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Abstract 

A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF THE INTERSECTION OF INSTRUCTIONAL SPACE 

DESIGN AND STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

Eric Byrne, EdD 

Fordham University, New York, 2016 

Mentor 

Toby J. Tetenbaum, PhD 

School leaders face decisions about school designs that will affect students now and in the years 

to come.  For too long, schools have been designed absent the instructional and curricular needs 

of students.  This study attempted to determine the impact of instructional space on student 

engagement and perceptions of school.  Using a qualitative research methodology, I interviewed 

12 students, nine teachers, three staff developers, and two administrators to determine the impact 

of innovative instructional space.  Observational data were collected to provide a description of 

the space and the actions of students and teachers.  Participants found that the comfort of the 

various furnishings and the visual appeal of the space affected student engagement and teacher 

pedagogy, allowing for more varied, student-centered instruction than does a traditional 

classroom.  Students and teachers stated that individualized instruction and stronger connections 

with one another were more possible in an innovative space than in a traditional classroom.  

Making the transition to the use of innovative spaces in schools requires engaging the 

community and developing an understanding of why change is necessary.  Administrators 

indicated that a strategically designed conversation to build support within the community and 

professional development for teachers is critical to moving to active, innovative instructional 

environments.  The implication of the results of this study is that school leaders and 

communities, faced with the challenges of reinventing their schools so that children can meet the 
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demands of the 21st century, need to reconceptualize the environments in which these children 

work and learn. 
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CHAPTER I 

 

THE PROBLEM 

A shift in the philosophy of school design has led to significant changes in how school 

districts plan and execute the repurposing of existing schools and the construction of new 

schools.  As education in the United States shifts from a system focused on mastery of content 

knowledge to a 21st-century skills-based system, existing school facilities are proving to be 

inadequate (Nair, Fielding, & Lackney, 2009).  Today, communities across the United States are 

faced with the challenge of maintaining and, in many cases, rebuilding public schools.  

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (as cited in Laurie Lewis, 2000), in 

1998, the average public school building in the United States was 42 years old.  Ten percent of 

schools were built after 1985, while 17% were built between 1970 and 1984.  Between 1950 and 

1969, 45% of public schools were built, and 28% were built prior to 1950.  

The history of public education in the United States shows that strong European 

influences affected the structure and function of schools (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013).  

Differences in communities and the backgrounds of settlers led to a wide range of schooling 

opportunities across colonial settlements.  The influence of religion and social class in colonial 

schools was demonstrated in varying ways in different regions (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2013).  In 

colonial settlements, the purpose of schooling was to improve the religious and moral standing of 

young men (Butler & Pyles, 2008).  Further, social class played an important role in schooling, 

as opportunities to attend schools were determined by one’s place in society.  Better quality 

schools existed to serve the upper classes, while schools of lesser quality existed to provide 

education to some of the remaining citizens.  It was common to exclude those students who did 
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not subscribe to the accepted religious beliefs of the time, thereby prohibiting the opportunities 

that came as a result of education.     

In the Southern colonies, there were five common models of schooling, each of which 

was significantly different from the others.  Schooling in the middle colonies was greatly 

influenced by the diversity of the population and their religious beliefs.  Of all of the colonial 

settlements, education in New England was the most influenced by religious beliefs and 

practices.  Colonies in New England were the first to create laws that required education for the 

children of settlers.  The first universal schools, known as common schools, were developed in 

New England in the early 19th century (Tyack, Anderson, Cuban, Kaestle, & Ravitch, 2001).   

Early colonial schools were not subject to oversight by any governmental agency or 

influenced by any standards for architecture and design.  Thus, it is not surprising that, by the 

mid-19th century, citizens began to speak out publicly about the poor conditions of school 

buildings.  In response, Horace Mann, a leader of the Common School movement, developed an 

early model of a standard adequate classroom (Baker, 2012).  Mann wrote extensively about the 

need for better quality classrooms, which, for him, included rows of desks, windows, and other 

amenities (Baker, 2012).   

Schools built during the late 19th century and early 20th century were designed with 

standard features and had the capability of supporting the education of large numbers of students.  

Ventilation, heating, air quality, and lighting were common considerations in school design, 

leading to planning for the provision of heat and fresh air and for the maximization of the 

available window space to allow light to enter the schools (Baker, 2012). 

During the progressive era of education (1930–1945), the Public Works Administration 

built large numbers schools across the United States (Baker, 2012).  Newly constructed schools 
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emphasized light, air, ease of movement, and the use of outdoor space.  By the mid-1930s, 

architects and educational leaders began to question existing practices of school design and 

construction.  The National Council on Schoolhouse Construction was created with the purpose 

of standardizing school facility management and construction (Baker, 2012).   

The post-World War II baby boom (1945–1960) brought the need for significant school 

construction, as school enrollment increased greatly.  With great demand for schools, design 

became utilitarian, focused on efficiency and cost effectiveness.  In an effort to limit costs, 

school designs of earlier time periods were set aside, creating facilities with many more 

limitations than the grander schools built during the Great Depression (Baker, 2012). 

The “impulsive period” of school design (1960–1980) was marked by declines in 

enrollment that began to affect school construction.  In response, researchers began to explore 

the relationship between school facilities and the learning process (Baker, 2012).  Historically, 

school designs and classroom configurations have been based on traditions and past practices.  

With the advent of research on the impact of school facilities on the learning process, school 

designs and classroom configurations could now be based on research rather than tradition and 

past practice. 

In the 1980s, overall enrollment declines and a more conservative approach to schooling 

and school facility funding led to a focus on keeping schools operating at a minimal level 

(Kennedy, 2003).  The shift of student enrollment from urban areas to more suburban 

communities led to a need for quick solutions to space problems and the common use of portable 

classrooms.  By the 1990s, widespread problems with air quality, including the prevalence of 

toxins, and the general inadequacy of portable classrooms led to new priorities for communities.  
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A focus on energy efficiency and environmental design led to the creation of new standards for 

school facilities (Baker, 2012).   

The dawn of the 21st century brought with it tremendous momentum for rethinking 

school design.  Newly developed technologies and a renewed focus on skills and strategies in 

addition to content acquisition have created a need for new kinds of schools and learning spaces 

(Kennedy, 2003).   

There is a significant body of research that defines the new skills necessary for modern 

day and future success in the 21st century.  Encompassing critical thinking, problem solving, 

collaboration across networks, leading by influence, agility and adaptability, initiative and 

entrepreneurship, accessing and analyzing information, effective written and oral 

communication, and curiosity and imagination, an educational program focused on developing 

these skills requires a different approach to teaching and learning than is found in a traditional 

school (Wagner, 2012).  A school environment that was designed to prepare a workforce for an 

industrial economy and the jobs that were available is no longer functionally appropriate for an 

educational experience that is rooted in 21st-century skills (Havens, 2010).  Technological 

advances of the modern era require a level of connectivity and access that schools of an average 

age of 42 years were never designed to support.   

Flexible learning environments that allow teachers to quickly change the mode of 

instruction and that allow for various models of collaboration have the potential to enhance the 

teaching and learning experience.  Learning environments that can be used for students to work 

independently, in partnerships, in small groups, and as a whole class allow for instruction to go 

beyond lecture as the single pedagogical model.  Designing schools and classrooms to serve as 

an integral part in the learning process, rather than just as a location for learning, provides a 
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powerful tool for educators.  Schools that are designed based on the knowledge and skills that 

will be taught, along with defined outcomes, will allow for pedagogy that is current and relevant 

and meets the needs of 21st-century learners.   

Statement of the Problem 

School districts are currently faced with important decisions about physical school 

designs that will affect generations of students for years to come.  Making choices about how to 

configure classroom spaces, the kinds of furniture to purchase, and how to provide appropriate 

levels of connectivity are important decisions that will require a significant commitment of 

public funding.  As school districts grapple with how to best spend precious budgetary 

allocations for school construction projects, it is necessary to call upon research to inform such 

decisions.  For far too long, school facilities have been designed absent the instructional and 

curricular needs of the students, focused solely on providing enough capacity for shifting 

enrollments at the lowest possible cost.  Research that provides information to school districts, as 

decisions are made about school designs and configurations, is necessary to the design of 

appropriate, effective learning environments. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to examine the intersection of instructional space design 

and student engagement.  Through a consideration of the work of a suburban New York public 

high school, I sought to understand how innovative design of learning spaces affects the level of 

engagement of students and the students’ perceptions of school.  By looking carefully at a project 

in which 4,000 sq. ft. of traditional classroom space was converted to a singular learning space 

with multiple zones, I sought to identify the impact of such a design on student perceptions of 

school and on engagement in classes. 
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To examine the relationship between instructional space design and both student 

engagement and perceptions of school, I used a qualitative research methodology.  In an attempt 

to develop a deep understanding of the experiences of students and teachers in the innovative 

instructional space, I conducted interviews with students and teachers to gather insight on the 

impact of the innovative instructional space design.  In addition, observational data were 

collected to provide a description of the space and the actions of both students and teachers 

during instructional time. 

Research Questions 

This qualitative study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How does the use of innovative instructional space affect student levels of engagement? 

2. How does the learning experience change when working in the innovative instructional 

space versus a traditional classroom? 

3. How do teachers describe the level of student engagement when in the innovative 

instructional space? 

4. How does teacher pedagogy differ in the innovative instructional space versus a 

traditional classroom? 

5. How does the innovative instructional space affect the teacher experience? 

6. How do leaders create community support for a shift to the use of innovative instructional 

spaces? 

7. How do leaders and staff developers provide support to teachers to prepare to teach in the 

innovative instructional space? 
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Significance of the Study 

School districts are faced with a significant challenge in making decisions about how to 

reconfigure and design instructional spaces that meet the needs of today’s students.  According 

to the research that defines the state of school facilities in the United States and the immediate 

need for renovation of facilities to provide safe, effective learning environments, this challenge is 

critical for our society.  This study sought to provide valuable data about the intersection of 

instructional space design as related to student engagement and perceptions of school.  Schools 

and classrooms can and must be designed to serve as a tool in the learning process.  Teacher 

pedagogy that develops 21st-century skills requires deliberately designed schools and classrooms 

that foster collaboration and allow for instruction that engages students at the highest levels.  

Leaders must create the conditions for teachers to develop the knowledge and skills necessary for 

the delivery of instruction that builds 21st-century skills.  In addition, leaders must engage the 

community in understanding the critical role of school and classroom design in the learning 

process.  Research supports the notion that engaged students are more successful in school; 

therefore, it is critical to define the relationship between instructional space design and student 

engagement. 

It is my hope to provide school district leaders with valuable data and information that 

will help inform the decision-making process about effective instructional design elements that 

lead to higher student engagement in school.  Creating schools that engage students and provide 

pathways to success in the new global marketplace of the 21st century is the responsibility of 

educators and a moral imperative for the future of the United States. 
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Definition of Terms 

Innovative instructional space: A modern instructional space that is designed to support 

the pedagogy necessary to prepare students with 21st-century skills.  Rich in technology and 

connectivity, providing opportunities for various kinds of collaborations, these spaces have 

flexible furniture and multiple options for grouping of students.  

Learning experience: The activities, work, level of student engagement, and student 

outcomes that occur in a classroom environment.  

Student engagement: The level of active participation of students in the learning process, 

including academic, cognitive, intellectual, institutional, emotional, behavioral, social, and 

psychological.  Student engagement is often measured by academic achievement, attendance, 

and positive behaviors (Taylor & Parsons, 2011). 

Teacher pedagogy: The methods and practices of instruction as delivered by a teacher. 

Traditional classroom environment: The present-day classroom environment equipped 

with individual student desks, a teacher desk, blackboards, and basic lighting.  It is the most 

commonly found classroom design in the United States and was originally conceived as Horace 

Mann’s standard adequate classroom.   
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CHAPTER II 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Communities across the United States are faced with the challenge of maintaining and, in 

many cases, rebuilding public schools.  The age and condition of the nation’s schools have led to 

the inadequate provision of appropriate learning environments for many children.  According to 

the National Center for Education Statistics (as cited in Laurie Lewis, 2000), the average public 

school building in the United States in 1998 was 42 years old, with 73% built prior to 1970.  

There are many factors that communities must consider when making decisions about building 

or rebuilding schools, including design and construction costs, acquisition of funding, location, 

functionality, and the role of the school environment in the learning process.  This chapter 

concerns the greater body of literature relevant to the study of school design and architecture, 

including a range of important and critical areas. 

Knowledge of the historical foundations of the public education system in the United 

States is important when one seeks to understand the challenges posed by the current state of 

school infrastructure across the country.  Taking a close look at how school design and 

architecture have changed over time and tracking the physical patterns of schools are necessary 

in developing a complete picture of the challenge that faces public education in redesigning its 

schools.  Public schools in the United States have been transformed from the one-room 

schoolhouse, into the common school, into the factory model, or egg crate school, into the open 

school, and, most recently, into small learning communities. 

