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context

i

Designers and users have differing perceptions of 
the design process, space requirements and teaching 
practice.

[AUTHENTIC ENGAGEMENT] with the users of space is 
often limited by time, resources, and shared language.

This tool is designed to support any [DESIGNER OF 
SPACE] to engage with users about their teaching 
and learning experience as they start designing a new 
learning space or redesigning an existing one.

We believe that [DESIGNERS OF SPACE] are not limited 
to those in the design and architectural practice. 
Teachers, learners, whanau/family and community are 
also designers of projects. 

This tool can be used by architects to listen to teachers 
in schools; student representatives to listen to their 
peers; or teachers to listen to whãnau.

objective

i

...to facilitate a meaningful and productive exchange 
of insights between designers and users of learning 
spaces, as well as listening to the space itself. 

The tool is designed to support a discussion by asking 
the right questions and offering examples of other 
activites that enable everyone - including the quietest 
in the room - to share their insight. 

Are you asking the right questions?

Does it lead to an improvement in the 
understanding of the existing space? 

Does that understanding then lead to an 
improvement in the design of the space?
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i

outcome
This tool is designed to challenge assumptions, 
communicate truths, and facilitate deeper
listening, particuarly to those often marginalised or 
excluded from the design process. 

A good indication of success is when designers deeply 
understand the existing or future learning spaces and 
incorporate valuable user insights into the design.

Users will feel truly heard, creating a sense of 
ownership and investment in the design that reflects 
their wants and needs. 

7 spaces

i

Group Spaces
social and intimate. e.g. meeting room

Participation Spaces
social and public. e.g. library, cafe

Performing Spaces
social and public, self selecting. e.g. auditorium

Publishing Spaces
non-social and public, passive. e.g. display

Watching Spaces
non-social and public, passive. e.g. amphitheatre

Secret Spaces
focused and private. e.g. reading nook

Data Spaces
non-social and private, focused. e.g. science lab
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i
conversation
listening to the users of the space

action
listening to the space

observation
listening to the affect of space

see it in action
online video available

supporting material
online resource available

QR code
scan code for further information

information 
summary card

designers of 
[SPACE]

i

legend

listening to the users of the space

conversation

How will this [SPACE] 
support your teaching or 
learning?

For example, to display students work.
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listening to the users of the space

conversation

What is it you are trying 
to achieve?

This is a clarifying question. Use this question to 
confirm your understanding of the project’s desired 
outcomes. 

listening to the users of the space

conversation

What makes you feel 
included in the [SPACE]?
What makes you feel 
excluded?

For example, I feel included when I know where my 
belongings are.

I feel excluded when the sign says only 3 people can 
play in the area.
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listening to the users of the space

conversation

In this [SPACE]
what do you want?
what do you need?
what do you use? Why?

For example, a group space to support collaboration.

listening to the users of the space

conversation

What do you feel when 
you are in this [SPACE]? 
Why?

For example, I feel safe as I can express my 
thoughts and feelings, have consenting interaction 
and feel physically secure. 

A safe learning space is when students know that the 
adults are paying attention but not overbearing.
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listening to the users of the space

conversation

What does a [                     ] 
allow you to do that your 
current space does not? 
How?

Ask this question with reference to each of the 7 
spaces.

Use the 7 SPACES information card 
to explore this idea further.i

*INSERT SPACE

listening to the users of the space

conversation

What energy level does 
this [SPACE] allow?

For example, in a library I am not allowed to be noisy 
or run around. 

Use the OBSERVATION prompts to 
explore this idea further.
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listening to the users of the space

conversation

Do you prefer to work 
individually or in groups 
in this [SPACE]? Why?

For example, I prefer to work individually in the 
office, but still have my team around me for 
collaboration and conversation. 

Help your learners understand their feelings and experiences 
in order to better understand their learning environment via 
the Learners Tool.

listening to the users of the space

conversation

What is the purpose of 
this [SPACE]? What does 
that look/sound/feel like?

For example, the outdoor amphitheatre is a watching 
space, there is great visability. It feels engaging and 
connected.
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listening to the users of the space

conversation

Where do you go to 
collaborate?

For example, students were working together to 
share their knowledge however became noisy and 
disctrcting to others in the classroom. 

As a result they were sent to the cafe to continue 
their collaboration.

listening to the users of the space

conversation

When you feel distracted 
where do you go? Do you 
focus and learn better in 
that [SPACE]? Why?

For example, my teacher has a desk in a quiet 
corner we can go to if our friends are distracting 
us. I go there sometimes and usually get my work 
finished. 
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listening to the users of the space

conversation

How would you use this 
[SPACE]?

