knowledge is something waiting to be 
found, I was interested in how knowledge is a co-construction influenced by social dynamics. In 
analysing the transcripts, I initially looked for key words and concepts followed by more careful line-by-
line reading using NVivo software to seek more detail on themes and keywords. I looked for repetition 
of concepts, surprises, explicit statements and reflections in the principals’ interviews. Students and 
teachers knew my background as an architect and seemed unperturbed by my presence. I was invited to 
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visit the school without notice. During visits I positioned myself at the edge of the spaces either standing 
or sitting at a vantage point where I could observe teaching and communal spaces.   

In addition, three methods were used to gather visual clues. The first was simply to observe the 
spaces for visual traces of occupation in terms of furnishings, fittings, equipment and decoration. As a 
second method I sketched and photographed activities across the building (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: Sketches of students working in the common area (source: Author, 2015) 
 
The third method involved photo elicitation. Each student spent around ten minutes photographing 

spaces that interested them and then each student spoke with me about the photographs they had 
selected and why. Students were free to photograph classroom spaces, outdoors or communal spaces.  

4. When what you see is what you get 
The design of new Australasian schools has changed in the last decade with a shift away from the 
classroom as the generally accepted teaching and learning space. In new schools spaces are provided to 
more easily accommodate team teaching strategies, better access to digital technologies and more 
student-centred learning. Australasia along with northern Europe has been recognised for innovation in 
school design by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2006; Kühn, 

Sketch 1
Two students working at desk 
and another kneeling with 
work spread out on floor

Sketch 2
Two children working and one 
on the periphery

Sketch 3
Three boys are  selecting 
photographs for the 
authobiographies.

Sketch 4
'Let's take a selfie together'
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2011).  The way schools are changing to accommodate new teaching strategies include providing 
making-spaces, spaces for collaboration, cooking spaces, individual learning spaces as well as spaces for 
instruction (Nair et al., 2009). 

The BER template spaces studied are particularly interesting as they are a hybrid between a 
classroom setting and an open plan setting. Teachers could close doors or open into larger zones with 
shared spaces between classrooms. Visiting across three school years, I was able to observe the shared 
spaces becoming more important within the school program for the whole school but particularly for 
the students who had the template building as their home base. 

The shared spaces evolved over time with new facilities, furniture and equipment. The library space 
used by the whole school was developed at one end of the shared area with reading nooks and a 
reading corner.  A school television station was installed at the other end of the common area with a 
weekly lunchtime broadcast prepared and delivered by students to the whole school. The kitchen 
program for all students linked closely to the kitchen garden and a new wood-fired pizza oven. Art 
installations were developed by each graduating year as a gift to the school. A new outdoor science area 
was developed in the final year of observation using donated material and parent labour.  

Evidence of communal use and innovative programming was overtly visible in the way the common 
areas were developed within the school. The sketch below (Figure 3) is an example of site notes taken 
during the research process showing furnishings. The outdoor science space was added later. 

 

Figure 3: Research notes showing shared space layout (source: Author, 2014) 
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5. When what you hear is what you get  
The principal felt the new BER space was enabling new modes of behaviour. In our fifty minute 

interview he reiterated the communal nature of the space fourteen times saying: 

All under the same roof … all connected to each other … better sense of cooperation … 
part of a big team … pulled the whole team together … shown we are all on the same page 
… we are all in this together … opportunity to do that, share that … the opportunity to be 
under the one roof was sensational … the flexibility to talk to a colleague … the flexibility 
to run an idea by someone … great sense of collegiality … greater sense of sharing … bigger 
sense of the team. (Principal) 

The principal described his ambition for students to be 21st century learners and when I asked him to 
elaborate what he meant by 21st century learning he spoke carefully: 

Twenty-first century learning to me is more about [pause] providing students with the 
resources to be able to learn. … Our job as facilitators/teachers is to actually provide 
spaces that actually stimulate children, to want to learn and to want to participate so in 
that particular building—cooking and the TV station—there are just other areas where 
children can expand their skills and come up with their own ideas and next year with the 
iPad program—same sort of thing. (Principal) 

The teachers interviewed within a focus group made comments that overlapped with the principal’s 
perspective on the value of the communal space. The teachers were also enthusiastic about the shared 
space, affirming and adding to each other’s comments: 

Kids like working out there. They like being together. I also find that some of the kids work 
better because they remove themselves from the classroom … and they actually get the 
job done … It’s developing that independence. [Teachers] 

The teachers and the principal saw benefits in having access to shared, informal learning spaces. The 
principal saw symbolic benefits that could be translated into new practices of collaboration between 
teachers. The teachers highlighted the social and pedagogical benefits of the informal learning spaces 
for the children. 

