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THE STUDY
• Brisbane Catholic Education 

• (70 000+ students, 140+ schools, 12 000+ employees)

• Phenomenological research which describes the lived 

experience of teachers transitioning from traditional to 

contemporary learning environments

• Approx. 20 primary teachers (prep – yr 6), 6 very different 

schools

• Photo-elicitation interviews



TRANSITION PATHWAYS



TEACHER AGENCY

• “Don’t do this to me, do this with me” Teacher M

• Co-participatory approach – designers, admin, teacher, student

• Emerging literature supports teacher and student involvement in the design 
process 

(Könings & McKenney, 2017; Hall, 2017)

• This was a key factor in whether or not teachers moved to the purposeful 
phase or whether they reverted to more traditional design and pedagogy

• Those involved in the design process were more likely to take risks, 
experiment and to persist when things were challenging

• How do we continue to be able to design and redesign based on continuing 
changes in students (year by year) and ongoing student and pedagogical needs?



KEY DESIGN FEATURES
• Ability to completely or partially open and 

close walls between classrooms and to 

breakout/outdoor spaces.





FURNITURE: 
FLEXIBLE FORM AND FUNCTION
DESIGNED FOR SMALL SPACES





Seating

- Height adjustable

- Light weight, durable

- Back support

- Stackable



Why this doesn’t 

work…

• Oversized

• (sold as 3 seater, 

too big for 2, 

too small for 3)

• Blocks sight lines

• Sharp corners

• Legs stop chairs 

from fitting 

under

• Can not access 

storage

• Doesn’t have 

lockable wheels



STUDENT AUTONOMY AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY

• There is a wide spectrum of interpretations of the task of education in a ‘knowledge society’. 

• Viewing spaces as a vehicle for promoting the development of 21st Century skills, positions the 

students as active, autonomous and self-directed in pursuit of their own educational goals. 

• Learner centred paradigms consider individual student needs and preferences and build their 

capacity to take responsibility for their learning and develop autonomy. 

• Biesta (2014) argues for the goals of education to be less focused on ones’ self and more on 

how we exist with others.



FINDING THE BALANCE

Those teachers who became 

dissatisfied with their 

contemporary learning 

environments identified feeling a 

loss of control over their space 

which created inequities, social 

issues and some students 

‘slipping under the radar’. 

Teachers who maintained that, 

with freedom comes 

responsibility, ensured the 

implementation of important 

boundaries, structures and 

protocols. They recognised that 

they are still important aspects 

of a successful and harmonious 

classroom.



FINDING THE BALANCE BETWEEN 
INDIVIDUAL AUTONOMY AND GROUP 
ACCOUNTABILITY

“Students start the day in their spot and then they 

move around constantly depending on the activity. I 

think kids need to feel comfortable and safe. When 

they feel like they have to fight for their space, a 

selfish streak comes in.  At this age they are quite self-

centred, so if you don’t give them the opportunity and 

even kind of force them to interact with different 

people you can end up with an ‘in group’ and an ‘out 

group’.  When they have a high level of freedom they 

naturally gravitate towards what they are comfortable 

with and that is not always what is best for their or 

others learning.”  (Teacher M)



SUCCESSFUL TEACHER TRANSITIONS: 

TEACHER AGENCY, 

STUDENT AUTONOMY & ACCOUNTABILITY

• “My idea of a flexible classroom is when there is choice about where and how kids learn.  

But, when it comes to where - there needs to be more choices than kids.  Then you 

actually have the opportunity for choice and the ability to make a different choice if that 

place isn’t working for that student or the students they are near.” (Teacher T)

• “It is more student-centred. I’ve always believed that academic achievement is about 

growth. Prior to this, the space didn’t marry up with that.  It was more about the 

individual and the mark.”  (Teacher O)
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