Design and architecture have a significant impact on the day-to-day functioning of a 

school and on the students who are being served in the environment.  Linking school design and 

architecture with academic programs is a challenge that faces those who lead the work of 
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building and rebuilding schools across the educational landscape.  As a nation, public financial 

investment in school facilities is a significant component of the economy.  Comparing historical 

trends in school construction spending to present-day spending offers an understanding of the 

scope of the challenge that faces communities. 

Today’s educators are tasked with creating programs that engage students while 

successfully preparing for a new, global economy in the 21st century.  Programs that develop an 

evolving set of essential skills that were not necessary when a great majority of public schools 

were designed and built are posing challenges to school infrastructure.  If one replaced the word 

experiences in the following quotation with the phrase school designs, it is possible to imagine 

the potential impact of school design and architecture:  

Some experiences enhance our creativity, while others suppress it.  Some experiences 

encourage risk taking, while other make us risk averse.  Some experiences strengthen our 

desire to ask questions, while others instill compliance.  Some experiences foster a 

mindset of challenging the status quo, while others teach us to follow order. (Zhao, 2012, 

pp. 9–10)    

As a nation, we are in the early stages of rethinking school design and creating 21st-century 

learning environments for our students.   

History of Public Education in the United States 

Schooling across colonial settlements, which had strong European influences, differed 

widely.  The influence of religion and social class in colonial schools was demonstrated in 

varying ways in different regions (Pulliam & Van Patten, The History and Scoial Foundations of 

American Education, 2013).  In colonial settlements, the purpose of schooling was to improve 

the religious and moral standing of young men (Butler & Pyles, 2008).  Social class played an 
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important role in schooling, as opportunities to attend schools were determined by one’s place in 

society.  More sophisticated schools existed to serve the upper classes, while schools of lesser 

quality existed to provide education to some of the remaining citizens.  It was common to 

exclude those who did not subscribe to the accepted religious beliefs of the time, thereby 

prohibiting the opportunities that came as a result of education.    

Five common models of school existed in the Southern colonies, albeit with much 

variance: tutorial schools, old-field schools, dame schools, secondary schools, and charity 

schools.  Tutorial schools developed at individual plantations for the purpose of educating the 

sons and daughters of plantation owners.  In addition, the children of foremen or managers were 

given the opportunity for an education at a tutorial school.  The teachers were often clergy who 

provided a classical curriculum as preparation for college in England (Pulliam & Van Patten, 

The History and Scoial Foundations of American Education, 2013).   

Old-field schools were community-based schools that were constructed on an overused 

field that was no longer producing crops.  They were commonly in operation for several months 

of the year and sometimes taught by clergy or a teacher with little education (Pulliam & Van 

Patten, The History and Scoial Foundations of American Education, 2013).  Dame schools were 

not unique to the Southern colonies and could be found operating out of the homes of women 

who provided a very basic level of education while managing the household.  Students were 

provided with instruction in the alphabet, counting, and bible or religious study (Pulliam & Van 

Patten, The History and Scoial Foundations of American Education, 2013).   

In an effort to prepare sons for higher education in England, secondary schools, while 

sparse, developed in the Southern colonies.  Most provided a classical education, while some 

were focused on practical or commercial subjects (Pulliam & Van Patten, The History and Scoial 
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Foundations of American Education, 2013).  Originating in England, charity schools were 

organized by religious institutions with the purpose of educating orphans and paupers.  Even 

with the various models of education in the Southern colonies, there was little public support to 

organize an educational system.   

Schooling in the middle colonies was greatly influenced by the diversity of the 

population and by religious beliefs.  There were many different religions represented by the 

population, with schools’ being opened as new residents immigrated to the middle colonies 

(Pulliam & Van Patten, The History and Scoial Foundations of American Education, 2013).  

Schools that could be found in the middle colonies included academies, Latin grammar schools, 

common schools, and institutions of higher learning.  Given that many of the middle colonies 

were urban areas, there were more opportunities for children to attend schools.  Academies were 

developed to provide vocational education, with practical subjects’ being the predominant 

offerings (Pulliam & Van Patten, The History and Scoial Foundations of American Education, 

2013).   

Latin grammar schools were the stepping-stone to a college education.  Sectarian in 

nature, the teachers were clergy who had the sole responsibility of serving as teachers (Pulliam & 

Van Patten, The History and Scoial Foundations of American Education, 2013).  A range of 

colleges were opened across the middle colonies, all of which were supported by a religious 

group.  No one group comprised the majority, so there was more opportunity available for 

colonists of differing religious beliefs (Pulliam & Van Patten, The History and Scoial 

Foundations of American Education, 2013).  The nature of the diverse population of the middle 

colonies and the influence of many religious groups afforded educational opportunities that did 

not exist for many in the Southern colonies or in New England.   
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Colonies in New England were the first to create laws that required education for 

children.  In 1647, the General Court of Massachusetts passed the Old Deluder Satan Act that 

required every town to set up a school or pay a neighboring town to educate its children (Pulliam 

& Van Patten, The History and Scoial Foundations of American Education, 2013).  Other laws 

that mandated education and educational funding were passed in 1648 in Dedham, 

Massachusetts, and in New Hampshire in 1693 (Pulliam & Van Patten, The History and Scoial 

Foundations of American Education, 2013).  Education in New England was the most religious 

of all of the colonial settlements.  The strong influence of Puritan beliefs and values led to the 

mandatory establishment of elementary schools.  The primary text used in schools was known as 

the New England Primer, and the lessons were taught using religious stories (Butler & Pyles, 

2008).  The organization of schools and management were left to local communities, creating the 

model of the present-day local school district.  The first universal schools, known as common 

schools, were developed in New England in the early 19th century (Tyack, Anderson, Cuban, 

Kaestle, & Ravitch, 2001).   

History of School Design 

Early colonial schools were not subject to oversight by any governmental agency or 

influenced by any standards for architecture and design.  With so many types of schools’ being 

managed by many different groups of people, it is not surprising that, by the mid-19th century, 

reformers began to speak publicly about the conditions of school buildings.  Henry Barnard 

(1851), a reformer and one of the early voices who expressed concern about school design, 

stated, “They are, almost universally, badly located, exposed to the noise, dust and danger of the 

highway, unattractive, if not positively repulsive in their external and internal appearance, and 

built at the least possible expense of material and labor” (p. 11).  Barnard was an attorney and 
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member of the Connecticut House of Representatives; he also served as secretary of the Board of 

Commissioners of Common Schools.   

Horace Mann, also an educational reformer, developed an early model of a standard 

adequate classroom (Baker, 2012).  Mann was a leader of the Common School movement and 

wrote extensively about the need for a standard adequate classroom, which, for him, included 

rows of desks, windows, and other amenities (Baker, 2012).  Common schools were free schools 

that were paid for by local property taxes, and the need for such schools was great at the turn of 

the 19th century as the Industrial Revolution came to the United States.   

Schools built during the late 19th and early 20th centuries were standardized and able to 

support the education of large numbers of students.  The quality of schools, as related to 

ventilation, heating, air quality, and lighting, was a common consideration in school design.  

School designers and reformers began to plan for the provision of heat, fresh air, and the 

maximization of the available window space to allow light to enter the schools (Baker, 2012). 

During the progressive era (1930–1945), the Public Works Administration built many 

schools across the country, and the Open Air School movement began to take hold (Baker, 

2012).  These schools emphasized light, air, ease of movement, and the use of outdoor space.  By 

the mid-1930s, architects and educational leaders began to write about the need to rethink school 

design.  In addition, the National Council on Schoolhouse Construction was formed, with the 

goal of standardizing school facility management and construction (Baker, 2012).   

The post-World War II boom (1945–1960) brought the need for significant school 

construction.  With a massive increase in the school-aged population, $20 billion was spent on 

school construction from the end of World War II through 1964 (Baker, 2012).  With such a 

demand for school construction, design became utilitarian and focused on efficiency.  In an effort 
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to limit costs, the traditional school designs of the early periods were pushed aside, creating 

facilities with many more limitations than the older, grander schools built during the Great 

Depression. 

During the “impulsive period” of school design (1960–1980), declines in enrollment 

began to affect school construction (Baker, 2012).  It was during this period, however, that 

researchers began to explore the link between school facilities and the learning process (Baker, 

2012).  In the 1980s, overall continuing enrollment declines and a shift to a much more 

conservative approach to schooling and school facility funding led to a focus on keeping schools 

operating at a minimal level (Kennedy, 2003).  This also was the time of portable classrooms’ 

being used as a remedy to shifting patterns of school enrollment.  Student movement from urban 

areas to more suburban communities led to a need for quick solutions to space problems.  By the 

1990s, widespread problems with portable classrooms, as related to air quality, including the 

prevalence of toxins, and general inadequacy, led to new priorities for communities.  Coupled 

with a focus on energy efficiency and environmental design, new standards for schools were 

created (Baker, 2012).   

The dawn of the 21st century brought with it tremendous pressures for rethinking school 

design.  Emerging technologies and a focus on skills and strategies, in addition to content 

acquisition, have created a need for new kinds of schools and learning spaces (Kennedy, 2003).   

Changing Patterns in Schools 

 School designs have shifted over time based on a variety of societal factors.  The one-

room schoolhouse led to the common school, which was followed by the factory model, or egg 

crate school, and then the open school movement.  In recent years, small learning communities 

have become the model for school design. 
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One-Room Schoolhouse 

Found across the country in rural areas, the one-room schoolhouse was the primary place 

for the delivery of schooling for those who did not live in urbanized areas.  Approximately 70% 

of the public school buildings in existence in the United States just after World War I were one-

room schoolhouses (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2007).  While there were still many in existence in 

the early 20th century, that number declined quite rapidly.  Between 1930 and 1960, the number 

of one-room schoolhouses declined from 149,282 to 20,213 (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2007).  By 

2002, there were just 366 one-room schoolhouses in existence in the United States (Pulliam & 

Van Patten, 2007).   

The one-room schoolhouse was the location for the schooling of all children in a 

particular geographic area.  Schools were multi-aged, with the youngest students being taught in 

the same room as the oldest and more advanced students.  One teacher led the classes with a 

focus on rote memorization and recitations of learned materials.  The one-room American 

schoolhouse accommodated typically between 50 and 100 students (Hille, 2011). 

One-room schoolhouses have similar design characteristics and available facilities.  

Although materials were dependent on the region in which they were located, most schools were 

rectangular in shape, with a door, windows, and a fireplace for heating the school (Kauffman, 

1997).  It was the responsibility of the families of students to supply the wood for heat.  

Although the windows in some schools had the ability to open and allow fresh air to enter, 

ventilation was poor.  The quality of the wood used to heat the schools had a significant impact 

on the air quality, as some wood produced more smoke than others (Kauffman, 1997).  Although 

there was some concern about the quality of school facilities in the 18th century, it was not until 

the mid-19th century, when laws mandating school attendance were enacted, that communities 
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began to express serious concern about the quality of school facilities.  By 1850, numerous 

books had been published about the design and construction of school facilities (Kauffman, 

1997). 

Common School and Factory Model School (Egg Crate) 

As the Secretary of Education for the state of Massachusetts in the 1830s and 1840s, 

Horace Mann visited over 1,000 schools in a six-year period (Tyack et al., 2001).  His careful 

examination of the school facilities and educational programs revealed that most were 

inadequate, with terrible conditions and poor instruction.  Noting in many reports that poor 

lighting, heating, and ventilation, along with uncomfortable benches, were detrimental to the 

learning process, Mann proposed a new system of free schools that would come to be known as 

common schools.  The ideal of the common school was that social and economic improvement 

would be made through education (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2007).  The schools were planned to 

serve boys and girls and were to be high quality and able to serve both poor and wealthy 

students.  Funded by the state through taxation, this new breed of schools shifted control from 

local communities to the state level.   

The standardization of common schools was evident in the designs brought forth by 

Horace Mann.  The standard adequate classroom called for rows of desks, windows on two sides 

of each classroom, and items such as blackboards and textbooks (Baker, 2012).  Although the 

early days of the Common School movement brought the idea of standardized school design to 

the forefront, it was the onset of the Industrial Revolution that led to the rapid development of 

common schools in urban areas.  As the 19th century progressed, enrollment grew, and the need 

for an educated working class was paramount to the nation.  Many schools were quickly 

constructed using the design principles of the common school but with the ability to house many 
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students.  The term factory model took hold as designers modeled schools after the factories of 

the Industrial Revolution.  Large standardized spaces that housed as many students as possible 

created the ideal for the time (Baker, 2012). 

