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Abstract 

The research will explore learning spaces by reviewing the background of active learning spaces 

and presenting case studies in K-12, higher education, and libraries creating new active learning 

spaces. The New Media Consortium’s NMC Horizon Reports for Higher Education, K-12, and 

Libraries (2017) all classify redesigning learning spaces as “Mid-Term Trends.” The Mid-term 

trends are items or issues education technology leaders are adopting or should implement in the 

next three to five years. Creating functional learning spaces is not a new concept, but as more 

technology integrates with each learning objective, there is a need to create spaces that support 

the technology that students use. The review will also look into the leader’s role in assessing 

learning spaces, especially as there are more options for online education. The research will 

attempt to answer if active learning spaces are helping students learn and preparing them for the 

future workplace. 
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Redesigning Learning Spaces 

Background 

Technology has transformed the way people learn Learning spaces such as classrooms 

and libraries need to support project-based group work while students use multiple devices and 

different technologies. Devices include laptops, displays, portable whiteboards, and laptops.  

Some universities are exploring ways to integrate 3D holographic content for classroom 

simulations. Higher education is moving away from lecture-based lessons to more interactive 

environments with the goal of enhancing problem-solving skills resembling real-world work 

experiences. Other University spaces such as libraries are incorporating makerspaces and 

incubators (NMC Horizon Report, Higher Education, 2017). Several educational institutions 

including K-12 schools are forsaking traditional classroom settings to create more interactive 

settings. In addition to budgetary limitations, there are many factors to consider when 

redesigning spaces. For instance, educational leaders need to ensure new spaces are accessible.  

Physical space influences behavior and an early article by Wilson (1997) supports the 

importance of learning environments. The author mentions how the sense of place is important, 

especially to a developing child during the early stages of childhood. Wilson also claims there 

must quiet spaces and spaces for exploration and active learning. Mueller (1998) supports active 

learning spaces in high schools. Wilson and Cotgrave (2016) stress how the physical buildings 

have emotional effects on students. With the substantial monetary investments and many 

institutions following this trend, there is limited information in the literature about any negative 

experiences or direct correlation of how redesigned spaces correlate with higher achievement in 

the long term. However, most of the literature supports that a more functional, aesthetically 

pleasing environment makes for a better educational experience.  
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Educators practicing constructivist approaches to education believe redesigning spaces 

support the constructivist approaches to learning (Cleveland, B., & Fisher, K., 2014). Cleveland 

and Fisher (2014) provide guidelines for evaluating learning spaces. The article is an excellent 

resource providing many methods on how to evaluate learning spaces. The authors also express 

that it is too early to make direct correlations between space and institutional effectiveness.   

Literature Review 

According to an article written 14 years ago, Buchen (2003) predicts the future of 

education will give teachers, parents, and students many choices in education delivery methods. 

Buchen also discusses how learning will be more aligned with time, not place, alluding to online 

learning where school is available 24 hours a day. Although most of the author’s predictions are 

true, and there have been many advancements to online learning or virtual learning environments 

since the 2003 article, there are still physical school buildings and personal interactions.  

Yamagata-Lynch (2014) addresses this question and explains online learning may not be 

effective for all types of learners. In the example in the article, some students could not fully 

experience the online courses because some the students did not use many of the features of the 

online platform. Online learning may not fully support active learning experiences. 

Faculty from Case Western Reserve University participated in a year-long fellowship 

researching interactive instruction methods and technologies (Holmes, M. R., Tracy, E. M., 

Painter, L. L., Oestreich, T., & Park, H., 2015). The researchers observed student learning styles 

in a classroom. They observed the “flipped classroom” where students prepared for class by 

watching online lectures and online tutorials. The second research topic was the integration of 

the Google Application Suite in social work courses to create a learning community for both 

online and in-class instruction.  The Google tools support collaborative learning, but the Google 
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tools caused some anxiety for students not familiar with Google Apps (Holmes, M. R., et al., 

2015). The authors provide some good questions about integrating academic technologies 

specific to a social work course, but their guidelines could be used for any course. The questions 

include if the technology supports student learning and does the technology align with course 

objectives and is the technology available and accessible to all students? Another factor to 

consider is if the school and facility have resources to support the technology over time.   

