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“Woods Bagot’s ‘Education Futures’ is a  
think tank which feeds our design studio. 
Through the consolidation of the company’s 
intellectual capital across its specialist 
disciplines it is a continuing project of 
research and development. As the first  
in a series of research papers heralded  
in Public #1 ‘Spatial Tactics’, this work is  
at the core of resetting the path of Woods 
Bagot towards a more accessible and fluid 
organisation tuned to the world in which  
we work.”
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Learning Objects* 
by Ross Donaldson

* A learning object is defined as a collection  
of information assembled using metadata  
to match the personality and needs of an 
individual learner
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“blogging, texting, podcasting, webcasting, 
metatagging” and formerly “browsing and surfing” 
back in the old days when “internet, world-wide-web 
and email” were new words …   these new words  
and old words with new meanings have entered our 
language since the beginning of the information age. 

Explosions of new words in societies have always  
been associated with dramatic shifts in structure  
or thinking processes. 

The presence of these words represents the 
phenomenal evolution of new ways of accessing  
and transmitting information. The information age 
generations (xyz) have grown up with an incredible 
flexibility in mapping fields to access information  
in a peculiarly non-linear process.

Google, of course, is one of the starring performers  
in this field of conceptual mapping. The students of 
this mapping have the ability to move rapidly across 
seemingly divergent and unrelated disciplines in their 
exploratory searches. In doing so they discover or 
create new associations between material and ideas.  
It’s not just that they can encounter large volumes  
of information. In fact this is one of the risks in 
generating overload. It is that they can quickly 
juxtapose conceptually divergent content.

For the teacher, the big question in all this is how  
the process relates to the accessing of and to the 
generation of knowledge. At the risk of stating  
the self-evident, information is not knowledge.

Many years ago, I remember being intrigued by a book 
by Peter Medaware on scientific research. He tells 
that whenever he felt the need to refresh his mind  
or break the bind of his present mindset, he would 
reorganize his library, placing previously unrelated 
texts next to each other. It was as if the ideas and 
theories would somehow ooze through the binding of  
one book and permeate the conceptual fields of 
another through some kind of theoretical osmosis  
and he would have a new idea. 

The boundaries we put around types of knowledge, 
through library classification systems and disciplines 
of knowledge such as science and maths and arts can 
be the walls across which conceptual leaps must climb.

Google can rearrange your “library” of information  
for you in nanoseconds.

Thus there are at least two key drivers for teachers  
to manage flexibility in their pedagogical frameworks. 
Firstly these frameworks should facilitate more rapid 
acquisition and development of knowledge. Secondly,  
it is a simple and inescapable fact that their students 
are no longer programmed to think in a linear way. 
Previously the knowledge was captured in a book and 
the teacher’s job was  to facilitate the acquiring of the 
information therein and (hopefully) understanding it.

You could argue that bright students were always 
given to thinking laterally. Now everyone is doing it,  
in a way.

The teacher is now facilitating this mapping of fields of 
information and trying to help manage it into a frame 
for knowledge.

As an architect, this raises some confronting questions 
to be addressed alongside the teacher. Due to 
wireless, students can be accessing the information 
anytime, anywhere via laptops and PDA’s and soon 
perhaps using new tools such as e-paper. They don’t 
need any particular kind of physical space within 
which to get the information. 

And whilst there has been an explosion in new 
frameworks for what used to be called distance 
learning, there remains a strong belief in the value of  
the social domain of learning and physically locating 
that process in a school or university.    

So what should these places look like and how 
should they work to optimize the facilitation of the 
transforming of information into knowledge? There 
seems to be little to suggest they would look anything  
like the traditional classroom.

If the information which used to be transferred to the 
student in the classroom can be accessed anywhere, 
then the primary role of the spaces in a learning 
environment is to facilitate a social exchange amongst 
learners and between learners and teachers.

Flexibility thus emerges as the key. Flexibility in 
facilitating a variety of modes of social exchange, 
flexibility in responding to the particular needs of  
the relations between the participants and what  
may become a pattern of a relatively quick and 
spontaneous reconfiguring of these relations. The 
performance criteria for both the space and the 
teacher in this condition can be pretty demanding.