Open Schools 

A shift in education to a more progressive approach originated in British public 

elementary schools following the end of World War II.  Known as the Open Classroom 

movement, it spread to the United States in the early 1970s (Cuban, 2004).  With a goal of 

providing fluid space that fostered individual learning environments, open classrooms were 

planned to encourage the growth and nurturing of each individual child, no matter the specific 

areas of interest (American Association of School Administrators, 1971).  In response to public 

outcry about the failure of the public school system, open classrooms were designed to reignite 

creativity among students.  In this regard, Silberman (1970) stated, “Schools can be humane and 

still educate well.  They can be genuinely concerned with gaiety and joy and individual growth 

and fulfillment without sacrificing concern for intellectual discipline and development.  They can 

be simultaneously child-centered and subject- or knowledge-centered” (p. 28).   

Connecting instructional approach with physical design, open schools were created to 

facilitate learning that was individual and that followed at one’s own pace.  Visually attractive 

spaces that were flexible and adaptable, open classrooms fostered a less restrictive and less rigid 

learning environment (American Association of School Administrators, 1971).  An important 

foundational principle of open school design was that of uncommitted space.  Traditional schools 

were designed with dedicated classrooms and locations for specialty classes, with all as 

permanent structures.  Alternatively, open schools were designed with less committed space and 
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more flexible and open spaces.  In the mid-1970s, the Open School movement in the United 

States had peaked (Cuban, 2004).   

Critics of public education argued that, as a result of lower standards and violence, 

schools were failing society and began pointing to the Open School movement as a significant 

driving factor.  The shifting political landscape to a more conservative perspective led for calls to 

change public education.  The Open School movement was largely ignored in the debate, as 

there was a major emphasis on returning to the core basics of education. 

Small Learning Communities 

The factory model, or egg crate school, that was an outgrowth of the common school 

became the standard for school design and construction, particularly in urban areas.  Large 

schools that serve several thousand students were common across the nation and still exist in 

many communities today.  Often, the largest school in a community is the high school (Havens, 

2010). 

When the report A Nation at Risk, prepared for the Federal Department of Education, was 

published in 1983, academic underperformance was a major theme of the text (Partnership for 

21st Century Skills, n.d.).  Citing low scores on international exams, declining scores on the 

SAT, and an unprepared work force, the call for reform was loud and public.  In the years since, 

there have been many attempts to reorganize public education and to promote options for 

communities.  Vouchers, charter schools, and the management of education by politicians and 

business executives all have been tried and are currently being used in communities today.  One 

important reform is the Small School movement, also known as the Small Learning Community 

movement (Oxley, 2007). 
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In recent years, often, a component of reform plans for urban areas under mayoral 

control, the Small School, or Small Learning Community, movement has received much support 

from private foundations.  In a five-year period, the Gates Foundation awarded $1 billion in 

grants for small schools (Hill, 2006).  With such support available to communities, there have 

been explorations into various models of small learning communities.  A natural outgrowth of 

varying models of small schools, the central identifying feature of a small learning community is 

the organization of a larger, traditional high school into smaller units (Oxley, 2007).  This shift in 

school design began with houses and schools-within-schools in the 1960s, moving to magnet 

schools, career academies, and mini-schools in the 1970s; charter schools in the late 1980s; and, 

currently, small learning communities (Oxley, 2007). 

Dewey (1938) wrote about the relationship between school design, schooling itself, and 

the learning process long before many others: 

The limitation that was put upon outward action by the fixed arrangements of the typical 

schoolroom, with its fixed rows of desks and its military regimen of pupils who were 

permitted to only move at certain fixed signals, put a great restriction upon intellectual 

and moral freedom.  Straightjacket and chain-gang procedures had to be done away with 

if there was to be a chance for growth of individuals in the intellectual springs of freedom 

without which there is no assurance of genuine and continued moral growth. (p. 61) 

Although Horace Mann’s standard adequate classroom was designed to bring change to 

the uncomfortable, ill equipped one-room schoolhouses that existed across the country, the focus 

was on comfort and the environment.  Dewey, however, considered the issues of classroom 

design, instructional practices, and student learning.  There was no significant, systematic change 

in school and classroom design at this time.  Although it took many years for these ideas to begin 
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to take hold, there certainly is a modern-day movement of shifting from large schools to small 

learning communities (Page, Layzer, Schimmenti, Bernstein, & Horst, 2002).   

Small learning communities are created by introducing the feeling of smallness into an 

existing facility that houses a large school and can be operationalized by various models, 

including academies, houses, schools-within-a-school, magnet schools, and alternative 

scheduling (Page et al., 2002).  Academies or career academies are programs within a high 

school that have a specific focus that is most commonly geared to a career or occupation.  

Houses are groupings of students across levels connected to a specific group of teachers who 

follow a customized set of rules and procedures within a larger comprehensive school.  Schools-

within-a-school are smaller individual schools that operate autonomously, occupy the campus of 

a large comprehensive school, and share many resources offered by the traditional school 

facility.  Magnet schools have a core focus and typically attract students from a large area.  

Alternative scheduling, while not a physical model of a small learning community, shifts the 

programming of a school by providing larger blocks of time for classes while reorganizing the 

school day and year.  Each of these models differs in multiple ways, yet the core premise of the 

small learning community concept is to personalize the educational experience by enabling 

students to form relationships that bind them to school while creating coherent instructional 

programs that are supported by effective teams (Oxley, 2007). 

Linking School Design with Academic Achievement 

Consideration of the impact of school design and facilities on students has been part of 

the discourse in education in the United States for many years.  Horace Mann and Henry 

Barnard, two early champions of public education, wrote extensively about the need for adequate 

school facilities.  For many years, the discussion focused on providing students with appropriate 
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air quality, heating and ventilation, lighting, and general comfort.  Additionally, the importance 

of the link between school facilities and the educational program has been recognized for many 

years, although sometimes ignored for a multitude of reasons (Blair, 1998).  Recently, 

researchers have begun to study the impact of school facilities on student academic performance.  

Neilson and Zimmerman (2011), in conjunction with the Institute for the Study of Labor, 

examined the effects of school construction on a community.  Looking specifically at test scores, 

school enrollment, and home prices, the authors found that school construction led to increases in 

all areas (Neilson & Zimmerman, 2011).  Further, in their study of the New Haven Public School 

District and its 15-year $1.4 billion school construction program, they presented some reasons 

for the positive impact on the factors analyzed, including “(1) the direct effect of new facilities 

on pedagogy, (2) effects on student and teacher motivation, and (3) effects of student and parent 

motivation and investment in academic production at home” (p. 2).  As shown in the study of the 

New Haven Public School District by Neilson and Zimmerman, there is evidence to support the 

effect of school construction on academic performance.   

Other researchers have examined facility attributes and the impact on academic outcomes 

in public schools.  From 1998 to 2012, the National Clearinghouse for Educational Facilities 

(NCEF) provided a venue to disseminate important research about school design and 

construction.  As a subsidiary of a non-governmental, non-profit organization authorized by 

Congress to serve as a source for localities, NCEF, unfortunately, is no longer able to provide 

research due to lack of funding.  Fortunately, 19,000 archived records are still available for use 

(Baker, 2012). 

School facilities have an impact on the learning process.  The ability for students to 

perform in school is affected by spatial configurations, noise, heat, cold, light, and air quality 
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(Schneider, 2002).  Additionally, research has shown that factors in the school facility affect 

attention, motivation, retention, learning, and academic achievement (Scott-Webber, Strickland, 

& Kapitula, 2014).  A classroom design that supports active learning increases student 

engagement when compared to a traditional classroom environment (Scott-Webber, Strickland, 

& Kapitula, 2014).  Students and teachers reported that classroom design had a significant 

impact on the following areas: collaboration, focus, active involvement, opportunity to engage, 

in-class feedback, real-life scenarios, physical movement, stimulation, comfort, and enrichment 

(Scott-Webber, Strickland, & Kapitula, 2014).  A growing body of research is showing the 

effects of school design on the academic performance of students.  School districts and 

governmental agencies responsible for school design and construction now have compelling 

evidence to support future planning and projects. 

School Construction Spending 

School construction spending is dependent on many factors, including economic 

conditions, municipal budgets, tax revenues, tax levies, and, often, the shifting political winds.  

As an enterprise that is built on human capital and requires school district budgets that are 

allocated mainly to personnel costs, schools present a great challenge to communities in terms of 

budgeting and funding for school construction and facilities.  For many school communities, 

there is little funding available for school construction projects.  While many school districts 

have an annual capital budget that is a part of the whole school district budget, projects such as 

new school construction or large-scale renovation often require a bond and the assumption of 

debt by the school district.  It is common to see trends when examining school construction 

spending.  Often, this is related to matters out of the control of school districts and due to 

circumstances mentioned earlier, such as economic conditions, municipal budgets, tax revenues, 
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tax levies, and, often, the shifting political winds.  In the 20-year period from 1995 through 2014, 

there were several major shifts in school construction spending, showing peak spending that 

exceeded $20 billion and a low of just over $10 billion.  In the nine-year period from 2000 

through 2008, school construction spending remained at, above, or just below $20 billion 

(Abramson, 2015).   

Defining Student Engagement 

When considering the engagement level of students within the K–12 school environment, 

the focus has been placed on achievement, a sense of belonging, and positive behaviors (Taylor 

& Parsons, 2011).  There are various kinds of engagement seen in the research: academic, 

cognitive, intellectual, institutional, emotional, behavioral, social, and psychological (Taylor & 

Parsons, 2011).  Further, there are many factors that affect student engagement in school, 

notably, the proliferation of electronic devices, a high incidence of attention deficit 

disorder/attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, and social media and the constant connection 

with the world at large.  Engagement is considered to be a critically important factor in student 

success and one that must be accounted for when designing schools and classrooms (Scott-

Webber, Strickland, & Kapitula, 2014). 

In seeking to engage students in the learning process, Taylor and Parsons (2011) 

identified five key areas to be considered in the hope of changing the engagement levels of 

students: “(1) relevant learning opportunities, (2) technology-rich environments, (3) positive, 

challenging and open learning climates, (4) collaboration that is peer-to-peer and student-to-

teacher and (5) a culture of learning for all—students and teachers” (p. 26). 

While these five areas may seem basic to an educator in the 21st century, it should be 

noted that school facilities have the potential to promote or inhibit the creation of a learning 
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environment that makes any or all possible.  Scott-Weber et al. (2014) identified 12 active 

learning practices that promote greater student engagement:  

(1) collaboration, (2) focus, (3) active involvement, (4) opportunity to engage, (5) 

repeated exposure to material through multiple means, (6) in-class feedback, (7) real-life 

scenarios, (8) ability to engage ways of learning best, (9) physical movement, (10) 

stimulation, (11) feeling comfortable to participate, and (12) creation of an enriching 

experience. (p. 3) 

In regard to the role of student engagement in the learning process, current research 

indicates the significant impact of the learning environment on outcomes.  The literature shows 

that there is a current shift in facilities planning that is promoting schools and classrooms that are 

intentionally designed to create greater opportunity to engage students and to lead to higher 

academic performance (Nair, Fielding, & Lackney, 2009).   

Defining 21st-century Skills 

Wagner (2012) has written extensively on the skills needed for students to be successful 

in the 21st century.  Wagner (2012) defined them as the seven survival skills of “(1) critical 

thinking and problem solving, (2) collaboration across networks and leading by influence, (3) 

agility and adaptability, (4) initiative and entrepreneurship, (5) accessing and analyzing 

information, (6) effective written and oral communication, and (7) curiosity and imagination” (p. 

12). 

The Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21) was founded in 2002, bringing together 

business leaders, educational leaders, and policymakers to begin a national conversation about 

our nation’s readiness for the 21st century and the skills necessary for students to succeed in this 

new world.  In seeking to identify the critical skills needed for success in the 21st century, P21 
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created a document, Framework for 21st Century Learning, that incorporated the ideas and 

beliefs of teachers, education experts, and business leaders.  The framework defines and 

illustrates the skills and knowledge that students need to be successful in the working world.  