One of the goals of the active learning environment is about having students prepare to 

work more efficiently both virtually and in person. Basye, Grant, Hausman, and Johnston (2012) 

trace the history of learning models and go in depth of how the passive model or the “Ford 

Model of Education” (p.11) or the lecture style of instruction is still common today. The Basye et 

al., book is a comprehensive resource for more research in the area; there are case studies in 

addition to work sheets for those wanting to create active learning spaces. Steelcase Education, a 

supporter of active learning spaces and vendor, created a chart listing the types of active learning 

spaces from private to public settings to the setup needed for each (Bayse et al., 2012, p.30). 

Basye et al. (2012) present an example of redesigning a third-grade classroom in 

Portland, Oregon. The students helped design the room. With the assistance of a grant, the 

teacher was able to get moveable chairs, stools, and tables to create an active classroom (Basye 

et al., pp.83-89).  

Baepler, Brooks, and Walke (2014) present several other case studies about the positive 

benefits of active learning spaces but also highlight active learning centers only represent a 

minimal percentage of higher education classrooms (Baepler et al.,p.96). Several cases are 

presented in a variety of disciplines and setting, such as the active learning environments at the 
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University of Wisconsin-Madison School of Nursing and Indiana University’s Collaboration 

Café. 

Indiana University’s classroom, the “Collaboration Café had positive feedback from 

students and faculty,  but there is one finding to improve faculty training.  Instructors did not 

change their teaching styles to incorporate the changes in technology and space. The instructors 

still taught in a lecture style. One of the comments focused on auditory challenges where the 

instructor and group discussions were not heard clearly.  

Also mentioned in the NMC library trends report (2017) is the example of the Virginia 

Commonwealth University’s new Cabell Library where only 10% of the library space had books, 

the rest of the space is for collaborative use.   Sobolik, Russell, Klatt, Thompson, Jones, and 

Wieczorek (2014) discuss the changes at the Kettle Moraine School District, located in southeast 

Wisconsin with media specialists in the elementary schools, the middle school and high schools 

with new makerspaces and digital learning spaces.  

Academic Achievement 

Effective instruction, well-designed learning spaces and technology are three essential 

components of a “digital-age learning environment.” (Bayse et al., 2012, p.41) 

Steelcase and four U.S. Universities launched a 2014 study to measure engagement: Active 

Learning Post Occupancy Evaluation (AL-POE). Most of those surveyed had positive reviews 

for engagement where 68% faculty reported the active learning spaces helped students achieve 

higher grades, and 88% of faculty reported the new spaces helped increase student motivation to 

attend classes.  
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Is forced collaboration helping of hurting the learning experience? Fisher (2016) talks about the 

need for collaborative space but does not mention implications for those who want to work 

quietly or prefer the lecture style. Cooper-Simon (2008) states students need to learn how to 

collaborate and develop those skills to become successful adults. Wheeler (2009) argues it is 

necessary for two types of learning spaces – one for students to work independently to publish 

their own work and the other to allow many students to create via social networking. Although 

the author is referring to specifics of creating a library website, the fact that two learning spaces 

are needed is true. Todhunter (2015) agrees that learning spaces combining physical and virtual 

learning environments and the active learning spaces need to be matched to specific teaching or 

learning objectives.  Findings show students in active learning environments performed better 

Effective spaces should motivate students to learn more (Cotner, S., Loper, J., Walker, J. D., & 

Brooks, D. C., 2013).   One must question if group work is hindering independent thought and 

creativity. A common theme in the literature is that creativity is solitary as well as collaborative.  

Conclusion 

Redesigning learning spaces requires agreement from all departments in the organization. 

Depending on the institution, the departments include but are not limited to finance, facilities, 

information systems, and instructors. Harris (2011) agrees that budgeting academic space is 

complex, and administrators need to have supporting evidence for building new spaces such as 

makerspaces or redesigning classrooms and libraries.  At the core of this research is the physical 

space should support a “…multi-level learning system that encourages creative thinking, 

reinforces intellectual and practical skill development, and supports multi-level communal 

discourse( Leather, D. J., & Marinho, R. D., 2009,p.49).” More research is necessary to explore 

how active and collaborative learning environments affect students with different learning styles, 
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those with different needs or even introverts and extroverts. The workplace has changed, it is 

recommended for further research in the area if indeed the active learning spaces help learners 

succeed in the workplace to identify a direct correlation.  
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