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2. Executive summary 
 
This document reports on the process and outcomes of the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council (ALTC) funded project entitled ‘A comprehensive learning space 
evaluation model’. Commencing in 2008, the project was carried out over a two year 
period by a project team based at three Australian universities: Swinburne University 
of Technology, Victoria University and The University of Queensland. The project 
team members were chosen for their collective expertise in education and 
evaluation, and for their leadership roles in campus development projects in their 
respective institutions. Each university also had an innovative space that was 
recently completed, creating an ideal partnership for the purposes of this project.  
 
The project was designed as an investigation into the purposes, theory and practice 
of the evaluation of learning spaces in the university sector in Australia and beyond. 
There were three major strands of investigation. Firstly, a review of literature and 
practice in the evaluation of learning spaces, with a particular emphasis on the 
identification of models and methods in use, and the aims of those evaluations. To 
this end, we contacted over 100 institutions to ask for case-based examples of 
evaluations, and where available, the instruments that had been used. Secondly, the 
three institutional partners carried out trial evaluations of learning spaces. These 
evaluations covered three distinctive types of spaces, evaluation foci, and methods 
of investigation. Thirdly, an exploration of the degree of stakeholder ownership, and 
understanding of the evaluation of learning spaces. This last investigation was 
carried out through a series of structured interviews with stakeholders in each of the 
partner institutions.  
 
Findings from each of these strands of investigation were published on the project 
website (http://www.swinburne.edu.au/spl/learningspacesproject/). Findings showed 
that institutions share a range of challenges in relation to learning space design and 
evaluation. Specifically: a lack of resourcing dedicated to comprehensive 
evaluations; sensitivity of evaluation processes and findings; a tendency to present 
spaces positively and without contextual information; limitations in understanding 
about the purpose and value of evaluation; limiting assumptions about the potential 
for input from a variety of stakeholders, and; the complex nature of evaluation itself. 
Further challenges to the sector arise from the lack of maturity in the field. In 
particular the lack of longitudinal and comparative research regarding the impact of 
campus design on learning and teaching practice. Advances in the proxies for 
student learning are required, as are more grounded studies identifying the 
relationship between spaces and behaviour.  
 
Over the period of the project, it became clear that these concerns are shared 
across the sector, and that there are a number of groups working within institutions 
with these challenges in mind. We have also seen significant changes in thinking 
and a broadening of understanding of the nature of evaluation, including increasing 
concern with developing meaningful evaluation processes. This is likely, providing 
resourcing constraints are resolved, to result in improved rigour and reporting of 
evaluation processes and outcomes over the coming years.  
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3. Introduction 
 
The proposal for this project was developed in response to a perceived gap in 
knowledge regarding the design and evaluation of learning spaces across the 
university sector in Australia. We argued that while there has been much attention to 
the design of learning spaces over recent years, evaluations of learning spaces 
have been limited in depth, rigour and theoretical grounding, and heavily reliant on 
informal or anecdotal evidence.  
 
Learning spaces are a significant investment for institutions. Oblinger (2005) 
estimated that in 2006, $US50 billion would be spent on physical facilities alone 
within US higher education (this figure excludes maintenance and upkeep of the 
facilities). The scale of such investment is unjustifiable without solid grounding for 
decision-making. Relatively little has been done to establish what might be 
appropriate methods of evaluation, or to form a solid theoretical or conceptual base 
for the design of campus spaces. In our original proposal, we also argued that the 
importance of “getting it right” in the design of learning spaces is not only financial. 
Learning spaces have a significant impact on the staff and students who use them. 
The experiences of users impact on their perceptions of the university environment 
and their capacity to work productively within it.  
 
Existing literature demonstrates the potential value of evaluations. According to 
Lippincott (2007), design and pre-construction evaluations help to clarify the 
purposes of the building project and to understand the needs of all affected parties 
and users; evaluating the learning space once it is operational provides an 
opportunity to demonstrate how it is being used, identify unexpected uses, evaluate 
the value and effectiveness of the space, measure satisfaction of students and staff, 
and provide feedback for administration. While post-occupancy studies have 
traditionally focused on accountability from standard measures (eg frequency of 
use) or surveys of student satisfaction, Johnson and Lomas (2005) argue that these 
methods fail to deal with the broader claims for learning experiences. More recent 
evaluation studies have included psycho-social aspects of behaviour and 
environments (Hunley and Schaller, 2006), particularly the use of focus groups and 
observational methods to evidence the growth of learning communities within 
learning spaces.  
 
The literature therefore points to the potential for evaluation to generate knowledge 
regarding the impact of learning spaces across a range of criteria related to design 
intent, cost, sustainability and user experience. This is increasingly important from 
the perspective of achieving maturity in our design processes and understanding the 
implications of design for achieving pedagogical goals, and for ensuring the 
significant financial investment in spaces is sustainable. This is by no means a 
simple task, given the range of stakeholder needs, shifting pedagogical and 
curricula drivers, and the paucity of theoretical and practical knowledge around 
design evaluation. In this project, we aimed to generate knowledge of evaluation 
models, methods and purposes, to locate and develop resources that would be of 
use to the sector and to individuals intending to carry out evaluations, and to 
facilitate a critical debate regarding the logistics, purposes, models and methods of 
evaluation of learning spaces in the university context. 
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4. Approach and outcomes 
 
The project aimed to extend understanding of the processes and methods used in 
the evaluation of learning spaces, and to provide resources for the sector. In our 
initial proposal, we listed the outcomes of this project as: 
 
• a literature review 

• an evaluation model  

• trial evaluations at each partner institution 

• a study of stakeholder perspectives 

• a website incorporating a ‘toolbox’ of methods and instruments from the sector 

• a seminar/workshop series. 

 

4.1 The literature review 

An ongoing literature and practice review provided the basis for conceptual 
development grounded in data from trials and cases from around Australia. A meta-
analysis of the current literature was also undertaken to identify categories for 
methods in use, contexts, driving decisions and claims. The literature review also 
covered the generic field of evaluation and participatory design methods. The 
summary of this literature review is available on the project website. 
 

4.2 The model  

The project proceeded from an assumption that the evaluation of learning spaces is 
of significant benefit to institutions and to those involved in the design of spaces in 
this context. We argued that the sector was demonstrating a strong interest in the 
development of spaces, but that there was little in the way of coherent conceptual or 
theoretical frameworks linking different types of evaluation.  
 