Organized into three main areas with corresponding subareas, the framework includes the 

following knowledge and skills (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, n.d.): (a) content knowledge 

and 21st-century themes, including English, reading or language arts, world languages, arts, 

mathematics, economics, science, geography, history, and government and civics; (b) learning 

and innovation skills, including creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem solving, 

and communication and collaboration; (c) information, media, and technology skills, including 

information literacy, media literacy, and information and communication technologies literacy; 

and (d) life and career skills, including flexibility and adaptability, initiative and self direction, 

social and cross-cultural skills, productivity and accountability, and leadership and responsibility 

Rethinking School Design and Creating 21st-century Schools 

In the 1970s and 1980s, when school enrollments were in serious decline and school 

budgets were reduced, buildings were shuttered, and school facilities were left in a state of 

disrepair.  The school enrollment increases of the 1990s led to community outcry, as schools 

were considered to be of poor quality, inequitable, and insufficient for children and learning 

(Sommerhoff, 2002).  As communities began to grapple with repurposing school buildings and 

building new structures to meet the enrollment demands, there began a shift in thinking about 

school design.  Sommerhoff explained, “Flexibility of form and function tops the list of 

educational design criteria, a reaction, perhaps, to the drama caused by school congestion at the 

beginning of the 1990s, as well as constantly changing technological demands and teaching 

styles” (2002, p. 31).  These sentiments seem to be the earliest in regard to the need to consider 
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technology and teaching styles that differ from the historical, single model of lecture that existed 

for many years in schools across the country.  With regard to a survey of school professionals, 

Sommerhoff stated:  

It’s no wonder since older facilities were built to accommodate turn-of-the-century 

teaching philosophy in which teachers lectured to kids in neat rows of straight-backed 

chairs.  Today, theories about teaching and learning demand classrooms have an 

adaptable layout, since teaching takes place in an infinite number of configurations: in 

small and large groups, with the teacher at the front or among students, as a hands-on 

experience or a laptop. (p. 31)   

Sommerhoff put forth the notion of creating school environments that match a demand created 

by a new world influenced by new technologies.   

In recent years, there have been a significant number of books and articles that promote 

the notion that the skills necessary to be successful in the 21st century do not match those 

required for previous generations of students.  In many of these publications, classic ideas around 

classroom design have shifted completely and led the way to a new collection of terms, such as 

learning streets, collaboration zones, studios, and workrooms (Pearlman, 2010).  Common in the 

literature is the approach that schools move away from environments designed to exclusively 

support teacher-directed whole-group instruction to spaces that support collaborative, learner-

centered workspaces.  Nair, Fielding, and Lackney (2009) described 20 learning modalities that 

the physical school must support:  

(1) independent study, (2) peer tutoring, (3) team collaboration, (4) one-on-one learning 

with teacher, (5) lecture format—teacher-directed, (6) project-based learning, (7) 

technology with mobile computers, (8) distance learning, (9) internet-based research, (10) 
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student presentation, (11) performance-based learning, (12) seminar-style instruction, 

(13) inter-disciplinary learning, (14) naturalist learning, (15) social/emotional/spiritual 

learning, (16) art-based learning, (17) storytelling, (18) design-based learning, (19) team 

teaching/learning, and (20) play-based learning. (p. 28) 

Nair et al. (2009) suggested that school leaders must conduct a careful examination of 

facilities to determine how many of the modalities can be supported by the existing design.  

Similarly, Pearlman (2010) stated: 

There is a growing recognition in the United States and other countries that 21st-century 

knowledge and skills not only build upon core content knowledge, but also include 

information and communication skills, thinking and problem-solving skills, interpersonal 

and self-directional skills, and the skills to utilize 21st-century tools, such as information 

and communication technologies. (p. 119) 

This movement toward the creation of learning environments that support the requisite 

skills and knowledge needed for success in the 21st century is growing, and although it is 

challenging to transform existing school facilities into such forward-thinking spaces, it is evident 

that architects and school leaders are taking note.  In fact, there is great hope for this 

transformation, according to Havens (2010), who noted, “Although midcentury modern high 

schools seem hopelessly outdated to the casual observer, they have the potential for openness 

and flexibility that makes them ideal candidates for renovation” (2010, p. 13).  There is great 

opportunity for schools to recreate learning environments and provide the flexibility, 

connectivity, and relevance to students and teachers in the 21st century.  Although there is a 

great body of research on the history of schooling in the United States and the patterns of school 

design, there is a need to develop a deeper understanding of the impact that school and classroom 
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design has on the teacher, learner, and the process of education.  How to equip school leaders 

with the requisite research to make sound, informed decisions about how to lead change in 

school design to better reflect the demands of 21st-century education is lacking in the current 

body of research. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of the study was to examine the intersection of instructional space and both 

students’ and teachers’ perceptions of their experience in that space.  This study involved an 

examination of a school-based project in which 4,000 sq. ft., comprising four traditional 

classrooms, were converted to a singular innovative learning space with multiple zones.  Using 

qualitative methods, I explored such factors as student engagement, teacher pedagogy, and the 

value of innovative space in contrast to that of the traditional classroom.  I requested permission 

to conduct the study at Suburban New York High School (see Appendix A), which was granted 

by the superintendent of schools; the approval of the Fordham University Institutional Review 

Board also was obtained (see Appendix B). 

To develop insight into the impact of the innovative instructional space design and the 

leadership challenges in creating such spaces, I conducted interviews with students, teachers, 

staff developers, and school administrators.  Additionally, observational data were collected to 

provide a description of the space and the actions of both students and teachers during 

instructional time.  The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How does the use of innovative instructional space affect student levels of engagement? 

2. How does the learning experience change when working in the innovative instructional 

space versus a traditional classroom? 

3. How do teachers describe the level of student engagement when in the innovative 

instructional space? 

4. How does teacher pedagogy differ in the innovative instructional space versus a 

traditional classroom? 
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5. How does the innovative instructional space affect the teacher experience? 

6. How do leaders create community support for a shift to the use of innovative instructional 

spaces? 

7. How do leaders and staff developers provide support to teachers to prepare to teach in the 

innovative instructional space? 

In seeking to develop a meaningful understanding of the role of space in the learning 

process, I sought to explore the perspective of individuals (Creswell, 2009).  This was 

accomplished through a qualitative methodology (Patton, 1980).  Qualitative research provides 

researchers with the ability to make meaning by describing and explaining particular actions and 

behaviors, as witnessed in the natural environment.  Interviewing and observing students and 

teachers in both the innovative instructional space and the traditional classroom allowed me to 

develop an understanding of how influential space and design are to the learning process.  The 

consent forms for the interviews (informed consent parent permission letter, informed consent, 

and short assent for a child or youth) are found in Appendix C. 

Qualitative Research 

In designing a study, the researcher must choose either a quantitative or qualitative 

research methodology or a combination of the two methodologies.  Quantitative methods are 

used investigate relationships and to study cause and effect.  Complex data collection processes 

are used to understand the relationship between data and assumptions (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2012).  Quantitative research relies heavily on linear attributes, measurements, and statistical 

analysis (Stake, 2010).   

In contrast, qualitative methods enable the researcher to explore and understand the 

meaning that individuals develop from an experience (Creswell, 2009; Stake, 2010).  Qualitative 
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research is focused on the perspectives of participants as a means to develop a deep 

understanding while emphasizing description, exploration, and discovery (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2012).  Ethnographic in nature, data are collected over time in the environment that is the focus 

of the research.  Seeking to develop meaning through questioning and observation of 

participants, the researcher uses various approaches to elicit information.  In this way, qualitative 

study is interpretive, experiential, situational, and personalistic (Stake, 2010).   

The common characteristics of qualitative research include a natural setting, the 

researcher as a key instrument, multiple methods, complex reasoning, a focus on participants’ 

meaning, emergent design, reflexivity, and the reporting of a holistic account (Creswell, 2013).  

Qualitative research is constructivist in its paradigm and multiple genres of inquiry, including 

case study, grounded theory, ethnography, hermeneutics, narrative inquiry, phenomenology, and 

action research (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  

Qualitative research is grounded in inquiry and focused on developing insight through the 

positing of a problem, issue, or question (Merriman, 1988).  In qualitative research, data 

collection is conducted using various models, including observation, surveys, interviews, focus 

groups, and document review (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  Once data collection is complete and 

a thick, rich body of data has been gathered, the analysis of the data is based on various methods.  

The data are studied for themes and patterns in an effort to identify holistic findings.  In this 

study, interviews, observations, and document analysis enabled me to develop insight into the 

impact of innovative instructional spaces on students, teachers, and the learning process. 
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Triangulation 

Triangulation enables the researcher to be more confident about the meaning of the data 

(Stake, 2010), and the additional checking serves to confirm meaning or to suggest further 

examination of data (Stake, 2010).  In this study, in an effort to ensure validity and reliability, 

triangulation included interviews, observations, and document collection and analysis. 

Reliability and Validity   

Seeking the voices of participants to develop meaning is a primary goal of qualitative 

research, and the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the data is a critical feature (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007).  With a focus on validity and reliability, the researcher must employ strategies to 

document accuracy (Creswell, 2013).  Termed validation strategies by Creswell, qualitative 

researchers apply the following, as appropriate, in an effort to document the accuracy of their 

study: (a) prolonged engagement and persistent observation, (b) triangulation, (c) peer review, 

(d) negative case analysis, (e) clarifying researcher bias, (f) member checking, (g) rich, thick 

description, and (h) external audits.   

As an assistant superintendent in the school district that is the focus of this study, and as 

one of the contributing designers and developers of this innovative concept, I may exhibit bias in 

my perceptions of the interviews, observations, and even analysis of the data.  To counteract 

potential bias, the process of triangulation was used.  Through questioning, observation, and 

document analysis, I explored the concept of the effect of innovative space on student 

engagement and both students’ and teachers’ experience of school. 

Interviews 

By conducting interviews, the researcher seeks to learn the perspective of both students 

and teachers.  There are three types of interviews used for gathering data in qualitative research.  
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The informal conversational interview occurs through the natural flow of an interaction whereby 

questions are generated in a spontaneous manner (Patton, 1980).  An advantage of this method is 

that, in each interview, the researcher has the ability to personalize questions and adjust them 

based on the individual participant.  A disadvantage is that the data collected can be very 

difficult to organize and manage, as it may be wide ranging.  The general interview guide 

approach involves the exploration of a general set of topics.  No set interview questions are 

prepared in advance, and the guide serves as an outline or checklist to ensure that all topics are 

discussed (Patton, 1980).  An advantage of the general interview guide is that, by organizing and 

preparing the topics to be explored in advance, the interview may be more efficient and 

systematic.   

Similar to the informal conversational interview, a disadvantage of the general interview 

guide is the challenge of organizing and managing the wide range of data.  In the standardized 

open-ended interview approach, the interview questions are written out in advance and are posed 

in the exact wording and sequence to all participants (Patton, 1980).  An advantage of the 

standardized open-ended interview is that it ensures that the same information is gathered from 

each participant in exactly the same way.  The data gathered are more organized and easier to 

analyze, and the approach allows for multiple interviewers to gather data from participants 

without this negatively affecting the study.  A disadvantage of this method is the inability to 

explore any additional topics or issues.  Follow-up questions or any other topics of interest that 

are generated during the interview cannot be explored, as the questions are determined in 

advance and cannot be changed in response to a particular interviewee.  In this study, the general 

interview guide was used (see Appendix D).   
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Observations 

A second approach to gathering data was researcher observations in the innovative 

instructional space and in traditional classrooms at the high school.  The purpose of observation 

is to collect descriptive information about the setting, the people in the setting, the activities in 

which those people are engaged, and the perceptions of those observed (Patton, 1980).  

Observation data are valuable because the researcher can develop an understanding of a 

particular program or activity through detailed descriptions of what has occurred and how the 

people in the program respond.  Observations have at least five strengths.  First, through 

observation, the researcher gains a deeper understanding of context.  Second, the researcher 

gains firsthand experience and can be more discovery oriented in his or her research.  Third, the 

researcher may observe things that participants do not necessarily see as a result of their position 

as a participant in this setting.  Fourth, the researcher may notice and record information that 

participants may be unwilling to discuss in an interview.  Fifth, observations of multiple 

participants across a variety of interactions and activities provide rich data (Patton, 1980).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Three kinds of observation may be used in the collection of data: participant observation, 

field observation, and direct observation.  The participant observer is engaged in the activities 

that occur on site while collecting data.  “Thus the participant observer is fully engaged in 

experiencing the setting under study while at the same time trying to understand that setting 

through personal experience, observations, and talking with other participants about what is 

happening” (Patton, 1980, p. 207).  The main goal of participant observation is for the researcher 

to develop an understanding of the setting, participants, and actions (Glesne, 2011).  In this 

study, because the researcher is not a participating teacher, direct observation was used, and the 

parties were observed with informed consent, unlike the case in field research.  
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Documents 

Documents provide valuable information that may not be available through any other 

source.  Demographics, historical information, and personal experiential information may be 

found in documents (Glesne, 2011).  Documents serve as descriptive sources of how those 

deeply involved behave, make decisions, and think about their world (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

In this study, document analysis was used to gain an historical perspective of the origins of the 

innovative instructional space project.   

There are generally three types of documents: personal, official, and popular culture 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Personal documents are produced by and describe the actions of an 

individual.  Official documents are produced by organizations, such as a school or company.  

Popular culture documents include mainstream media, such as film, television, music, and the 

like.  Some documents may provide explicit factual detail, while others may provide descriptions 

from the perspective of the originator.  With such a wide range of material available, there is 

great variability in quality, and the researcher must take this into account when selecting 

documents for analysis.  