“Education Futures” explores some of the implications 
of this. In addition to presenting aspects of what we 
have learnt at Woods Bagot, we have contributions 
from Dr Kenn Fisher and Professor Simon Marginson. 

Kenn’s paper specifically focuses on the new learning 
environment. He has for many years been pursuing 
his goal of seeing “the demise of the classroom – as 
we currently know it – in his life time”. Indeed, much of 
the other content herein, is due to Kenn’s long role as 
mentor to us at Woods Bagot.

Simon’s paper looks at the broader picture of 
the organizational and operational pressures on 
universities as they position themselves in the highly 
competitive world of tertiary education. The paper 
was his keynote paper at the 2005 TEFMA Conference 
held in Perth, Australia and surveys the funding 
pressures on universities throughout the world to be 
innovative, particularly in the context of research.
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“We started from  
the disciplinary  
approach, through 
multidisciplinary to 
interdisciplinary  
and transdisciplinary 
learning. I am  
interested in hybrid  
and ambient learning.”  
Paul Thomas over coffee 7.02.06  
Paul is Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Built Environment  
Art and Design, Curtin University and Artisitic  
Director BEAP, Biennale of Electronic Arts Perth

 IMPACT ON THE NEW PEDAGOGY 
Whilst there may not yet be a universal movement 
towards ambient learning, there is a form of 
pedagogical shift occurring. In essence, this is  
from a teacher and curriculum centred delivery  
to a student centred problem solving, collaborative 
learning environment. It is increasingly social in its 
form of exchange. Kenn Fisher has described this  
as an evolution from Mode I to Mode III learning  
as shown in his diagram (Figure 1). It’s an elegantly 
simple encapsulation of a powerful idea.

 Typically any individual institution will conduct  
activities which may span across all modes.  

 THE FLEXIBLE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 
(FOLLOWING KENN FISHER) 
Fundamental to a new approach to students  
is an appreciation that:

>learning is enhanced where subject theory and  
 material are applicable to immediate project needs. 
 In this context:

>knowledge is produced in teams, across disciplines,  
is transient 

>and is produced by researchers working in collaboration 
with practitioners who will commercialise or use the 
knowledge which is produced

 With the trend in tertiary education for a dramatic 
shift in the pedagogical framework for learning, 
innovative leading institutions are planning for 
flexibility in their new buildings.

 Planning for flexible environments which are 
responsive to this pedagogical shift will involve:

>Flexibility in the configuration of spaces and the 
patterns of their arrangement

> Group spaces facilitating collaborative problem 
solving of project based work

>Breakout spaces adjacent to more formal learning 
areas where the process can be extended in a less 
formal and social mode

>Wireless networks to facilitate database access as  
and when required

>Data projection capabilities to all walls to optimise  
the flexibility in use of a space and ease of 
transformation of the space

>Food and drink to enable seamless process  
to learning and extended hours of activity

>Help desks to enable ready access to support

>Laboratories which take on more of the 
characteristics of studio environments

>Practical linked with theory

>Study carrels and syndicate rooms which complete 
the range from extraverted/social work to 
introverted/private study and reflection

>Service Centres (printing, scanning, photocopying etc.)

 One of the keys to this pedagogy is the relationship 
between computer laboratory and theory rooms 
(replacing the traditional classroom) and the 
breakout/ learning commons.

PROOF:  AUSTRALIAN SCIENCE AND MATHEMATICS 
SCHOOL, FLINDERS UNIVERSITY SOUTH AUSTRALIA 
One of the most innovative experiments in the new 
pedagogy has been at the Australian Science and 
Mathematics School.

The South Australian Department of Education, 
together with Flinders University developed the  
School located on the University campus. The goal  
is to create an innovative learning environment for 
upper secondary students specialising in the maths 
and sciences. The reaching of this goal brought the 
challenge of working within a framework of new 
pedagogies and a need for new spatial models.

The new building, adjacent and connected to the 
faculties of Education and Science, was conceived  
to facilitate teaching and learning of mathematics and 
science in a research environment where teachers 
engage in staff development, where research is 
carried out into new technology-enhanced pedagogies 
and where science faculty staff foster in students a 
willingness to pursue learning and careers in science 
and mathematics.