Literature and practice reviews were significant activities in the project. Findings 
from these reviews led to the conclusion that evaluations are highly contextual. 
Evaluations, as we conceptualized them, are research processes in which each 
investigator draws on ontological, epistemological, methodological and theoretical or 
conceptual underpinnings, and designs the investigation in relation to the context of 
the study. As such, we found that a single model cannot provide the comprehensive 
basis for all evaluations. Rather, evaluations should take into account the purposes, 
space type and stakeholders relevant to each case. 
 
As a starting point, we argued for a conceptualization of evaluation as part of a full 
cycle of space development. We proposed a baseline model of the development of 
learning spaces (Figure 1) that identified three interconnected stages of design, 
build and occupy, during which particular concerns were likely to be addressed by 
evaluation. This cycle presupposes a process of evaluation that is similar to that of 
the action-research cycle. Specifically, that each round of evaluation should inform 
subsequent stages, and subsequent projects, while taking into account diverse 
questions and contextual factors. Alongside this cycle, dimensions of stakeholder 
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ownership and needs were to be investigated. This model provided the basis for 
much of our ongoing conceptual discussions, presentations and consultations. 

  
Figure 1: the baseline development model 
 
 

4.3 Practice examples 

In order to identify practical examples from across the sector, we made contact with 
over 100 tertiary institutions from Australia, the US and the UK. Using a pro-forma 
document, we asked each contact to complete a brief summary of the context, 
purpose and methods for evaluation. We also asked them to provide any findings 
that might be useful to the wider field, and where available, evaluation tools that 
might be adapted to other contexts. 
 
This process raised several unanticipated issues. Firstly, that those involved in 
learning space design are not always visible, even within their own institution. 
Finding contacts was therefore more difficult than might be assumed. Secondly, that 
the sensitivity of evaluation methods and findings means that where we were able to 
identify individuals who might be able to provide examples, they were often unable 
to share information. Thirdly, that evaluations are often informal, and there was often 
little in the way of documentation available.  
 
Nonetheless, we were able to gather 21 summary cases, and four sets of tools used 
at institutions. These were added to the project website as part of the ‘toolbox’ and 
are available for use by any institution or individual. We have asked that users 
contribute to the facility by returning any adapted tools with case studies of their 
own, acknowledging the original source and noting changes for context.  
 

4.4 Trial evaluations 

Using this early investigation into the contemporary theory and practice of 
evaluation, each institutional partner carried out a trial evaluation process. Each 
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study was unique in its approach to learning contexts and design aims: student-
owned final year project spaces at Swinburne University of Technology, the 
information/learning commons at all library campuses at Victoria University, and 
spaces oriented to both teaching and independent learning with embedded 
technology at The University of Queensland.  
 
Regardless of the conceptual model, methods and space evaluation focus for each 
institution, the overall process was the same in each case. That is: 
 
• selection of representative stakeholder groups 

• consultative process of identifying the purpose of evaluation, and selection of 
model and methods 

• ethical approvals, data collection and analysis 

• consultative review of findings with internal reference groups 

• critical reviews of models, methods and questions in relation to the stated aims of 
the evaluation 

• dissemination of findings within the institution for further application. 

  
Throughout this process, four critical themes guided the process: 
 
• imagining a process: Who is and will be engaged with the space, and what 

tensions arise from differing needs? How do we make the connections 
throughout the process so that each stage is informed by the previous?  

• measuring: What do we evaluate against: previous facilities; state of the art; 
theoretical possibilities; objectives; intended or actual use; design criteria; student 
experience; and/or learning outcomes? Who should we be asking and what 
should we be asking? 

• critiquing: How do we ensure that our initial assumptions about the way students 
will use a space and the impact on learning are not misdirecting our evaluation 
process to only give us the answer we want to hear? How do we accommodate 
the unexpected?  

• closing the loop: How do we create recommendations from this knowledge that 
will inform future developments? Can we respond to these outcomes critically in 
order to improve the evaluation process itself? How do we disseminate this 
information to sustain a wider critical debate?  

 
Each partner adopted different theoretical approaches to frame their study, and 
utilised unique combinations of methods for data collection and analysis. The final 
reports from these evaluations were published on the project website, comprising: 
 
• a summary of the conceptual framework or model  

• a critical review of the methods and tools 

• the evaluation findings 

• tools or instruments for data collection.  
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4.5 Study of stakeholder perspectives 

The final strand of investigation was a study of stakeholder perspectives on the 
evaluation of learning spaces. Following ethical approval (gained at each institution), 
semi-structured interviews were carried out with stakeholder groups. Participants 
included: 
 
• academic, facilities, library, IT services staff 

• architects 

• students. 

 
Interviews covered questions regarding perspectives on levels of involvement, the 
purpose and value of evaluations, knowledge of evaluation processes, current 
ownership of the evaluation process and beliefs regarding evaluation participation 
and methods. The data from the interviews at each institution were then collated and 
analysed collectively to provide a single overview of the variations in perspective. A 
full summary report can be found on the project website. 
 

4.6 The website and toolbox 

(http://www.swinburne.edu.au/spl/learningspacesproject/) 
 
The aim of the website is to provide a range of resources on the evaluation of 
learning spaces. The website has been progressively populated with information 
about and from the project, including: 
 
• an overview of the project, project activities and team members 

• details and links to each partner institution’s trial evaluation space and summary 
reports from the trial evaluations 

• summary stakeholder study and literature review reports 

• a toolbox of case studies and evaluation instruments collected from both national 
and international institutions (instruments can be adopted and then re-submitted 
as further examples) 

• details of the seminar and workshop series, including presentation documents 
and photographs 

• links to useful sites on learning spaces, and partner institutions and organisations 

• a list of publications and presentations 

• a contact form for emailing team members about the project. 
 