In this study, I gathered official and personal documents for analysis.  Official documents 

contained communications to the school community and informational materials about the 

innovative instructional space.  Timelines and relevant process documents were used to generate 

an understanding of the design and construction of the innovative instructional space.  Budgetary 

and financial documents were used to gather information about the costs required to create the 

innovative space.  Personal documents included reflections submitted to me by students and 

teachers as well as illustrative work samples from classes. 
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Data Analysis 

The initial stages of data analysis require that the researcher follow structured steps, 

beginning with an initial review and exploration of the data, to make meaning and sense out of 

the gathered data.  This is followed by: (a) developing categories, (b) developing descriptors for 

each category, (c) rereading and coding the data, (d) sorting and categorizing quotations, (e) 

reporting findings, and (f) interpreting findings (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012). 

There are a number of analytic methods in qualitative research, including thematic 

analysis, conversation analysis, narrative analysis, and semiotics (Glesne, 2011).  Thematic 

analysis is the search for patterns and themes and requires that data be categorized and coded 

(Glesne, 2011).  Conversation analysis is an exploration of conversations in an effort to draw out 

meaning in the natural progression of the conversation.  Narrative analysis is used when 

attempting to develop an understanding from how participants speak of their experiences 

(Glesne, 2011).  Semiotics is focused on the use of signs and symbols in communication and 

seeks to develop meaning through such communication methods (Glesne, 2011). 

Qualitative research often leads to the collection of a large volume of data in the form of 

transcripts, field notes, documents, audio, and video.  Technological advances have provided 

researchers with options for organizing and analyzing data through qualitative data software 

applications.  Qualitative data analysis software applications provide the researcher with the 

ability to complete many tasks in the analysis of the data, including transcription analysis, 

coding, text interpretation, recursive abstraction, content analysis, discourse analysis, and 

grounded theory methodology analysis.  The researcher provides the parameters for analysis 

through code labels, and the software provides a means for storing the data and easily accessing 

the codes (Creswell, 2013).   
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Qualitative data analysis software applications have certain advantages (Creswell, 2013).  

Files are organized and easily accessible to the researcher, and once the researcher has identified 

categories, material is easily located.  Concept mapping capabilities in the various commercial 

software applications provide the researcher with the ability to visualize relations across the data.  

There are also disadvantages to the use of qualitative data analysis software applications 

(Creswell, 2013).  Learning how to effectively use the software applications can be challenging, 

and some researchers feel distanced from the data when using a software application.  Further, 

the changing or moving around of information can be slowed down when attempting to adjust 

the software application.  The software application used for qualitative data analysis in this study 

was ATLAS.ti (Muhr, 2014). 

Participants 

The high school studied is located in the Northeast United States in a suburban 

community with high socioeconomic status and high levels of parental education.  With a 

population of 1,300 students in grades 9 through 12, the school has a reputation for a strong 

academic program, and nearly all students attend a four-year college upon graduation.  The 

median household income in the community is $202,000, with an average home price of 

$1,608,553.  The community has a very high concentration of college-educated professionals, 

and 85% of the population are Caucasian, 9% are Asian, 3% are Hispanic or Latino, 1% are 

African American, and 2% are multiracial.  Of the school population, 1% are eligible for a free 

or reduced-cost lunch.  The four-year graduation rate is 99%, with 95% of graduates attending a 

four-year college and 2%, a two-year college, as well as 1% who join the work force and 2% 

with unknown plans.   
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There are 110 teachers at the high school, all highly qualified under No Child Left Behind 

regulations.  The school has a highly experienced teaching staff, with only 1% with less than 

three years of teaching experience, and a highly educated teaching staff, with 72% with a 

master’s degree plus 30 additional graduate credits.  Use of the innovative instructional space is 

restricted based on participation in professional development that is designed to facilitate 

effective use of instructional methods in the innovative instructional space. 

Two administrators and three professional development staff were interviewed for the 

study.  There are six members of the staff development department, all of whom are former 

teachers with at least ten years of classroom teaching experience.  There are three assistant 

principals and one principal at the high school.  Additionally, there are two assistant 

superintendents, one superintendent, and one director of facilities, all of whom were highly 

involved in the development of the innovative instructional space. 

A total of 12 students and 9 teachers were randomly selected from the pool of students 

and teachers who regularly use the innovative instructional space to participate in interviews.  

Currently, 50 teachers and the students in their classes are users of the innovative instructional 

space. 

The innovative instructional space is 4,000 sq. ft. and was designed for daily instruction 

across all academic disciplines.  Flexible, comfortable seating provides opportunities for various 

kinds of collaboration, and state-of-the art technology allows for face-to-face and virtual 

connections.  Mobile easels, write-on walls, and tables that can function as dry erase boards 

allow for a wide range of teaching and collaboration activities.  There are no teacher or student 

desks.   
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The traditional classroom provides a desk for each student as well as a teacher computer 

and projection system.  Student seating involves either a desk and a chair or a one-piece unit that 

provides a chair and a rigid surface for books.  Each traditional classroom has a teacher desk and 

either a chalkboard or dry erase board at the front of the room. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

RESULTS 

The intent of this study was to examine the intersection of instructional space design on 

both student engagement and perceptions of school.  The goal was to identify the impact of 

innovative learning space design on the engagement of students and the perceptions of school by 

students.  Crucial components included the development of an understanding of students’ 

perceptions and engagement levels as well as teachers’, administrators’, and staff developers’ 

perceptions of how students engage in both traditional and innovative learning spaces.  This 

chapter includes a description of the participants and the school involved in the study, followed 

by presentation of findings based on data from the interviews, observations, and documents.   

Participants included two school administrators, three staff developers, nine teachers, and 

12 students.  The administrators selected were the high school principal and superintendent of 

schools, as both were involved in the creation of the innovative learning space.  The teachers 

selected were all volunteers who regularly teach classes in the innovative learning space and in 

traditional learning spaces.  The students were volunteers who were selected using a snowball 

technique.  All participants willingly shared their opinions, beliefs, perceptions, and reflections 

regarding their experiences in both traditional and innovative learning spaces.  Participants and 

the public information officer of the school district provided documents about the innovative 

learning space.  To keep the data confidential, the names of all participants and the name of the 

school were changed.  A coding system was used to keep the data organized and was used to 

indicate participants or documents. For the purpose of this study, the following codes were used: 

S for student, T for teacher, SD for staff developer, A for administrator, and D for document. 
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School Background 

Suburban New York High School is a public high school located in the Northeast United 

States in a suburban community with high socioeconomic status and high levels of parental 

education.  With a population of 1,300 students in grades 9 through 12, the school has a 

reputation for a strong academic program, and nearly all students attend a four-year college upon 

graduation.   

In February 2014, Suburban New York High School opened an innovative instructional 

space, designed for instruction and classes in all curricular areas.  The innovative instructional 

space comprises 4,000 sq. ft. converted from a traditional classroom into a singular learning 

space with multiple zones.  The innovative instructional space is outfitted with varying types of 

furniture, offering students and teachers a variety of comfortable seating options along with 

bright color schemes and the ability to write on wall surfaces and to reconfigure the furniture in 

the space with ease.  The innovative instructional space is equipped with 60 Chromebooks, 12 

laptops, eight iMacs, a video conferencing station, and the ability to wirelessly project 

documents from any device in six different locations.  Use of the innovative instructional space 

by teachers is restricted based on participation in professional development that is designed to 

facilitate effective use of instructional methods in the innovative instructional space. 

Findings 

 Each day at Suburban New York High School, students attend classes and fulfill 

requirements in English, History, Mathematics, Science, Foreign Language, Physical Education, 

Health, Visual and Performing Arts, and Technology.  Students attend most classes in 

classrooms of approximately 850 sq. ft., with the exception of laboratories, gymnasiums, 

theaters, and an innovative learning space.  The development of the innovative instructional 
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space was an initiative supported by the school district, the local board of education, and the 

local school foundation.  An article about the innovative instructional space provides the 

intention of the initiative, an initial description of the planned features, and the instructional 

goals of the project: 

This initiative will provide educational opportunities to further the development of 

creative thinking, problem solving, communication, and leadership skills needed to better 

prepare our students for college and the transformational jobs of the future.  Features of 

the Learning Lab include the appropriate space and technology to support independent 

study, small and large group instruction, team collaboration, project-based learning, and 

presentations. (Document [D] 01)  

The principal of Suburban New York High School and the superintendent of the 

Suburban Central School District both spoke of the innovative instructional space as a vehicle to 

bring innovative teaching methods to the instructional program.  From documents provided by 

the school district, which describe the innovative instructional space to the community, one can 

see the importance of the project.  In an article written near the completion of the innovative 

instructional space, the school administration discussed the purpose of the space: 

The Innovative Instructional Space—What Is It? 

 An instructional space designed to facilitate project/problem-based curriculum, promote 

the use of 21st-century skills, and foster collaboration among students and faculty. 

 A studio to re-think the use of space, time, and technology in education. 

 A resource for Suburban New York High School students, faculty, the district, and the 

Suburban New York community. (D05) 
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By January 2016, after nearly two years of being open, 50 teachers, at a capacity of nearly 75% 

of the available time slots for classes, were using the innovative instructional space.   

How Innovative Instructional Space affects Student Engagement 

 According to the superintendent of the Suburban Central School District, student 

engagement should not be confused with compliance.  The superintendent spoke of challenging 

students with work that is of high cognitive demand.  She stated that one can look quickly into a 

classroom and see a room full of students, sitting at their desks, busily copying notes during a 

lecture, but completely disengaged while being fully compliant.  She described how students 

engage in the space:  

They are lying down, sitting up, falling off chairs, but at the same time, they’re very, very 

engaged, highly engaged.  They’re writing on walls, they’re writing more on white walls 

than they are on glass.  They’re laughing, though not loud, but they are interacting in very 

productive ways.  Some of them are working quietly, some of them are just working at a 

computer, but they are free to get up to walk around, and they do that.  You see them 

walking, going over and talking to their neighbor, coming back.  Intensely engaged.  

Honestly, I don’t know that I have ever seen a group of students not engaged in 

something in the iLab. (Administrator [A] 02) 

Similarly, the principal spoke of the level of student engagement in the innovative 

instructional space as compared to the traditional classroom.  He noted that, in a traditional 

classroom, a student might be paying attention in a class while not engaging in the work in a 

meaningful way.  In the innovative instructional space, he saw both attention and engagement: 

If you walk into traditional classrooms in the school, you would see a very high level of 

attention paid by students.  When you are in the innovative instructional space, you see  
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the attention, and you see the engagement.  You can almost literally hear the students 

thinking more. (A01) 

A staff developer noticed that students often worked collaboratively in the innovative 

instructional space and demonstrated a high level of engagement.  She noted that, although there 

is furniture that might lead students to fool around and be off task, she did not see that 

happening.  She spoke of students’ engaging with each other and with their teacher: 

I noticed a pretty high level of engagement in the innovative instructional space when 

kids are sent off to do some stuff, whether it is reading, whether it is working on a 

project, whether it is to do research.  There’s something that they clearly understand that 

they’re working toward, and, yeah, they’re engaged with other kids, they’re engaging 

with their teacher.  It’s not the norm to see kids fooling around with the chairs on wheels.  

I would say that it is pretty minimal, and the engagement level of kids is pretty high. 

(Staff Developer [SD] 01) 

When speaking of student engagement in the innovative instructional space versus in the 

traditional classroom, every teacher commented that students were more engaged in the 

innovative space.  They attributed the engagement to a variety of factors, such as comfort, the 

appealing environment, access to technology, ability to make choices, and ability to collaborate.  

One teacher shared the reasons that she thought that students were more engaged in the 

innovative instructional space: 

My experience has been positive in the various different classes that I’ve taught.  Part of 

it might be attributed to just the novelty of it at the beginning.  I think some of it was the 

kids were excited to be here and thought it was special that they were here.  So they 
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wanted to, you know, they were more engaged perhaps in what I was doing because of 

the atmosphere, the new atmosphere that they were in. (Teacher [T] 05) 

In addition, teachers saw a connection between what was possible in the innovative 

instructional space from a pedagogical standpoint and the level of student engagement as 

compared to a traditional classroom.  One teacher, in a direct comparison between the two kinds 

of spaces, expressed her thinking about the level of student engagement: 

Okay.  Straight comparison.  Deeper level of student engagement in the innovative 

instructional space compared to the regular classroom.  More creative thinking, I think, is 

done in the innovative instructional space than in the traditional classroom.  Ways to, 

there are more ways to target different learners in the innovative instructional space than 

in the regular classroom. (T04)  

Students were clear about feeling more engaged when attending classes in the innovative 

instructional space.  They expressed a variety of reasons, including the available technology, fun 

furniture, variety of areas in which to work, ability to work in small groups, and ability to work 

independently.  One student spoke of the possible distraction that comes from the bright walls 

and fun furniture as well as her feeling that the level of student engagement in the space is 

deeper: 

It’s definitely a different vibe from a traditional classroom setting because here you have 

bright walls and then the fun furniture; and while that can be a distraction for some 

students, I think, for the most part, it does provide a deeper level of engagement among 

the majority of students. (Student [S] 01) 

Another student spoke of the ability to find “your own little space” in the iLab and how that 

played a role in the engagement level in the innovative instructional space: 
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I think that, instead of just breaking into groups and spreading yourselves among a 

classroom, you kind of have your own little space, and you are not being distracted by 

other groups and other people.  And I think that really helps with the focus and also the 

engagement because if you are able to be focused more easily, then you are also able to 

be more engaged more easily. (S07) 

In the interviews, students also mentioned the notion of distraction.  In most cases, they 

spoke of expecting to be distracted in the innovative instructional space, as there are often 

multiple classes that are using the space.  They also seemed surprised that they were not 

distracted in the innovative instructional space, as it offered many different options for working.  