6. Sometimes you see what you hear 
Students were invited to take images of spaces that could be good or bad or interesting. The 

overlaps in the selection by students on what to photograph revealed a surprisingly shared visual 
experience of their learning settings that aligned with the principal’s focus on collaborative and 
experiential learning. The photographs (Figure 4) and the summary below (Table 1) highlight the shared 
spatial experiences of student cohorts even though students were not aware or what each other 
photographed. For example, all five students photographed the television studio in the shared space. All 
photographed the kitchen space. Only two chose to go outside in the 2013 cohort but in 2014 all three 
students photographed outside areas. Perhaps most surprising was that only two of the eight students 
photographed the classroom spaces. The follow-up discussions with students gave more detail on their 
choice of selection. The 2013 cohort were Year Five students photographing towards the end of the 
year. In the interviews, the students highlighted the significance of the commemorative artwork 
prepared each year by the departing Grade Six students. They also highlighted how much they valued 
the activities and learning spaces in the shared areas. 
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(Figure 4: Photo elicitation by students. (source: Author, 2016) 
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Table 1: List of spaces photographed by students at one school 

 

(source: Author, 2016) 

7. Sometimes what you hear is not what you see 
When visual data confirms what is apparent within interview data or quantitative data such as test 
scores there is a sense of internal validity in the results. The concept of triangulation means that 
outcomes from one method confirm the outcomes using other methods. While triangulation 
corroborates findings and gives reassurance, ‘the absence of similar findings does not, however, provide 
grounds for refutation’ (Barbour, 2001, page 1117).Qualitative research allows for contradictions 
because knowledge is understood as relational rather than stable. The term, “crystallisation” introduced 
by Richardson (1994) complements the concept of triangulation by providing scope for multiple and 
nuanced understandings depending on the research perspective.  
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Here is one example of how students and teachers express a shared understanding of rules but then 
freely adjust the rules in their daily occupation of the teaching and learning spaces.  I asked each student 
during the interviews whether they were able to choose to work in the shared area outside the 
classroom. Each student was clear that they could only work in the shared space if they asked the 
teacher first. Likewise the teachers said that students could work in the shared spaces but only if they 
first asked permission from their teacher. Curiously, by the end of each year, students were moving 
freely between the classroom and the adjacent shared space without seeking permission. 

The observed student behaviours within learning spaces revealed students had, by the end of the 
year, a clearly developed subliminal understanding of the times when they could choose to leave the 
classroom without asking.  Teachers were giving students implicit approval but also students were 
claiming control over their learning environment. This is a significant shift in power between the teacher 
and the student. Students taking control of where they learn is more difficult within the physical 
constraints of the traditional classroom. 

8. Conclusion 
The hybrid BER template designs enable teachers to work in more fluid ways with students in and out of 
classrooms. How teachers and students can gradually adapt to new spaces is useful for both designers 
and educators. Space that is not specifically allocated into classrooms provided teachers and students 
with new opportunities for learning. By focusing on the perspectives and experiences of the participants 
it was possible to better appreciate the many factors influencing learning space occupation. In this case, 
the principal’s vision for 21st century learning, collaborative teaching and student-centred learning 
influenced how space was occupied. Students and teachers gradually develop shared strategies of 
spatial occupation that linked to pedagogical, social and leadership contexts. 

Teachers and students share a common understanding that students can only use communal space if 
they first request teacher permission. In practice, students are making their own decisions about where 
to work with implicit teacher approval. This shift is power is significant when compared with traditional 
classroom settings. In interviews, teachers and the principal share a language of collaboration. Students 
appear to have a surprisingly high level of shared spatial experience within a cohort that is time specific. 
Students in each cohort chose to photograph distinctive elements within their school in preference to 
their classroom settings. Follow-up data, provided in interviews, indicated the students’ appreciation of 
the non-traditional aspects of their school learning in alignment with the views expressed by the 
principal. 

In this case study it was possible to observe a visual culture of spatial occupation that differed from 
the narrative of occupation. As trust builds between staff and students, students become free to choose 
their own learning settings. Interestingly, the way students occupied space seemed to follow implicit 
rules rather than the stated rules agreed between teachers and students. This is visual evidence that 
spaces are occupied according to rules developed iteratively and intuitively. 

Acknowledgement  
This research was undertaken as part of a Doctorate of Education at the University of South Australia 
supervised by Associate Professors Robert Hattam and Christine Garnaut.  