Over the past 12 months we have had a total of 844 hits (Google Analytics report, 
viewed 14 Dec 2010), out of which 673 hits were unique page views, averaging a 
time span of five minutes on each page. The most activity received on the website 
occurred between late July to September 2010, which coincided with the period the 
team were conducting seminar and workshop events around Australia. While activity 
on the website tapered after September, it is still generating more activity as 
compared to the earlier months between January to May 2010.  

http://www.swinburne.edu.au/spl/learningspacesproject/�
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4.7 The seminar and workshop program 

In 2010, a series of five seminar and workshop events were conducted at five states 
across Australia. A total of 150 participants attended these events. While the 
Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia events were held as one-day 
events, the New South Wales event was a combined two-day program with the 
second day delivered by the team from the ALTC-funded Space Curriculum and 
Affordances For Future Oriented Learning Design (SCAFFOLD) project. The final 
event in Victoria was hosted by Swinburne University of Technology, and run over 
two days. This extended event included two invited keynote speakers: Jo Dane from 
Woods Bagot Architects, and Geoff Mitchell from Queensland University of 
Technology, as well as visits to learning spaces at Deakin University, Geelong 
Grammar School and the Hawthorn Project Hub at Swinburne University of 
Technology. 
 
A summary of the attendance for each workshop is given below: 
 
 State University No. of 

participants  
Date/time 

1. Queensland The University of 
Queensland  

23 1 day event 

2.  New South Wales University of 
Technology, Sydney  

26 1 day event  
Day 2  
SCAFFOLD 
event 

3. South Australia University of South 
Australia  

20 1 day event 

4. Western Australia Curtin University of 
Technology 

26 1 day event 

5. Victoria Swinburne University 
of Technology 

55 2 day event 

 
Each of the one day events followed a similar program pattern, consisting of a series 
of presentations by the team facilitators, a presentation by the host university 
showing participants their learning spaces, and three different workshops on 
evaluating learning spaces, catering for different stages in development and/or 
areas of interest. Participants represented corporate architecture, tertiary and school 
sectors, and included library, educational development, facilities, information 
technology and academic staff. Full program details, presentation slides, workshop 
documents and photos of the learning spaces we visited are available on the project 
website. The feedback from these events is provided under Section 7 of this report: 
Evaluation and factors influencing the project. 



 
 

A comprehensive learning spaces evaluation model 9 

5. Findings  
 
5.1 Challenges for the sector 

Lippincott (2007) recommends that overall, evaluation goals need to be aligned with 
the goals of the institution and accommodate the varying information needs of 
stakeholders. It would seem appropriate, then, that the wide range of stakeholders 
in learning spaces be involved in all stages of development. However this is not 
necessarily an easily achievable goal. University structures can introduce 
unexpected barriers to collaborative development and joint evaluation efforts. For 
example, departmental budgets and territories can delineate decision-making power 
within small groups, even when the outcomes have far reaching implications for the 
larger university community (Lee, 2007). Participants in both the stakeholder study 
and the workshops, and individuals from the sector, have indicated that there is little 
resourcing available for evaluation. They also reported that evaluations tend to be 
driven by individuals, in addition to their ongoing workload, and without any 
particular institutional support. These staff also often move on to other projects, 
either because funding for an evaluation has ended or because the level of work 
associated with devising and carrying out well-grounded evaluations is not 
sustainable.  
 
Woolner et al. (2007a, 2007b) argue that ownership is one of the factors that may 
influence positive effects in the user – indicating that involvement in the design 
process by all stakeholders not only affects the relevance of the design, but also 
impacts on a positive cycle of outcomes and perceptions. We have found that those 
designing and evaluating learning spaces often have limited access to information 
from both a strategic and user perspective. This can mean that limited support is 
gained for design requirements by those most closely involved in using spaces, or 
that there is little shared vision around the design. We also found a tendency to 
gather feedback around functional aspects of the design, and to discuss design with 
staff and student users only at the post-occupancy stage. We argued strongly that 
staff and student users should be involved in the pre-design evaluation of learning 
spaces, and wherever possible in the design process itself. Post-occupancy is too 
late to be the first evaluation of whether a design will meet the needs of users. While 
we found that some individuals were making attempts to gather input from staff 
across departments, these attempts were often curtailed by time and resource 
constraints. In most cases, there was limited capacity to engage with multiple 
stakeholders. Only a few, from libraries, had been able to involve staff or students in 
meaningful discussion. 
 
There are additional issues to resolve within the nuances of the institutional context, 
for example the high-level strategic drivers impacting on decision-making, of which 
many university staff may have only limited understanding (Hunter, 2006). Jamieson 
(2007) points out that the range of stakeholders represents a significant difficulty 
when designing learning spaces because they represent conflicting interests in how 
learning spaces are approached. Particular areas of tension may include levels of 
security versus open access, student use of technology versus internet 
management, integration and extension of services with the cost of those services. It 
is reasonable to conclude from this that future design and evaluation models of 
learning spaces should attempt to reconcile some of these tensions in order to 
satisfy the needs of both the institution and the users. Findings from stakeholder 
interviews reinforced these views. That is, while there are multiple potential 
stakeholders in the design and evaluation process, in practice, their participation is 
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very limited. Moreover, stakeholders found it difficult to imagine how the institutional 
patterns of working could be entirely overcome to enable greater or more 
meaningful collaboration and participation from representative groups. 

 
While learning space design and evaluation is a complex and highly contextual 
challenge, and the problems and solutions of design and evaluation are not easily 
transferred out of context, lessons can be learnt regarding processes, methods and 
designs that afford particular activities that are common across institutions. Building 
on work done elsewhere will shorten the iterative design process and provide visual 
shorthand for communication between stakeholders, it also provides insight into the 
design possibilities. Too frequently, this kind of data is overlooked in the design 
stage, resulting in important lessons from other experiences being overlooked. We 
have advocated that institutions must share 'warts and all', with comprehensive 
information about the context, intent, design rationale, use, user groups, methods 
and findings. There are challenges here too-those involved in evaluation are usually 
also those involved in the design. Reputations, careers and future funding are often 
at stake. Institutions also promote spaces in relation to student experience, making 
this sensitive information. There is therefore a lot riding, both individually and 
institutionally, on spaces being successful. This is reflected in the very few 
institutions willing to provide full case studies for the project, and even fewer willing 
to share research instruments. It is also shown in the tendency for case studies to 
describe outcomes positively. As a result, we learn little about what works and what 
doesn't. This lack of capacity to publish detailed findings is implicated in the lack of 
availability of previous learning space evaluations.  
 