Ask this question to a variety of users. 

A student will interact with a space differently to a 
teacher. 

How an able-bodied person utilises a space may 
differ from a person in a wheelchair. 

Use the ACTION prompts to 
explore this idea further.

listening to the users of the space

conversation

Do you have a favourite 
[SPACE] in your school? 
Why is it your favourite?

For example, my favourite space is the art wall 
where everyones drawings are displayed. 

Use the ACTION prompts to 
explore this idea further.
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listening to the users of the space

conversation

What is your favourite 
piece of furniture in your 
[SPACE]? Why is it your 
favourite?

For example, I like the bean bags in the reading 
nook. 

Use the ACTION prompts to 
explore this idea further.

listening to the users of the space

conversation

If you could [ADD]  
something to your 
[SPACE] what would it be? 
Why? 

What if you could [REMOVE] something?
What if you could [CHANGE] something? 

Use the ACTION prompts to 
explore this idea further.
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listening to the space

action

• Why was that location suggested?
• Is there a possible better location?
• What makes it a good / bad location for your 

meeting?
• What would an ideal space look like?

Host a Meeting in the 
[SPACE].

For example, Is it too loud / messy / busy in the staff 
room?

Use the OBSERVATION prompts to 
explore this idea further.

listening to the space

action

Observation Mapping.

Write down what you are trying to understand about 
the space.
 
Draw the relevant space. Translate the  relevant data 
onto the plan of your space. 

For example, use the mapping activity to 
understand where there students are making friends. 

Use the OBSERVATION prompts to 
explore this idea further.
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Use the OBSERVATION prompts to 
explore this idea further.

listening to the space

action

Learning Walk.

For example,
Who is using the space? Who is not? 
What is the body language of the users?  
What is happening that you didn’t expect?

Spend a day (or as long as is viable) observing how 
the space/school is currently used. Write yourself a 
set of cues to take notice of.

listening to the space

action

Investigate the timetabling and use of existing 
spaces.  

• Are there spaces with higher demand than 
others? Why? 

• How are spaces being used/allocated for certain 
classes? 

• Would the space be able to cater for classes of 
different sizes? 

Timetabling.

Use the OBSERVATION prompts to 
explore this idea further.
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listening to the space

action

Conduct a workshop with staff exploring 
potential layout options for their classrooms.  

• Make it interactive.
• How can you rearrange an existing classroom 

to create different spaces that cater for various 
activities and learning opportunities?

Encourage staff to keep these layouts for future use. 

Classroom Layout.

listening to the space

action

If flexible learning environments are a new concept, 
create a prototype classroom on campus.

Consider what furniture and other resources can be 
provided.

Allow the school time to explore the potential of the 
new environment.

Prototype Classroom.
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listening to the space

action

Conduct a furniture design exercise with 
students / staff. 

Allow them to draw or model their ideal piece of 
furniture that they would add to their [SPACE].

Furniture Design.

listening to the affect of space

observation

Observe [WHERE] and 
[WHAT] students are 
conversing with 
each other. 

This is important to understand as learners can work 
really well in groups in the right situation but it also 
can be distracting at other times.

It will also assist you to understand if there are 
student groups within the environment. 
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listening to the affect of space

observation

Observe where learners 
choose to sit in a [SPACE] 
both during learning 
and free play. 

How do these differ and 
why?

listening to the affect of space

observation

Observe where students 
eat their lunch. 

For example, a group of students were seen 
gathering on the side of an enbankment. As a result 
additional trees were planted and outdoor furniture 
added to provide shade and ammentiy.
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listening to the affect of space

observation

Observe how [SPACES] 
are used at different times 
of the day.  

For example, the basketball court is used during 
lunch by students, it is also used during the day 
for PE classes and becomes a gathering space for 
parents before assembly later in the day.

listening to the affect of space

observation

Observe the same [SPACE] 
from various perspectives.  

For example, crawl, climb and walk. 
Explore the space from the eye level of different 
users. How can the floor / ceiling / wall space be 
used?

Use the ACTION prompts to 
explore this idea further.
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listening to the affect of space

observation

Observe the same [SPACE] 
in different weather 
conditions 

For example, on a rainy day, it was clear there were 
inadequate covered walkways between buildings. 

It was also noted that users who move with a mobil-
ity aid were unable to use many of the paths during 
extreme weather.

listening to the affect of space

observation

Observe the energy level 
of users in various 
[SPACES]. 

Does the energy level you observe reflect what the 
space allows? 

How could you design the space differently to change 
the energy of the space?
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