Almost every student spoke of the small conference rooms as a place to be highly engaged and 

highly productive.  One student noted:   

I am more focused and more engaged in the innovative instructional space.  I find that the 

other classes being in the innovative instructional space isn’t really a distraction to me.  I 

remember last year there was a LIFE [Learning Interdependently From Experience] 

school class going on in the innovative instructional space, a big class that was not like a 

quiet class or anything, at the same time as my English class.  They were right next to us, 

but it didn’t seem to be as shocking because you couldn’t really see them because of the 

way the innovative instructional space is spaced.  Same with hearing them; it wasn’t 

really an issue because of the spacing of the innovative instructional space. (S07) 

Many students commented about the impact of the furniture on their level of engagement 

in the innovative instructional space.  With regard to the traditional classroom, they spoke of the 

same desk and hard chair for everyone and of sitting in rows and of not moving or being 

physically active.  Regarding the innovative instructional space, they spoke of having seating 
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choices that were comfortable and of choosing to sit at a table, on a bouncy chair, on a beanbag 

“Fat Boy,” or in a small conference room.  According to one of the students: 

I think that engagement is more to me driven by the furniture here, which is not your 

typical classroom furniture, if you look around at the bouncy chairs and couches.  I think 

it’s that excitement that makes students more engaged and want to be in here and want to 

learn. (S01) 

 Observations of classes in the innovative instructional space confirmed that students 

appeared to be more engaged than in the traditional classroom.  Students were on task and 

focused when working in the innovative instructional space.  Individually or as part of a group, 

students were highly engaged with the task or assignment.  When using mobile devices, students 

were working on assignments in the Google Classroom, sharing work on Chromecast, or 

conducting research.  No students engaged in off-task behaviors or used social networking sites.   

Change in the Learning Experience in the Innovative Instructional Space versus a 

Traditional Classroom 

Teaching and learning differ in an innovative instructional space as compared to a 

traditional learning space.  When looking at the layouts of both spaces, one may find it difficult 

to expect that the learning experiences can have much in common.  The innovative instructional 

space is filled with furniture that is found in corporate spaces, not in schools.  The traditional 

classroom space is filled with furniture that is very familiar, not too comfortable, and 

standardized.  At Suburban New York High School, furniture in traditional classrooms is 

uniform within each room, and traditional classrooms use two kinds of seating for students.  

Traditional classrooms have either a collection of single desks with hard plastic chairs or a 

combination desk that has a small desktop attached to a chair.  In the innovative instructional 
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space, there is an assortment of seating options for students, and not one is a desk or a classic 

combination desk.  Soft seating, comfortable club chairs, beanbags, office chairs on wheels, and 

bar-height stools offer students choices in seating.  One student spoke of the traditional 

classroom and how it felt: “I think, in a traditional classroom, we’re stuck in one place, and you 

go to the same desk every day.  You sit with the same people.  You don’t really get to diversify 

the opinions that you hear” (S01). 

The principal of the school, in speaking of the furniture in both spaces, made a point 

about the furniture in the traditional classroom: “Classrooms tend to be very institutionalized.  

You have one size of all of the same furniture, it’s all painted the same color, it’s all the same 

thing” (A01).  When describing the furniture in the innovative instructional space, the principal 

was clear about the difference: “A lot of different colors, different shapes, different things; it’s 

just more stimulating” (A01). 

One teacher shared a comment about the difference in expectations based on the space 

and design in a document provided by the school district: 

When you walk into a classroom, students have an expectation in their mind of what will 

happen: “I open my book and wait for the teacher to tell me what to do.”  Walking into 

the innovative instructional space, students don’t have that automatic default of what 

happens next. (D01) 

Another teacher shared his feelings about the difference in the learning experience when 

in the innovative instructional space as compared to the traditional classroom.  He spoke of 

focus, professionalism, efficiency, and the impact on the teacher’s ability to coach students:   

I think innovative instructional space classes are, have an atmosphere of more collegiality 

and professionalism amongst the kids.  There is more focus, much more efficient and 
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effective opportunities for coaching, for student collaboration and synthesis, for use of 

technology, to support all of that work, and it’s just a lot more efficient in general terms 

of getting kids started.  And it’s also the things of, you know . . . I never would have 

thought this before, but colors matter, lighting matters, windows matter, so I think the 

innovative instructional space has so many things in terms of the atmospherics that also 

enhance focus, energy, et cetera, that you don’t have in your regular classroom. (T03) 

The superintendent of the Suburban New York School District shared the content of a 

discussion that she had with a student about the innovative instructional space as related to 

comfort and the impact on thinking and productivity: 

I had one student say to me that, “This is the only place I can write my play because I feel 

so professional.  This is the one place I like to come because it’s bright, and I’m 

comfortable and I have a special spot where I can really think.” (A02) 

Another teacher shared her thinking about the seating options in both spaces: 

It’s not super comfy like home, but it is much more comfortable.  And some of the kids, 

they are different sizes and shapes.  Some of the kids don’t fit that well in a desk.  It is 

not that comfortable all day. (T06) 

A student compared the seating in both kinds of spaces and described how the furniture 

affected how she felt in classes: 

When I’m in the innovative instructional space, it feels really comfortable, and I can 

adjust very easily.  I am able to sit wherever I want to sit and just relax, whereas in a 

classroom, I have to sit in the assigned seat, fixed chairs, and maybe not as comfortable. 

(S11) 
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Comfort was a factor mentioned by students, teachers, administrators, and staff 

developers as having an impact on the student experience in the innovative instructional space.  

Students specifically commented on the comfortable seating choices in the innovative 

instructional space and how that helped them to focus and stay on task.  Teachers shared that 

students are more focused and engaged when attending classes in the innovative instructional 

space.  They were clear that students did not sit silently and compliantly in classes but, rather, 

that they would move throughout the space, interact with peers, and seek support from an adult.   

Observations of classes in session in the innovative instructional space showed that 

students did move frequently.  While they moved in the space, their interactions with other 

students were always focused on a task related to the work.  Sometimes, a student would get up 

from one seat and move to another one.  When this occurred, the student always chose a different 

kind of seat.  A teacher commented on the impact of comfort level in the innovative space on the 

students: 

It's also quite nice with the students to be able to, once they have the laptop, to spread out 

and sit in different configurations than they’re used to sitting in.  I think it makes them a 

little bit more comfortable, and, again, I think that they feel that they’re being treated a 

little bit more specially.  And so their actions really do seem to reflect that. (T05) 

Students spoke of the comfort level in the innovative instructional space versus the 

uncomfortable nature of the traditional classroom.  Most students commented on how everyone 

sat in the same uncomfortable, hard chair in the traditional classroom versus a choice of several 

kinds of comfortable chairs in the innovative instructional space.  One student spoke of the 

comfort factor as affecting his ability to focus: “Yeah, I can definitely see being more focused 
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because, you know, it’s more comfortable and probably makes me more relaxed and able to 

focus better” (S08). 

Another student spoke of the impact of comfort on her ability to focus and stay on task: 

But I don’t know.  Generally, when I’m more comfortable and I’m happier with what I’m 

doing, then I can just engage myself better as opposed to sitting in a classroom with a 

lecture.  I’m pulled towards taking out my homework and trying to do it, or study for 

another class, or just zoning out. (S07) 

Students report that innovative instructional spaces have a positive impact on the teacher-

student relationship, that they have more personal and individualized instruction, and that 

teachers are less authoritative and thereby create a deeper connection between students and 

teachers.  One student reported that the relaxed environment leads to a different dynamic 

between teachers and students: “It creates a relaxed environment, where the teacher is sitting in 

the same chair as you, and they are not elevated to be someone greater than you.  You have a 

mutual respect for each other, which is nice” (S05). 

More personalized individual instruction was discussed by many of the students.  One 

student shared the difference in how teachers present information in the innovative instructional 

space and how they interact with students: 

Usually, the teacher is just up at the smartboard giving the lesson, answering questions 

occasionally, but teaching off a set, a list, preplanned what they are going to say.  When 

they are in the innovative instructional space, I would say it is more of a conversation 

almost.  It’s not so much planned.  It’s more individualized because, usually, when you 

talk to a teacher in the innovative instructional space, it’s just you and the teacher because 

it is less class activity.  If it is in the classroom, teachers are almost harder to get a 
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more—teachers speak to the whole class and going off like a set PowerPoint, maybe 

answering a few questions here and there.  In the innovative instructional space, most of 

my experience is talking to my teacher, having like one one-on-one discussion regarding 

my work.  I think that is also a big benefit.  I think you get more talking to a teacher when 

it is just one-on-one; it’s more personalized to you. (S12) 

With regard to the connection between teachers and students differs in the innovative 

instructional space, one student spoke of how personalization of feedback changes the 

interactions: 

Now, instead of talking to the entire class, the teacher can circle around to the small 

groups and deliver much more personalized feedback or give much more personalized 

input to discussions that you might be having with your group, which I think runs itself to 

a more—the teacher is better able to connect with what you and your group mates are 

saying versus if he/she is delivering the same message to the entire class. (S04) 

Another student also spoke of having a more personal relationship with the teacher in the 

innovative instructional space: “They’re much more talking to you and explaining, and you have 

a more personal relationship, and there is not space separating you.  You feel like you are talking 

to a peer almost, and that is good” (S05).  

Another student compared the personal teacher-student interactions in the innovative 

instructional space versus the traditional classroom: 

Normally, it is just the teacher talking to you, whereas here, well, from my experience 

with my teacher, she would always be circling around and just meeting and spending 

more time with each group and us individually, whereas in the traditional classroom, I 
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wouldn’t say that I would have that time and that really personal engagement with the 

teacher.  Yeah, it is definitely more personal in here. (S01)  

A teacher mentioned that, in an article about the innovative instructional space provided 

by the school district, a student described the shift in the teacher-student relationship: “I feel 

more relaxed and less restricted when working in the innovative instructional space because the 

space encourages collaboration and breaks down the student-teacher wall” (D01).  Similarly, 

teachers reported that connections with student are different in the innovative instructional space.  

According to one teacher:   

I try to get to know all of my students on a little bit more of a personal level, but I think 

being in the innovative instructional space, you get to know them a little bit more, finding 

out who they are, and what their wants and desires are.  It is more telling inside the iLab. 

(T07) 

Teachers, administrators, staff developers, and students all spoke of the impact that the 

innovative instructional space is having on how students feel when attending classes.  They 

described students as feeling more like professionals in the space and acting in a more adult 

manner as a result.  Students voiced that they feel respected and treated like adult professionals 

in the innovative instructional space.  A teacher shared his thinking about the feeling of 

professionalism among students: “I think, first, for many kids, they feel like it is a more 

professional and purposeful space, so often times you will see a greater sense of professionalism 

among the kids, a greater sense of focus and purposefulness” (T03). 

A teacher quote taken from a descriptive article about the innovative instructional space 

provided by the school district further explained how students feel when working in the 

innovative instructional space: 
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My students tell me, “It’s like I’m at a job in an office on a design team. . . . I could work 

in here all day.”  The kids are more serious about what they are doing; they sit up 

straighter and feel more motivated, empowered, responsible, and inspired.  The students’ 

ability to focus in the innovative instructional space is a big positive. (D01) 

 Observations in the innovative instructional space confirmed what students, teachers, 

staff developers, and administrators were describing in their interviews.  Students were highly 

engaged in collaborative activities with peers and had individual interactions with teachers about 

their work.  Teachers took more of a coaching role in the innovative instructional space, serving 

as facilitators to students as they engaged in projects or problem-based tasks.  Teachers would 

deliver a mini-lesson at the beginning of a class then send students off to complete a task or 

conduct research, either individually or as part of a small group.  Students were given 

opportunities to present and share their work using technology that was available in the 

innovative instructional space.  Students were highly focused and very productive when working 

on their assignments.  

How Teachers Describe Student Engagement in the Innovative Instructional Space 

 Every teacher commented that students were more engaged in the innovative 

instructional space than in the traditional classroom.  They noted that students were more 

engaged with the work, their peers, and the teachers in both face-to-face and virtual interactions.  