Historically, cross-university competition is likely to have limited the information 
available around the outcomes of learning space evaluations where these have not 
been part of an academic investigation. As the field matures, it is hoped that a 
community of practice will emerge that enables testing of the methods of evaluation 
and the learning spaces themselves, as well as the sharing of findings. Nonetheless, 
during the seminar events there were clear indications from participants that they felt 
the lack of transparency to be inhibiting, and a felt desire to share information with 
one another. These are promising signs that the field is maturing and that those 
involved in the evaluation of learning spaces are increasingly passionate about 
evaluation and learning spaces and the knowledge that sharing processes, 
challenges and findings can provide. 
 

5.2 Evaluations in the sector 

We have advocated an approach to evaluation that engages with a full development 
cycle from concept, design, construction and occupation, and links these stages of 
learning space development to the generation of knowledge that informs 
subsequent developments. The field is as yet immature, with little longitudinal or 
comparative work being done across development stages within a project, or across 
projects. Relatively few people we interviewed had considered evaluation outside of 
post-occupancy. We found only two instances of evaluations linked over time, 
although feedback from the workshops indicated that there is increasing awareness 
of a need for more connected and developmental evaluation processes in addition 
to post-occupancy evaluation.  
 
While we found little evidence-based, comprehensive evaluation occurring in the 
sector, where evaluation was occurring there were signs that those researchers are 
increasingly concerned with the rigour and relevance of their approach. In addition 
to the more typical survey methods, we found cases using narrative and 
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ethnographic inquiry, involving a range of methods including observational studies, 
video and protocol studies, diaries, movement tracking and group activities. The 
range of tools in use for evaluation demonstrates that researchers are seeking 
creative methods to gather data that provide the best fit for the questions at hand. 
While this has positive implications for achieving the kind of data that will support 
new understandings, it also means that few tools are used in more than one context, 
or tested in multiple evaluations over time.  
 
In the literature and stakeholder study, we also found a tendency to assume that 
carry-over of designs and evaluation models from one context to another is 
desirable. While we argued that learning from examples was crucial, we were also 
concerned that there was an assumption that a space or an evaluation that worked 
in one context could be copied directly into another. This is not the case. The 
experience from our trial evaluation studies, the collected case studies and 
instruments, and the feedback from workshops provide clear evidence that 
evaluation is highly contextual and complex process. As Hunley and Schaller (2006) 
argue, ‘results [from evaluations of learning spaces] can be mediated through a 
system that incorporates data gathered over time from multiple factors, multiple 
methods, and multiple sources’ (p. 13.10). There are complex evaluation variables 
such as types and purposes of spaces, degrees and location of ownership, 
resourcing and scheduling constraints, access to participants, purposes and 
audiences. In each context, any evaluation model needs to be developed or adapted 
in order to meet the specific purposes, questions and participants, and resources, 
involved. 
 

5.3 Claims for learning and teaching 

Some authors have claimed learning outcome improvement as the goal of space 
design. The measurement of such concepts is proving a fairly intractable problem to 
solve in evaluations. There is ample evidence of the shifts in educational paradigms, 
resulting in a need to shift to matching learning spaces (Tom et al, 2008). 
Demonstrating the worth of one design over another requires not only evidence that 
the original goals were worthwhile, but also that the rhetoric around student learning 
be empirically proven.  
 
Johnson and Lomas (2005) argue that standard methods of evaluation fail to deal 
with the broader claims for learning experiences. Woolner et al (2007a) argue that 
although there is sufficient empirical evidence to show negative effects on learning, 
for example where sound or light quality is poor, there is little evidence that 
improvements on already reasonable spaces provide any statistically relevant 
improvement in learning outcomes. We also found that there are few empirically 
credible claims regarding student learning outcomes in the evaluation literature, with 
relatively poor proxies being used, such as satisfaction at first visit or anecdotal 
commentary by teachers.  
 
Oft-mooted methods for establishing impact on learning, such as the analysis of 
grades, do not hold up to critical assessment. In particular, the allocation of grades 
is carried out contextually, and can be influenced by the assessor’s experience of 
teaching the group, normative processes, and adjustments to the way criteria are 
conceptualized. In our evaluations, several potential avenues for proxy measures 
were identified. Firstly, students responding to the Swinburne University of 
Technology survey were able to clearly articulate whether their learning experience 
and ability to work effectively had been positively or negatively impacted by the 
availability of the space, and the characteristics of its design. At Victoria University, 
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student rovers demonstrated qualitatively improving journal entries over the period 
of the study, indicating that their interaction with the space, the roles they were 
given, and the practice of participating in the study itself had an impact on their 
capacity to engage, reflect and record experiences.  
 
A related claim made for new learning spaces is that they will impact on teaching 
paradigms. The Joint Information Systems Committee (2006, p. 30) states, “spaces 
are themselves agents for change. Changed spaces will change practice”. At The 
University of Queensland, staff participants certainly demonstrated learning in 
relation to changes in curriculum and pedagogical practice. As yet, there is little 
evidence in the field that long-term changes in practice are occurring, and there are 
no details regarding the interaction of space and teaching practice, curriculum and 
students. Rather, there is a tendency for designers and evaluators to work with early 
adopters of innovations, or to engage in experimental space-pedagogy 
development. In themselves these are useful activities. More work is needed on the 
long-term impact of a space to evaluate whether practices, perspectives and 
activities are changing over time, and whether the impact of a space change wanes 
over time, or if the space has inherent features that influence particular practices.  
 
These findings indicate that there are ways to identify the impact on learning of 
spaces, albeit in early stages of maturity. There is far more work to be done 
evaluating the impact of space on behaviours, and the impact of behaviours on 
spaces. In other words, over the long term, after the training has finished, do staff 
continue to work in ways that are intended by the design of particular spaces, or do 
they adapt the spaces to their practice? There does appear to be potential for 
pedagogical and behavioural change in response to learning spaces. This is also 
linked to the impact of spaces on student learning. The capacity of students to 
achieve, and the learning itself, are influenced by a wide range of variables including 
teacher behaviours. Further work is required to unpack the ways in which spaces 
impact on learning, and whether the perceived impact is related to the space, 
newness of spaces, or other variables previously unconsidered. 
 