 



128 C. Newton 

References 
Atkinson, P., Coffey, A., Delamont, S., Lofland, J. and Lofland, L. (2001) Handbook of ethnography, ed., Sage. 
Australian Government (2014) The Report of the National Commission of Audit, Canberra ACT. 
Barbour, R. S. (2001) Checklists for improving rigour in qualitative research: a case of the tail wagging the dog?, 

British medical journal, 322(7294), 1115. 
Blackmore, J., Bateman, D., Loughlin, J., O'Mara, J. and Aranda, G. (2011) Research into the connection between built 

learning spaces and student outcomes, ed., Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. 
Burgess, R. (1988) Conversations with a purpose: the ethnographic interview in educational research, Studies in 

qualitative methodology, 1(1), 137-155. 
Cleveland, B. and Fisher, K. (2014) The evaluation of physical learning environments: a critical review of the 

literature, Learning Environments Research, 17(1), 1-28. 
Earthman, G. (2004) Prioritization of 31Criteria for School Building Adequacy, Baltimore, MD. 
Filardo, M. (2016) State of Our Schools: America’s K–12 Facilities 2016, ed., 21st Century School Fund, Washington, 

D.C. 
Filardo, M. and Vincent, J. (2010) Research on the Impact of School Facilities on Students and Teachers: A Summary 

of Studies Published since 2000, Educational Facility Planner, 44(25-27. 
Hattie, J. (2009) Visible learning, 1st ed., Routledge, New York, NY. 
Heyl, B. S. (2001) Ethnographic interviewing, in, Handbook of ethnography, SAGE Publications Ltd, London, 369-383. 
Higgins, S., Hall, E., Wall, K., Woolner, P. and McCaughey, C. (2005) The impact of school environments: A literature 

review, The Centre for Learning and Teaching, School of Education, Communication and Language Science, 
University of Newcastle., 1-47. 

Hong, K. and Zimmer, R. (2016) Does Investing in School Capital Infrastructure Improve Student Achievement?, 
Economics of Education Review. 

Kühn, C. (2011) Learning Environments for the 21st century, Designing for Education: compendium of exemplary 
educational facilties 2011, 1st ed., Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, OECD, Paris. 

Kvale, S. (2007) Doing interviews, 1st ed., Sage, London. 
Nair, P., Fielding, R. and Lackney, J. (2009) The language of school design: Design patterns for the 21th century 

school., 2nd ed., Nacional Clearinghouse for Educacional Facilities, India. 
National Research Council (2006) Review and Assessment of the Health and Productivity Benefits of Green Schools, 

ed., The National Academies Press, Washington. 
OECD (2006) PEB Compendium of Exemplary Educational Facilities 3rd Edition, 3rd ed., OECD Publishing, Paris. 
Preiser, W. (ed.) (1989) Building evaluation, Springer Science & Business Media, New York. 
Preiser, W. F. (1994) Built environment evaluation: Conceptual basis, benefits and uses, Journal of Architectural and 

Planning Research, 91-107. 
Preiser, W. F., Rabinowitz, H. Z. and White, E. T. (1988) Post-occupancy evaluation, 1st ed., Van Nostrand Reinhold. 
Richardson, L. (1994) Writing. A method of inquiry, in N. K. Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln (eds.), Handbook of qualitative 

research, Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA. 
Schneider, M. (2002) Do school facilities affect academic outcomes?, Washington, DC. 
Schwandt, T. A. (2007) The Sage dictionary of qualitative inquiry, ed., Sage. 
Smith, L. M. (1978) An evolving logic of participant observation, educational ethnography, and other case studies, 

Review of research in education, 316-377. 
Soja, E. W. (1989) Postmodern geographies: The reassertion of space in critical social theory, ed., Verso, London. 
Spindler, G. (2002) The collusion of illusions and how to get people to tell you what they don’t know, in Y. Zou and E. 

T. Trueba (eds.), Ethnography and schools: Qualitative approaches to the study of education, Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 13-26. 

Woolner, P., Hall, E., Higgins, S., McCaughey, C. and Wall, K. (2007) A sound foundation? What we know about the 
impact of environments on learning and the implications for Building Schools for the Future, Oxford Review of 
Education, 33(1), 47-70. 


	Learning spaces: challenging what you see and what you hear
	1. Introduction
	2. The school template case studies
	3. Methodology
	4. When what you see is what you get
	5. When what you hear is what you get
	6. Sometimes you see what you hear
	7. Sometimes what you hear is not what you see
	8. Conclusion
	Acknowledgement
	References