They attributed the engagement levels to a variety of factors, such as the ability to collaborate 

with peers, the comfort of the furniture, the functionality of the technology, the active nature of 

instruction in the innovative instructional space, and the more student-centered learning.  

Similarly, administrators and staff developers noted that students were engaged at a deeper level 



58 

 

when attending classes in the innovative instructional space.  One teacher described the impact 

of the atmosphere on the level of student engagement: 

My experience has been positive in the various different classes that I’ve taught.  Part of 

it might be attributed to just the novelty of it at the beginning.  I think some of it was the 

kids were so excited to be here and thought that it was special that they were here.  So 

they wanted to, you know, they were more engaged perhaps in what I was doing because 

of the atmosphere, the new atmosphere that they were in. (T05) 

A staff developer, in describing how the activity level affects the student engagement, 

compared a traditional classroom to the innovative instructional space: 

So, I think the type of activity is promoting their engagement.  So, you could be . . . I’ve 

seen teachers have a similar lesson in their classroom—something—a teacher that had a 

lesson where kids were working on problem solving in a classroom with four desks put 

together, where it looked very, almost like sterile where they are sitting at their desk.  

They are working on their problems, and they are thinking through their own paper 

versus when they are in the innovative instructional space, sitting in the room with a 

whiteboard and the same lesson on a whiteboard, writing on the walls; they are more 

active.  There is more motion in their body throughout the process. (SD02)   

Another staff developer also commented on the student engagement level in the innovative 

instructional space: 

I noticed a pretty high level of engagement in the innovative instructional space when 

kids are sent off to do some stuff, whether it’s reading, whether it’s working on a 

projects, whether it’s to do research.  There is something that they clearly understand that 
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they’re working toward, and, yeah, they’re engaging with other kids—they’re engaging 

with their teacher. (SD01) 

 In an article about the innovative instructional space provided by the school district, a 

teacher described how students engage in the innovative instructional space and how they keep 

momentum going and tap into multiple modalities in the course of a class period: 

In the innovative instructional space, kids have the freedom to self-select into spaces that 

suit their learning style.  Some kids really like the small conference room as a space 

where they can be more focused.  The “writing walls” are a huge element . . . kids post a 

question or thought and let it sit or record what other kids are saying.  They can grab the 

mobile whiteboards and pull them to the cluster tables and record ideas.  There is a 

fluidity of ability to change modalities.  For example, some kids don’t like to type it out 

afterward.  The innovative instructional space creates a dynamic energy with no lag.  

Kids might “run out of steam” in one modality, but access to multiple ways to generate 

ideas keeps the momentum going. (D01) 

Another teacher described how students feel when they are given the opportunity to work 

in the innovative instructional space.  This teacher felt that, beyond taking their work more 

seriously, students feel more trusted and respected when working in the space: 

Coming in here means something.  It means we are doing something a little bit different.  

I use it primarily at the beginning and end of a project.  It’s very useful to bring kids here.  

When I introduce a project in a classroom briefly, I can bring them here and give them a 

chance to think about the project, talk to each other about the project, do a little research, 

do some preparation for the project in a different kind of space.  And they seem to take it 

more seriously.  They feel more trusted and respected when they get to be in a nicer 
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space.  And also the fact that I’m bringing them to a different space makes them 

understand that this is, there’s a reason for it. (T06) 

A teacher who works with a class of seniors in an advanced placement (AP) class who 

were using the innovative instructional space found the engagement level and focus of the 

students to be surprisingly high, especially considering that the AP exam had already been 

administered, and, thus, the main content of the course was completed.  In addition, the students 

were second-semester seniors who were just a short time away from high school graduation and 

had already been admitted to college.  One teacher noted: 

We primarily use the living room and the small rooms as available.  It gave kids the most 

flexibility between working individually for some period of time and then coming 

together as a group.  The kids, I thought, were remarkably focused throughout because 

these were primarily seniors, you know, post-AP, and I was really impressed with the 

degree to which they stayed on topics and produced some really good work. (T02) 

Another teacher, who had been teaching classes in the innovative instructional space 

since it first opened, seemed to expect that the novelty of the new space would wear off and that 

students would not continue to be more engaged and focused when working in the space.  To her 

surprise, she had not seen any drop-off in how the students engage in the innovative instructional 

space: 

And as I said, it definitely does change the way students perceive.  I think how they are 

being treated.  And they rise up and act accordingly.  And I think I said in the beginning 

that there was a novelty aspect of it.  But to tell the, to tell you the truth, you know, I have 

new classes every semester and some of my courses in, I haven’t seen that drop-off.  I 
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haven’t seen it like, “Oh yeah, this is, you know, whatever.  This is just a regular space.”  

They still feel like, “Oh cool, we’re in here, good.  We’re gonna use this.” (T05) 

A teacher who has taught extensively in the innovative instructional space since it opened 

spoke about the students’ having a different attitude when working in the space versus the 

traditional classroom:   

It’s very different than in the classroom primarily because the kids come in with a 

different attitude.  Kids seem more willing to take ownership of their work.  They are 

more physically active, and I think that lends itself to their being more alert.  And they 

have an enthusiasm that I sometimes see in the classroom, but not always. (T09) 

A student spoke of feeling different in the innovative instructional space and how it affects her 

focus: 

It does feel different.  I personally find it a little more interesting because I think it’s a 

little bit more of a fun place to work in, and I think that really helps us with our focus, 

where if we are enjoying ourselves, then we want to focus on the lesson more. (S02) 

 Observations in the innovative instructional space confirmed what students, teachers, 

staff developers, and administrators described in their interviews.  The level of student 

engagement was very high, with little to no observable off-task behaviors or actions.  When 

working individually or in collaborative groups, students were focused and productive.  In 

traditional classrooms, where the predominant mode of instructional delivery was lecture, many 

students engaged in off-task behaviors, using smartphones or mobile devices by visiting social 

media sites, “zoning out,” or completing work for other classes while sitting in the classroom. 
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How Teacher Pedagogy Differs in the Instructional Space versus a Traditional Classroom 

Innovative learning spaces that are flexible and allow for easy reconfiguration have a 

positive impact on teacher pedagogy.  Teachers reported that the innovative instructional space 

provides the ability to go beyond the lecture and to deliver instruction in a variety of models.  

They noted that the traditional classroom is restrictive, as it limits how instruction can be 

delivered.  One teacher stated, “Again, given the space of a traditional classroom, it’s simply 

lending itself so much more strongly to a lecture mode in you just devolve to that much more 

quickly because it is much easier” (T02). 

When speaking of the innovative instructional space, teachers were clear that lecture is 

not typically used in the space.  One may open a lesson by bringing the whole class together for a 

mini-lesson, during which students are presented background information and details for the task 

of the day, but they do not use the innovative instructional space for lecture.  Teachers design 

instruction that is much more collaborative in nature, providing students with opportunities to 

brainstorm, research, receive and provide peer feedback, and make public presentations.  Units 

of study in the project-based learning approach have been developed by all of the teachers, who 

use the innovative instructional space, and are implemented with their classes and students.  One 

teacher spoke of his experience with varying models of instruction in the innovative instructional 

space: 

It’s a space where you feel like you can do the work the kids are supposed to be doing 

now to prepare them for the world.  Collaborative, hands-on, technology-supported, high-

level critical thinking, research-based, synthesis, all that stuff.  That is what the space is 

created to do, and when you’re in here, you feel like you’re actually in a space that is 
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promoting, supporting, and encouraging that, whereas in the traditional classroom, you 

feel like you are fighting against the space. (T03) 

A staff developer noted that teacher pedagogy shifts and looks different in the innovative 

instructional space by moving away from lecture to more active models of learning: 

I mean, so the obvious shift is from a lecture-based teacher in the front-of-the-room 

model to a teacher-as-coach model.  So that students are more active, so that students are 

more collaborative, so that students are exploring their own learning as opposed to having 

learning delivered to them, having information delivered to them. (SD02) 

In addition to teachers’ reporting that they move beyond lecture and offer varying modes 

of instruction, they also noted that instruction has become more “student centered” in the 

innovative instructional space as opposed to being more “teacher centered” in the traditional 

classroom.  Rather than their being the focus of the lesson and the sole provider of information, 

teachers in the innovative instructional space felt a shift toward students’ being the focal point of 

the lesson.  Often through research, collaborative problem solving, project-based learning, or 

individual work, students are more engaged in discovering information and synthesizing the 

content, as described by one of the teachers:   

I think innovative instructional space classes are, have an atmosphere of more collegiality 

and professionalism amongst the kids.  There’s more focus, much more efficient and 

effective opportunities for coaching, for student collaboration and synthesis, for use of 

technology, to support all of that work, and it’s just a lot more efficient in general terms 

of getting kids started. (T03) 

The principal also commented on the work in the innovative instructional space as being 

more student centered: “I think a big part of it is the classes have become more student-centered 
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and the students engage at a much higher level” (A01).  Students also reported that 

classes in the traditional classroom differ from those in the innovative instructional space, as the 

person at the center of the lesson changes.  One student noted: 

I think the big difference is who is really being emphasized.  I think when you are in the 

classroom with teachers, the one who is being emphasized is the teacher.  She is standing, 

teaching, presenting information, whether it is from a textbook or PowerPoint.  When you 

are in the innovative instructional space, there is a lot less of that. (S12) 

It also was reported that the flexibility that exists in the innovative instructional space 

leads to a significant increase in conferencing with individual students.  A staff developer 

reported seeing a great deal of conferencing in the innovative instructional space: 

I do notice teachers doing a lot of conferencing with students.  If all of the students are 

working on something, the teacher is doing more one-on-one or group conferencing.  I 

see that happening in here a lot.  I think that the space, because it is flexible, potentially 

makes that easier for them to do in there rather than in their traditional classrooms. 

(SD03) 

Students reported that lectures do not occur in the innovative instructional space and that 

teaching is different than it is in traditional learning spaces.  They described classes in the 

innovative instructional space as more active than in a traditional learning space.  Students spoke 

of collaborating with other students on group projects and of providing and giving feedback on 

work on a regular basis in the innovative instructional space.  Students also spoke of how 

collaboration is much more common in the innovative instructional space than in the traditional 

classroom.  One student expressed her experience with collaborating in the innovative 

instructional space: 
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A lot of times, we’re assigned groups if we are working in the innovative instructional 

space, and we don’t really get assigned groups in the traditional classroom.  I think 

working in a group definitely has its advantages because it kind of eases up the workload 

for all the people in the groups. (S02) 

Another student shared her experience with collaborating in the innovative instructional space. 

Instead of just turn and talk with your partner, there is more group work that we don’t 

typically do in a traditional classroom.  Sometimes a project will be assigned, but you’re 

in a group of four, but the work will be divided and conquered and you work on it at 

home versus in class.  In the innovative instructional space, you move around, and you 

move with your group, and you work with your group in a smaller space or a separate 

area, and it makes it easier to work with them. (S07)   

Teachers also reported that more collaboration occurs in the innovative instructional 

space than in a traditional classroom.  They shared that students are learning collaboration skills 

in the innovative instructional space as well as how to give and receive feedback and how to rely 

on the teacher differently than in a traditional classroom.  According to one teacher: 

What they are doing in here that is different is learning to collaborate, learning to give 

peer-to-peer feedback, learning to use the teacher as a coach, to help them figure out their 

way.  I also think that they are, they are learning some research skills here.  They are 

learning how to work independently, to balance working independently and relying on 

feedback from others. (T06) 

Observations in the innovative instructional space and traditional classrooms confirmed 

what students, teachers, staff developers, and administrators described in their interviews.  In 

traditional classrooms, teachers presented information through lecture, conducted PowerPoint 
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presentations, or assigned an individual task for students to complete.  There was little to no 

individual interaction with students beyond the “popcorn” style of question and response about 

the content of the lecture or presentation.  In the innovative instructional space, there was almost 

always a tangible product that was produced by students.  In every class observed, teachers had 

individual conferences with students about their work.  There were no lectures or presentations 

by teachers, except for the mini-lessons often presented for the first five minutes or so of class 

prior to sending students off to work individually or in a partnership or collaborative group. 

How the Innovative Instructional Space Affects the Teacher Experience 

 Observing classes in the innovative instructional space enabled me to see the impact of 

the space on the teacher experience.  Much like the students, teachers appeared to be more 

comfortable and relaxed while in the innovative instructional space.  Further, teachers appeared 

to be enjoying themselves more than in the traditional classrooms and were connecting with 

students on a more personal level while providing individualized instruction, as seen in their 

facial expressions and outward positive emotions.  When speaking with students, teachers 

approached them where they were seated and sat down next to them before engaging in 

conversation.  One teacher shared his feelings on teaching in the innovative instructional space: 

“I think as teacher, I think what the kids put their finger on in terms of, like, it feels like a more 

professional space” (T03).  Another teacher spoke of her comfort level in the innovative 

instructional space: 

I can, for some reason, in this space, I do feel a bit more comfortable, if you want to say 

that, pulling up a chair and having a conversation about student work a little more in here.  