5.4 The trial evaluations 

The following describes in further detail each partner institution’s trial evaluation.  
 
Swinburne University of Technology  

Swinburne’s Hawthorn Project Hub is a learning space offering 24-hour, 7-day-a-
week access to approximately 2000 students who are undertaking capstone 
subjects in the final year of their undergraduate degrees. At Swinburne, CIPP was 
used as the conceptual framework for the evaluation. CIPP is a generic project 
evaluation model that is structured around the domains of Context, Input, Processes 
and Product. The framework also emphasises a need to take into consideration 
multiple types of data collection over time, and across multiple stakeholder groups. 
The pre-design evaluation, undertaken between 2007 and 2009, comprised three 
strands: 
 
• a study of student experience and perspectives around the Hawthorn campus 

experience 

• a study of student perspectives on space needs for group projects 

• a review of the implications of the implementation of project curriculum for all 
undergraduate students 
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Findings from these studies demonstrated unequivocally that the most important 
thing Swinburne could do to improve student experience in capstone projects would 
be to provide facilities dedicated to capstone projects, and industry focused group 
projects in particular. Early evaluation of the design and first use of the Hub involved 
data being gathered during the first months of occupation, regarding the 
experiences of departments such as facilities, Information Technology Services, and 
Security.  
 
During the period of the project reported in this document, the focus was on post-
occupancy student experience in the hub. This evaluation commenced in October 
2009. The hub is a ‘student-owned learning space’ rather than a teaching space. As 
such, students were the main focus of evaluation. Multiple methods of data 
collection were used, specifically door counts, an online survey and a focus group. 
The online survey included both quantitative (likert scale) questions and qualitative 
(open response) questions. Findings from the evaluation were reported in the 
project documents and are available on the project website. There were some 
overall findings that we felt were potentially useful to the sector, particularly that: 
 
• Students had a range of perspectives on particular types of spaces and furniture, 

indicating that there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to learning space design, 
even where the activity is defined. 

• Students perceived the exclusive nature of the space as representative of the 
value placed on their experience by the institution, and that there is therefore 
significant value in providing spaces that are dedicated to particular cohorts. 

• There was a gender skew in respondents, and a need to carry out further 
investigation around whether aspects of space design impact on usage for 
particular groups of students. 
 

Victoria University  

Victoria University commenced redevelopment of several campus libraries into 
‘learning commons’ in 2006. At the centre of the learning commons model has been 
the inclusion of the student rover program. This mobile peer learning support 
strategy was established as a potential means of fostering engagement amongst an 
increasingly diverse student cohort by helping to make the new learning commons 
more welcoming and less threatening for students. 
The focus of the evaluation was the mediatory role that student rovers fulfill in 
interpreting, encouraging and facilitating learning practices and behaviours within 
the learning commons. The evaluation aimed to answer the following research 
questions: 
 
• To what extent does the student rover program constitute an effective peer 

mentoring strategy, in which student rovers model and facilitate successful 
approaches to learning?  

• To what extent do student rovers impact upon student experiences of and 
interactions with - or the functional operation of - the learning commons as 
learner- and learning-oriented spaces? 

The evaluation has been conducted using what Kalikoff (2001, p.5) has termed a 
“mosaic” approach to evaluation, involving the implementation of a “series of 
evaluations that are textured, various, and complementary” in order to garner 
“reliable and detailed information”. Focusing primarily on qualitative methods, 
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elements of phenomenological, ethnographic and participatory action research 
methodologies have been drawn upon, with data collection and analysis methods 
including quantitative statistics, participatory reflection, document analysis, online 
surveys, paper questionnaires, focus group sessions and exit interviews. 
 
The research project is continuing in an iterative process, with the aim of capturing 
the impact of two new learning commons spaces, and to enable longitudinal 
evaluation of the impact of the student rover program. Further, as a result of the 
inherently complex areas of investigation and the volume of data collected 
throughout the course of the evaluation, analysis of qualitative data will continue. 
The following findings are based on both paper-based and online surveys distributed 
to students (n=807), staff (n=10) and student rovers (n=8) throughout 2010. 
Early findings from the evaluation suggest that: 
 
• Students used the learning commons primarily to access the various 

technologies on offer and to make use of the quiet, individual study spaces 
provided within these spaces. 

• Student suggestions for potential improvements to the learning commons 
focused on the provision of more of the above, with 30.9 per cent of student 
respondents requesting more or better access to technology and 21.8 per cent of 
respondents requesting more or better enforced silent study spaces. 

• Many students’ responses reflected more traditional modes of usage than 
anticipated, with qualitative comments suggesting that accessing books and other 
resources and studying quietly and privately were significant attractions bringing 
students into the learning commons. 

• 78.1 per cent of students, 70 per cent of staff and 100 per cent of student rovers 
surveyed felt that the inclusion of student rovers within the learning commons 
model had improved the learning commons experience. 

• Previous evaluative studies of the learning commons have recorded significant 
increases in door counts, student usage and user satisfaction since the design, 
development and introduction of the learning commons model (cf. Gallagher et al. 
2008).  
 

The University of Queensland  

The University of Queensland aims to provide students and staff with a high quality 
learning environment that encourages independent learning and peer-to-peer 
interaction. Advanced concept teaching spaces intended for multiple uses form part 
of the academic facilities research and development strategy to meet this objective. 
The Advanced Concept Teaching Space (ACTS), opened in 2008, was designed to 
integrate innovative information technology and audio-visual systems into a 
contemporary lecture theater in order to facilitate active communication and 
interaction between students, instructors and their learning materials. The aim of 
ACTS is to provide a space in which technology-supported teaching practices to be 
trialed. The experimental nature of the space allows for evaluation of both 
technology and teaching practice to be evaluated with large groups of students.  
 
Activity theory (Engström 2001) was used as the theoretical framework. Activity 
theory is a framework for interrogating the relationship between individuals and 
groups and their interactions with objects and the tools which are designed to assist 
in producing intended outcomes (Issroff & Scanlon 2002). We also took an 
Illuminative approach to the evaluation. An illuminative inquiry presumes multiple 
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methods for collecting qualitative and quantitative data and takes account of the 
wider context of the object of study. The formal data collection methods used by The 
University of Queensland team included stakeholder interviews, class observations, 
an online user survey and administrative reporting systems for room bookings and 
staff training. This data was complemented with a meta-analysis of the individual 
evaluations of pedagogic trials in the space, content analysis of documentary and 
background sources along with more informal sources such as support requests and 
other feedback. The team applied activity theory as an analytic lens to examine 
these sources in evaluating ACTS as an experimental space.  
 