A key feature of the school is the break away from the 
traditional concepts of classrooms and laboratories. 
These have been replaced by “learning commons” and 
“learning studios”.

The school design deliberately incorporates large Central 
Common spaces for circulation, break out from learning 
commons and studios for formal and informal learning, 
displays, exhibitions, assemblies and conferences.

The spaces are designed to be student centred, rather 
than teacher centred, and foster collaborative syndicate 
and project-based learning.  Each student has his or 
her own “home-base” work station located in one of 
the learning commons. Students may flexibly organise 
their “home bases” to meet social or study group needs.

The studios accommodate groups of students working 
on project-based activities rather than the traditional 
class-based cohort in laboratories. Special furniture 
has been designed to meet the flexible nature of  
these spaces.

Students move around the school, the University 
campus and the local community, spending significant 
amounts of time in each, but always able to identify 
with their “home base” in the school. Eight specialist 
learning studios cater for the eight learning areas  
in the South Australian Curriculum, Standards and 
Accountability Framework.

Past Present  
Mode II

Future

FIGURE 1  
The Changing Learning Paradigm  
by Dr Kenn Fisher
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THE ACADEMIC WORKPLACE 
The social focus to the exchange of information and 
knowledge amongst learners is increasingly also 
becoming the focus of the  environment of the academic 
workplace. At universities, the increasing pressures 
on the need for research (as Simon Marginson 
discussed in his paper) has led to a renewed interest 
in the notion of collegiality and the potential for its 
unstructured intellectual exchange fostering paradigm 
shifts and ideas for new research projects.

The idea of the relationship between space and 
knowledge sharing amongst colleagues in the corporate 
workplace has been the subject of intensive study for 
many years. Its applicability to the academic workplace 
is now of particular interest.

Frank Duffy and his group DEGW, have been writing 
about the workplace for over twenty years. One of  
the interesting tools they use to describe different  
kinds of workplace uses four basic typologies:

HIVE – task specific isolated work 
CELL – concentrated study 
DEN – formalised group processes 
CLUB – transactional knowledge

Put simply, the trend has been steadily away from 
the hive and cell combination where people work 
on specific tasks in isolation, through the den and 
increasingly into the club. The model suggests that 
the club, being the domain of the unstructured 
transactional process underpinning the world of 
business and its deal making is the key to the new 
model for the creative workplace and innovation. 
This is perhaps an oversimplification in regard to 
the academic workplace environment, but it is a 
useful device for opening discussion on the changing 
academic workplace.

The majority of academics at tertiary institutions 
still reside in cells. This, if anything, has increased 
in recent years with the steady squeeze on common 
areas which were once the domain of the experience 
of a collegiate life.

So, a similar theory in the development of ideas 
amongst students, also applies to university research 
academics. This is particularly so in their new world 
where the commercialisation of research, industry 
partnerships and cash flow through the licensing of 
IP, industry partnerships and JVs has become the 
language of University Business Plans.

Qantas Club, Brisbane, Domestic Terminal



PROOF: THE AIRPORT BUSINESS LOUNGE  
MEETS UNIVERSITY BUSINESS SCHOOL  
The knowledge derived from many years of working with 
corporate clients in new workplaces has been applied 
to the design of airport business lounges. 

These are social workspaces of a very peculiar kind. 
They are essentially transient in nature and demonstrate 
spontaneous social/work activity sometimes individually 
sometimes in groups of varying size. Accessibility to 
online databases either through wireless or plug-in 
furniture, availability of a variety of bureau and help 
desk services as well as food and beverage become  
a core of these spaces. They incorporate a variety of 
furniture including lounges, work benches and study 
carrels. Accessibility to meeting rooms is also important.

This description of airport lounges could also apply to 
innovative projects such as the University Technology 
Sydney IT School and the new University of Western 
Australia Business School.

The UWA Business School has been planned on an 
“academic cluster” model, replacing the usually un-
differentiated and anonymous double loaded corridors 
of academic offices. Groups of academics with a potential 
for common research interests occupy open floorplates 
along with their research assistants, administration 
assistants and doctoral students. There are workstations 
for visiting industry partners who will spend intermittent 
periods of time during the life of the project where their 
workstation requirements are met in a “hotdesking” mode.