This approach highlighted the diversity of stakeholders and expectations linked to 
experimental learning spaces. An important insight gained from the evaluation is 
that technology-rich spaces can be both enabling and constraining. Other findings 
from the evaluation include: 
 
• several technological aspects of ACTS such as classroom management software 

and linking via internet and intranet to other learning spaces have proved to be 
successful and easily adoptable in other learning contexts including large lecture 
spaces 

• the perceived professional ‘finish’ of ACTS was an important promotional attribute 
for students and staff as well as in marketing the university more generally 

• new spaces create a need for lecturers to re-imagine their teaching. Appropriate 
change management strategies to support change practice are key to successful 
integration of the innovative spaces 

• students arrive in advanced teaching and learning spaces with different 
expectations and skill sets. Appropriate preparation for students needs to be 
addressed in the learning design for courses taught in innovative spaces 

• the needs and constraints faced by teachers and students embedded in different 
disciplinary discourses and organisational units are diverse. How research, 
teaching and pedagogic research activities are interpreted and weighted matter 
for advancing teaching and learning practice 

• administrative and organisational support systems at several levels are also 
implicated in uptake and experience of old and new spaces within the campus 
and more broadly in the university.  

There is both the need and space for more active engagement from academic 
stakeholders in the analysis and imagination, not only of what is going to or may 
happen in new spaces, but also who is likely to use the space, and what constraints 
they operate within. This calls for an integrated but broad-based approach to 
imagining future learning landscapes. 
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6. Dissemination and linkages  
 
Our project outcomes are designed to be applicable to implementation to any 
institution, both nationally and internationally, addressing issues on evaluating 
learning spaces. The project was also designed around a dissemination model in 
which the team was highly active across the sector, sharing ideas and identifying 
individuals with interests in learning space evaluations. The team also provided 
consultation and advice to individuals at a number of institutions, and provided 
workshops, on a regular basis throughout the project. Recommendations from the 
project have been implemented at several universities, both in Australia and 
internationally.  
 

6.1 Dissemination of project outcomes 

Over the span of the project, we received close to 20 requests for advice and further 
information on evaluating learning spaces through the website. Many of those 
contacts have resulted in successful discussions and collaborations on evaluating 
learning spaces. Representatives from Monash, Deakin and Melbourne Universities 
visited Swinburne to discuss the project and have been provided with information 
about possible evaluation methods. Staff from the University of South Australia have 
also contacted Swinburne for advice regarding their evaluation of a new engineering 
space. Monash University staff said that they would like to use our evaluation 
methods as a comparative trial for library spaces in 2010. Swinburne student 
reviews of RFID tracking methods (the use of electronic tags to view student or 
object movement through a space) have also been shared with other institutions, 
resulting in staff from the Monash Education Centre investigating their use for 
evaluating student preferences and usage. 
 
The team have presented and published on the project processes and outcomes 
over the period of the project. A summary list of presentations, journal articles, 
workshop and consultation activities is provided as Appendix B. These 
dissemination activities appear set to continue into 2011 and beyond. The team 
leader has been invited to present on the topic of project curriculum and spaces as 
transitional environments at Kingston University, London in 2011, and the team have 
received invitations to speak at various Australian conferences over the coming 
year. We also continue to receive invitations to speak at conferences on learning 
space development, and to receive requests for advice and information regarding 
current practice. While workshop participants also suggested that they would like 
another seminar/workshop series in 2011, building on the 2010 series, this looks 
less feasible to arrange because of the nature of institutional funding. The requests 
nonetheless indicate that there is much still to be done, and high levels of interest in 
the sector for more work of this nature. 
 

6.2 Links with previous ALTC projects and international projects  

Wherever possible, we have built on previous projects and collaborated with teams 
both nationally and internationally. On a national front, we consulted with the Next 
Generation Learning Spaces project team at The University of Queensland early in 
the project. Derek Powell, the leader of that project, was also a member of the 
external reference group. We also had discussions with Geoff Mitchell at 
Queensland University of Technology, the team leader for the ALTC-funded 
‘Retrofitting university learning spaces: From teaching spaces to learning spaces’ 
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project. Geoff was also a keynote speaker at the seminar and workshop event in 
Melbourne. The team also collaborated with the SCAFFOLD project at University of 
Technology, Sydney in creating a joint seminar and workshop event.  
 
Internationally, the team leader of our project visited the University of Newcastle 
(UK) research group working on learning spaces in schools, (CfLAT Research 
Centre for Learning and Teaching), resulting in a reciprocal partnership sharing 
learning space evaluation methods. We also consulted with, and visited, teams at 
Warwick University and Aalborg University regarding their learning space projects. 
In addition, the team also held discussions with the JISC (UK) team working on a 
project on the evaluation of learning spaces. In early 2010, representatives from the 
JISC directorate also visited Swinburne to take part in discussions about project 
processes, outcomes and potential future collaborations. 
 
In addition Victoria University staff and student representatives were members of the 
reference group for the ALTC funded project ‘Spaces for Knowledge generation: a 
framework for designing student learning environments for the future’. In this 
capacity they contributed to a series of forums examining the way learning is 
constructed within redesigned spaces. 
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7. Evaluation and factors influencing the project 
 
In the first year of the project, we implemented an external reference group with 
whom we shared progress and asked for feedback on a regular basis. While this 
process generated useful discussions across the sector, feedback from the general 
dissemination activities, including presentations, consultations and the website, 
provided the most valuable evaluative process. At each institution, team members 
also established an informal internal reference group made up of stakeholders. At 
Swinburne, two additional groups were brought together: a student committee who 
provided feedback on the institutional trial, and a management committee who 
provided feedback on the overall project process, evaluation methods and findings. 
 

7.1 External evaluation 

An independent evaluation of the project was carried out by Associate Professor 
Peter Ling. In line with ALTC reporting requirements, a copy of the independent 
project evaluation report was submitted to the ALTC. The summary of this 
evaluation reads: 
 

The project Evaluation of Learning Spaces substantially achieved the outcomes 
and produced the deliverables proposed. There were some variations from the 
proposal. In particular multiple models for evaluation of learning spaces were 
produced rather than a single model as it was realised early on in the project that 
no single model of evaluation of learning spaces could cover all situations; 
models need to be adapted to purpose and context. For similar reasons, rather 
than producing a single toolbox for evaluation of learning spaces a variety of 
evaluation approaches was provided through online case studies, some of which 
included evaluation tools. 
 
The project organisation and communication processes worked effectively. There 
were some initial difficulties in retaining support staff. Two key team members 
experienced accidents that interrupted their contributions. Nevertheless the 
project was completed in a timely manner thanks to the project team and project 
officers’ commitment. The reference group proved difficult to operate in the 
manner intended but alternative forms of stakeholder and national and 
international expert input were adopted and were effective in informing the 
project. 
 
Dissemination has been a strong point of the project through related publications, 
conference papers and a highly successful seminar and workshop series 
conducted in the mainland state capitals and the deployment of a comprehensive 
project web site. 
 
There is a demonstrated demand for the continuation of activities related to the 
project and ongoing opportunities for involvement of the team. There is also a 
commitment to maintain the web site. 
 
Overall the project team – Nicolette Lee, Trish Andrews and Julie Dixon – are to 
be congratulated on producing well-received deliverables within the timeframe of 
the project and in the face of some difficulties. The final project support team – 
Stella Tan, Daniel Tout, and Lorinne du Toit – played a critical role. They 
demonstrated expertise, commitment and initiative.  
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This project has already had a significant impact on evaluation of learning spaces 
in the institutions involved. Beyond this it has influenced decision making in other 
universities nationally and internationally and its reach has gone beyond the 
higher education sector. 

 

7.2 Evaluation of the workshop/seminar series 

At each event we asked participants to provide feedback via an evaluation 
questionnaire, consisting of nine likert and open text response questions (provided 
in Appendix A). The aim of the questionnaire was to gain feedback from participants 
regarding how well the event was organized, whether they learnt anything from the 
seminar and workshops, and if there was anything they wished to comment or 
suggest for future events by the team. We received a total of 79 returned evaluation 
forms from the participants.  
 
Summary of likert scale data: 
 
Q1. The workshop was well organized:  

Strongly 
Agree: 58  

Agree: 21 Disagree: 0 Strongly 
disagree: 0 

Unable to 
judge: 0 

Q2. The ideas presented and discussions were interesting and engaging: 

Strongly 
Agree: 52 

Agree: 26 Disagree: 1 Strongly 
disagree: 0 

Unable to 
judge: 0 

Q3. The presenters communicated information and ideas clearly and 
effectively: 

Strongly 
Agree: 54 

Agree: 25 Disagree: 1 Strongly 
disagree: 0 

Unable to 
judge: 0 

Q4. Do you feel that your knowledge has been extended within the area of 
learning space evaluation? 

Strongly 
Agree: 44 

Agree: 35 Disagree: 0 Strongly 
disagree: 0 

Unable to 
judge: 0 

 
Overall, participants felt that it was a timely and well-organized event (100 per cent 
agreement), and that the discussions were interesting and engaging (99 per cent 
agreement). In addition to the likert responses, some participants added comments 
to that effect:  
 

Many thanks for organizing this event. It was very useful to hear about the 
research in the area, as well as case studies and other people’s experiences and 
practices. 
 
Day was excellent. Very interesting presentations that opened my eyes to the 
complexity of evaluation and to the theoretical literature published on evaluation 
 
Thanks so much for a really professionally organized and well-considered 2 day 
seminar. It was better organized than many conferences for which I had paid big 
bucks. Great to share with and hear from the people involved. 
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More than 50 per cent of respondents (n = 44) indicated that they had come to the 
event without much knowledge about the need for evaluating learning spaces, but 
had gained new understanding and were motivated to provide feedback to their 
departments and managers about the importance of evaluating their learning 
spaces. In particular, comments indicated that participants had understood the 
developmental cycle of evaluation and intended to make use of this new knowledge:  
 

Reminded me that we have to evaluate spaces prior to change. 
 
Incorporate a variety of evaluative activities in an upcoming learning space 
development – something we haven’t done previously – pre-design and post-
occupancy in particular. 
 
Evaluation needs to be considered at the beginning of the project and all the way 
through.  
 

Participants also responded to questions regarding shifts in thinking with comments 
related to the use of more rigorous and creative methods, and the greater 
involvement of stakeholders: 
 

The workshop has given us some fantastic ideas for gathering evidence, some of 
which we will definitely put into place when designing our latest learning space. 
 
Closer work with academics to design spaces that are relevant and useful for 
students trying to complete their assignments. 

 
Further comments suggested that some participants had also developed a more 
constructive perspective on evaluation that would enhance transparency and rigour 
in their evaluation processes: 

 
…has shifted my thinking in regards to viewing negative feedback – taking it as 
constructive and viewing it as the next step in the ‘process’, rather than seeing it 
as damaging to reputation or self-esteem. 
 
Discussion about the myths or claims that underpin our practice, that determine 
our approach but that we never really try to question or ‘unpack’ where the 
evidence is? What are we trying to achieve? What do stakeholders want? 
 

When asked for suggestions for future events, participants said that they would like 
to see more in-depth sessions of the same topic areas and extending on the project. 
They also suggested an annual event on evaluating learning spaces, as well as a 
peer reviewed journal.  
 

7.2 Selected factors influencing project outcomes 

Key factors that contributed to the success of the project were: 
 
• clear project objectives, goals and deadlines 

• clear roles and responsibilities for each of the project team members 

• strong project management, including monthly project status reports, schedules 
and reminders  
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• having online and sharable databases such as Mendeley and Google calendar to 
share resources and to be able to keep track of major deadlines.  

• a supportive and collaborative team environment, including regular 
communications via email, phone and video call to identify potential problems 
early 

• commitment and enthusiasm of each team member, enabling barriers, delays 
and challenges to be overcome 

• flexibility to work around problems and overcome challenges through 
collaborative support 

• opportunity to interact and engage with a variety of interest groups in the field 

• support from the sector and beyond, in particular the generosity of participants in 
completing case study documents, sharing tools and engaging in conversations 

• extraordinary support from institutions across the states who generously hosted 
our seminar and workshop events. 