Whilst the majority of academics retain enclosed 
offices for withdrawal for focussed work, these form 
the edge of the open common workplace environment 
facilitating a more collaborative and collegiate focus to 
the space. This is supplemented with a combination of 
common meeting rooms and lounges.

The academic cluster floors are grouped around, and 
are accessed from, the learning core of the building 
comprising the case study rooms, seminar rooms, 
computer studios, breakout lounges and café.

The implementation of these environments requires 
a shift in mindset and therefore a professional 
development programme where the change has not 
already occurred. The key therefore is to build the 
flexibility with the building plan to accommodate future 
innovations in workplace and learning practices.

University of Western Australia Business School 
Knowledge Vessels 

Flexible Learning Spaces

Breakout Lounges

Academic Cluster Offices

Traditional gun-barrel corridor

University of Western Australia academic cluster offices

University of Western Australia  
Business School



BENCHMARKING AND 
ADDING VALUE

Section 3.2 
Benchmarking and Adding Value
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Woods Bagot’s recent work across a range of tertiary 
institutions has emphasised the need for maintaining a 
constant review of spatial standards and opportunities 
for innovation to keep pace with the rapid changes in 
the education delivery demands of learning environments.

Changes in modes of learning create a need for  
new designs for learning spaces and usually for the 
furniture as well. This has led to dramatic changes in 
the space standards benchmarking. For example, in 
Australia the typical area of a classroom has reduced 
from 2.5m2/student to as low as 1.85m2/student, the 
computer laboratory from 3.5m2/student to 2.5m2/
student and even less.

The continual evolution from traditional delivery to 
flexible learning has reduced the number of classrooms, 
computer laboratories and tutorial rooms required. 
Commensurate with this has been the increased use  
of breakout lounges and learning commons. Ideally 
these are wireless enabled for laptops.

In general this trend has not only transformed the 
type of spaces being designed but overall reduced the 
gross area of buildings required. The flexibility brought 
about through the lap top computer and the likely 
increasing trend for hand-held devices to proliferate 
has enabled available funding to produce higher quality 
learning environments. 

The optimising of the use of capital resources to 
maximise the opportunities for educational outcomes 
involves the active engagement with both academic 
and administrative staff to understand the detail of  
the programme for the use of the building facility.

This will involve a rationalisation across the range of 
uses. In projects such as the United Arab Emirates 
University in Al Ain, this process led to a reduction in 
the nett area of the campus reducing from 200,000m2 
to 127,000m2. 

A similar analysis for the Southbank Education and 
Training Precinct in Brisbane Australia, indicated 
the potential for saving about 30% in the area of 
the building and to provide a potential saving of 
A$100million.

These strategies combined with the use of state-
of-the-art timetabling software to measure space 
utilisation levels have in a number of significant Woods 
Bagot projects, led to space savings of up to 30-50%.  
This in turn, can be translated into capital savings of 
hundreds of millions of dollars. In other contexts it 
has created opportunities to significantly enhance the 
quality and flexibility of spaces within existing budgets.

Changes in modes  
of learning create a 
need for new designs 
for learning spaces 
and usually for the 
furniture as well.

United Arab Emirate University, Al Ain 
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PROOF: UNIVERSITY OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA  
BUSINESS SCHOOL
The new building for the Business School comprising 
Economics and Commerce and the Graduate School 
of Management is to be located in the prime landmark 
site of the very southern edge of the Crawley Campus 
of the University of Western australia. The School 
will demonstrate innovations in flexible collaborative 
learning environments and an open-planned academic 
cluster approach to offices. These strategies combine 
to bring a new era in a social focus to learning and 
a planning strategy for refocusing on research and 
academic collegiality. 

An interrogation of the brief and the space 
standards, with staff, applying contemporary 
standards of areas and levels of utilization, yielded 
opportunities for translating space savings from 
conventional lecture theatres and classrooms 
into a variety of flexible learning environments, 
computer studios and breakout lounges comprising 
almost 10% of the nett usable space.
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University of Western Australia, Business School
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