 
Key inhibiting factors that the project team experienced were: 
 
• allocating sufficient time to the project, and in a cross-institutional project, 

matching schedules to ensure communications and common activities can be 
achieved 

• unforeseen circumstances such as health problems impact the timeline of the 
project. In 2010, two team members experienced serious illness and were unable 
to work for several months. These challenges were overcome through constant 
communication, employing additional short term support staff and a great deal of 
flexibility about allocation of tasks and scheduling 

• a high rate of staff turnover – at Swinburne, two project managers left to take up 
full time, ongoing roles at other universities. Similarly, over a six month period 
The University of Queensland also had three research assistants, with staff 
leaving to take on ongoing roles, travel or commence PhD scholarships. Victoria 
University also had changes in research assistants, and for the last few months 
of the project was without a research assistant for similar reasons. This meant, 
that significant time is spent in the recruitment process, with associated time lags 
for each new staff member in developing sufficient knowledge of the project and 
work to date before becoming productive 

• working across the three national institutions has presented some unexpected 
challenges. Delays were experienced with legal and financial agreements, and 
significant delays were experienced with ethical approval. In particular, ethics 
committees appeared to have some difficulty understanding the relationship of 
the ALTC to the project, and the relationship of research studies to the overall 
project. 
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Appendix A: Evaluation of seminar and workshop series – 
questionnaire 

 
 

Evaluating Learning Spaces 
Su .... y Feedback Fo,m 

Thank yOU lor your patlidj:lation in this e..,en1 0f'I evaluating leaming spaoes. We would 
appreciate your assistance in completlng the 1~ lowlng evaluation. Your feedback will 
assist us in tne development 01 M UTe similar events:. 

Which dly(s) cilia you illtend? 

o O>y' 

The seminar and workahop w .. weU organ1a.ed 

o s_ .. , .. 0 ..... 0 .... " .. O U""""IoI ..... 

TIle kIN. pns«iled and dlKuulou w~re Inl~rl!a'ing 111M engaging 

0 __ .. , .. 0 ..... o U"""", ID I ..... 

o ... """ "', .. 0 ""''' 0 ..... , .. o U~bIo 10 j...:tge 

0 .. , .. o (Mag'" 

lesentllyone or moT.ld ... thai you mlSlbl Implement 10 your OIal!j1rVeYa!uatlon 01 YOUl learning apace 
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Identity one experience from the workshop that has shifted your thinking 

Please indicate which sessions you lelt were the most valuable: 

D K!:lYllUt<ls D Prtlsanta tiorn; n Learning space tours n Workshops n Discussions 

Do you have any suggestions for additional sessions conducted by the Learning Spaces team? 

Do you have any further comments? 

Thank you for providing feedback. Please pass the completed form to 
one of the faci litators. 
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Appendix B: Summary of dissemination activities 
 

Presentations and journal articles 

Andrews, P 2010, Reimagining teaching for technology enriched learning spaces. 
Informa Learning Spaces Design Forum. Sydney. 

Kirkwood, K, Best, G, McCormack, R & Tout, D, in press 2011, Student mentors in 
physical and virtual learning spaces, in M Keppell, K Souter & M Riddle (eds), 
Physical and virtual learning spaces in higher education: concepts for the 
modern learning environment, IGI Global, Hershey, PA. 

Lee, N 2009, Get of out my space: designing a curriculum-led, non-teaching, 
learning space, in Proceedings of The Fourth Symposium on Social Learning 
Space: Learning Outside the Square, Oxford, Oxford Brookes. 

Lee, N 2010, Learning commons by design. Learning commons development and 
design forum: the new pedagogy. Informa, Melbourne. 

Lee, N, Dixon, J & Andrews, P 2009, Evaluation of learning spaces: poster 
presentation at Educause Australasia. Perth. 

Mazzolini, N & Lee, N 2010, Designing and evaluating informal learning spaces 
intended to support project-focused learning in a highly constrained campus 
environment, paper presented at the Problem-based Learning Conference. 
Aalborg. 

Pancini, G, McCormack, R & Tout, D 2010, Do students employed to help other 
students learn also learn to work? WERC Circle. Melbourne. 

Pancini, G, McCormack, R & Tout, D 2010, Do students employed to help other 
students learn also learn to work? AVETRA Conference 2010 - VET Research: 
Leading and Responding in Turbulent Times. Surfers Paradise. 

Steel, C & Andrews, P 2010, Re-imagining teaching for technology-enriched learning 
spaces in Keppel. in M Keppell, K Souter & M Riddle (eds), Physical and virtual 
learning spaces in higher education: concepts for the modern learning 
environment, IGI Global, Hershey, PA. 

 
 

Seminars and training 

In addition to the seminar and workshop events held across Australia, additional 
seminars were presented during the course of the project, including: 
 
Lee, N 2009, Issues in designing learning spaces, Warwick University. 

Andrews, P 2009, German Secondary School Teachers: Introduction to the 
Collaborative Teaching and Learning  Spaces at UQ. 

Andrews, P 2010 Thai Directors of Education Bureau: Introduction to the 
Collaborative Teaching and Learning Spaces at UQ. 

Andrews, P 2010 Chinese Secondary/Vocational Education teachers from the 
Hangzhou Municipal Education Bureau: Introduction to the Collaborative 
Teaching and Learning Spaces at UQ. 
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Consultations 

Throughout the period of this project, we held discussions and provided 
consultations on the evaluation of learning spaces to individuals from a wide range 
of organizations, and often several from different departments in the same 
university. These included: 
 
Aalborg University (DK) 

Bialik College (Vic) 

Curtin University of Technology 

Deakin University 

Kingston University 

Macquarie University  

Monash University  

Queensland University of Technology 

Royal Children’s Hospital  

Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology  

Sheffield Hallam University (UK) 

The University of Melbourne 

The University of Sydney  

The University of Western Australia  

University of Birmingham (UK) 

University of Brighton (UK) 

University of Newcastle (UK) 

University of Portsmouth (UK) 

University of South Australia 

University of Technology, Sydney  

Warwick University (UK) 
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