I don’t know why that is, but I don’t know if it’s just the actual physical space that allows 

it. (T04) 
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Teachers also commented on how the innovative instructional space affected the way that 

they think about teaching, how they plan lessons and how they teach.  They spoke of designing 

classes that were more student centered rather than teacher centered or lecture based.  One 

teacher stated: 

It’s enjoyable.  It’s exciting because I have . . . it helps me to envision new ways of 

teaching in my classroom, of teaching my class.  It kind of feels the same way that it does 

for the students, like, “Oh, they built this for me.  That’s cool!  This is . . . I feel like a 

professional.  All right, this is nice.” (T05) 

Another teacher spoke of the wonderful experience that teaching in the innovative instructional 

space has provided for her and her students.  She commented on how the space has changed her 

teaching: 

Working in the innovative instructional space has been wonderful.  It’s a great experience 

for my students and for myself and has changed some of the way that I do my teaching, 

which is more project-based learning, and I am more of a student-centered teacher. (T07) 

A teacher described the feeling of teaching in a traditional classroom versus the innovative 

instructional space.  Specifically, she compared teaching in the innovative instructional space to 

moving into a new home: 

I think it is inviting.  I mean, the classroom is kind of depressing.  It’s not attractive, as 

much as I tried to spice it up.  Now, the room I am in, I feel like I am underground 

because when you look out the window, all you see is hill.  And, psychologically, I think, 

you know, it’s so bright.  There are different colors.  The lighting is good.  The furniture 

is new.  It’s like moving into a new house. (T09) 
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 Observations of teachers in the innovative instructional space confirmed their comments 

in the interviews.  Teachers were more energetic and active and appeared to be enjoying 

themselves and their interactions with students much more than in the traditional classrooms.  

They moved around the space, displaying high energy, often smiling and laughing when 

interacting with students.  In the traditional classroom, teachers were positioned in the same 

general area in each classroom.  They were closely tethered to the interactive whiteboard, the 

chalkboard, or the front and center of the classroom.  They appeared to be stoic and serious in the 

traditional classroom, with little interaction with individual students other than content-specific 

questions related to the material that was being presented to the class. 

How Leaders Create Community Support for a Shift to Innovative Instructional Spaces 

 In August 2012, the Board of Education of the Suburban New York School District 

announced that it had unanimously approved a gift from the Suburban New York School District 

Foundation to support a feasibility study to examine the reconfiguration of space at Suburban 

New York High School.  According to documents provided by the school district, the purpose of 

the study was to identify opportunities for creating spaces that support the development of 21st-

century skills in students and to better prepare them for the future.  The press release from the 

school district’s public information officer stated the challenges that face the school district: 

Today’s schools are being challenged to develop programs that help build skills 

necessary for young people to succeed in the 21st century.  As digital and visual literacy 

becomes more prevalent in the world, it also becomes more of a challenge to reach and 

engage today’s learners in what we know as a traditional classroom setting.  The world of 

technology is dramatically influencing the global marketplace, demanding a workforce of 

flexible thinkers who can anticipate and solve problems in a critical and creative manner.  
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While employees are expected to be technologically savvy, they must also be fluent in 

face-to-face collaboration, communication, and human interaction. (D4) 

In addition, the president of the foundation made a public presentation to the board of education 

at an open community meeting and commented on the gift that was being given for this study: 

A large learning commons space at Suburban New York High School would be a vibrant, 

interactive, technology-driven learning environment that enhances students’ opportunities 

to collaborate, communicate, and create together and individually.  It is potentially 

transformative for our high school and our kids’ education.  It could impact every 

Suburban New York High School student, and the lessons learned from this endeavor 

could cascade to our five other schools.  It has the potential, through innovative 

educational concepts and architectural design, to not just enhance Suburban New York 

School District’s reputation as one of the top public school districts in this country, but to 

help our school become a model of how public high schools can continue to evolve to 

help prepare students for the next stages in their lives. (D4) 

These two statements, as part of the first press release about this project, can be 

considered steps to building community support for the use of innovative instructional spaces in 

the Suburban New York School District.  From that point, through the grand opening of the 

innovative instructional space in February 2014, the school district administration engaged in a 

strategic process of educating the community about the need for innovative instructional spaces 

and building support for the project.  At the time of the initial press release, no funding had been 

allocated for design or construction work.  The purpose of the feasibility study was to explore the 

possibility of creating an innovative space at the high school by following a structured process of 

engaging stakeholder groups that included students, teachers, staff developers, administrators, 
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parents, community members, and members of the board of education.  In addition, the firm 

hired to complete the feasibility study was charged with preparing a review of the related 

literature to support such a project and to conduct a series of observations of students and faculty 

in the course of the regular school day.  The feasibility study was initiated in late June 2012 and 

concluded in December 2012 with a public presentation of the findings.  Along with the findings, 

the firm provided recommendations for the school district to consider as it grappled with the 

notion of creating innovative instructional spaces at the high school.   

 In spring 2013, after a thorough public review of the feasibility study, the school district 

decided to engage with an internationally acclaimed architectural firm to explore more specific 

design options for the high school.  Again, the Suburban New York School Foundation provided 

significant financial support to engage the architectural firm in working with the school district 

to explore the curriculum, innovation, technology, and space usage.  In a press release from May 

2013, the school district shared the purpose of the gift: 

FNI’s [Fielding Nair International’s] initial assignment will be to work with the new 

Innovation Fellows at Suburban New York High School.  The Innovation Fellows are a 

group of 17 teachers whose purpose is to develop a strong body of classroom exemplars 

for high school teaching and learning.  They will build upon our District’s strengths and 

provide increased opportunities for innovation, intellectual agility, creativity, 

collaboration, social consciousness, problem-solving, project-based learning, social-

emotional growth, self-reflection, risk-taking, initiative and personal passion.  Put simply, 

this project promises an inspirational and productive journey in “teacherpreneurship.” 

(D2) 
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In the earliest days of moving the community toward the acceptance of using innovative 

instructional spaces for teaching and learning, the school administration formed a strategic 

partnership with the school foundation to help garner public and financial support.  The 

foundation comprises members of the local community who may or may not have children in the 

school district.   

From May 2013 through the opening of the innovative instructional space in February 

2014, the school district held a community forum, issued a district newsletter that contained an 

article that justified the need for the space, gave guided tours of the construction site to parents 

during the fall high school open house evenings, and sent out two additional press releases about 

the project, including construction drawings and photographs.  The community forum was held 

at Suburban New York High School in the innovative instructional space several weeks before 

the grand opening of the space.   

A program called the Knowledge Café was designed to orient the community to the new 

space and to help build greater knowledge and understanding of the need for the space among the 

community.  Participants engaged in simulations of the kinds of learning experiences that 

students would be experiencing in the innovative instructional space.  Over 80 community 

members attended the Knowledge Café, during which representatives from the architectural firm, 

district administrators, the school principal, and teachers provided extensive information about 

the need for the space and the goals of the project, while orienting the community to the ways the 

space supported the development of 21st-century skills among students.  The promotional flyer 

that advertised the Knowledge Café contained specific information for community members 

about the evening program: 
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This Knowledge Café will focus on how teachers and students will utilize the space to 

extend current classroom work to further incorporate: project-based learning, in-depth 

inquiry, formulating questions and researching, task-based self-directed learning, 

creativity, problem solving, multi-disciplinary projects, communicating work to a variety 

of audiences. (D7) 

How Leaders and Staff Developers Provide Support to Teachers in the Innovative 

Instructional Space 

 According to the superintendent of schools and the high school principal, professional 

development is a critically important focus of the school district.  A significant amount of school 

district funding is devoted to providing a wide range of professional learning opportunities, and 

most of the offerings for teachers are based on an inquiry and action research model.  In terms of 

the specific content and focus of the professional development program, teachers develop inquiry 

questions and design an action research project that will yield data in response to the inquiry 

questions.   

 In spring 2013, in preparation for the final design, construction, and opening of the 

innovative instructional space, the school district announced the formation of an inquiry and 

action research opportunity for teachers, known as the Innovation Fellows.  According to the 

application that was provided by the school district, a stipend was provided with a specific 

purpose in mind: 

Beginning this summer (2013), the Suburban New York School District is establishing its 

first cohort of Suburban New York Innovation Fellows.  This group offers an additional 

option for professional learning in the district.  Teacher participants will receive a stipend 

of $2500 per year (up to two years), release time, and curriculum pay for study and 
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curriculum work.  The fellowship will begin in the summer of 2013, July 30–August 2, 

for approximately 12 teachers and administrators at Suburban New York High School.  It 

will expand to other schools and levels in the future. 

The work of the fellowship responds to the proposal for 21st-Century Learning 

Spaces at Suburban . . . most notably a Learning Commons.  More important, its core 

purpose is to develop a strong body of classroom exemplars for high school experiences 

rooted in the intellectual standards that the 21st-century demands.  That will mean 

creating not just the physical but also the cognitive and social space required—for 

teachers and students alike. 

Put simply, the Suburban New York Innovation Fellowship promises an 

inspirational and productive journey in “teacherpreneurship.”  It will provide faculty and 

administrators the support for and challenge to create programs featuring the 

environment, curriculum, and skills required in students’ future lives—lives demanding 

innovation, intellectual agility, collaboration, social consciousness, problem-solving, 

initiative and personal passion. (D12) 

This fellowship opportunity would play a major role in the design and development of the 

innovative instructional space and the creation of curricular units of study that were specifically 

for implementation in the new space. 

 In addition, the Suburban New York School District provided support and teacher 

training with two staff developers and a limited amount of support from outside consultants to 

support the fellows.  Each fellow was provided with a Chromebook for the duration of the 

fellowship and a high level of technology training and support. 
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 Teachers who were interested in participating in the fellowship were required to submit 

an application that included a series of questions and a required essay that responded to one of 

two prompts.  The choices were included in the application for the fellowship. 

Choice 1  

Please give one example of how you currently engage students in problem- or issue-

based learning.  Where/how have you been successful?  What has proved challenging to 

you?  What learning as a Suburban New York Fellow do you believe would help you 

meet those challenges? 

In addition to your reflection, feel free to submit a relevant artifact, such as a unit 

or project plan, or a sample of student work. 

Choice 2 

What is your vision of a 21st-century classroom?  How specifically in your current 

classroom do you bring that vision to life?  How specifically would you hope the 

Suburban New York Fellowship would support your learning to further that vision?  

In addition to your reflection, feel free to submit a relevant artifact, such as a unit 

or project plan, or a sample of student work. (D12) 

In spring 2015, a third group of teachers applied for and were accepted into the 

Innovation Fellows.  Once all of the applications were reviewed, interviews were completed and 

teachers were accepted.  The total number of Innovation Fellows who were to participate in the 

program was up to 36 teachers.  The two-year structure of the fellowship is such that, each year, 

half of the fellows are new, and half are in their second year.  The school and district 

administration expressed that this deliberate overlap provides an additional layer of support and 

mentoring for the teachers. 
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Using the innovative instructional space required either participating as an Innovation 

Fellow or engaging in a process to become oriented to the space.  Some teachers could not 

commit the time to join the Innovation Fellows, so a shorter process of learning how to use the 

space was designed.  If an interested teacher wished to schedule a class in the innovative 

instructional space, he or she was required to follow a simple, multi-step process before he or she 

could use the space.  The first step was to observe an Innovation Fellow’s teaching a full class in 

the innovative instructional space.  The second step was to provide written feedback to the 

Innovation Fellow regarding the lesson that was observed.  The third step was to meet with the 

Innovation Fellow who was observed to discuss the lesson design and implementation, with a 

focus on the relationship between the design of the space, the arrangement of the furniture, the 

technological tools, and the outcome in terms of student engagement and performance.  The final 

step was for the teacher to have a meeting with a staff developer to plan a project- or problem-

based lesson for implementation in the innovative instructional space.  As of fall 2015, 14 

teachers had participated in this additional professional development opportunity. 

In interviews with staff developers about the professional development that was available 

for teachers, it was clear that the school district administration had planned for a high level of 

teacher support.  According to one staff developer: 

I think there are some critical points.  I think, in hindsight, there are also some things that, 

had we known, if we’d had control, we might have done things a bit differently.  Critical 

points are, first of all, the sense of a cohort group—people being in the work together, 

having shared goals, being able to use those shared goals as a sort of lens to look at one’s 

own work and other people’s work. (SD01) 

Another staff developer shared his thinking about the work of the Innovation Fellows: 
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We were thinking of it as, it’s not just a space project, but a curriculum project and the 

creation of the Innovation Fellows was—a group of teachers that are going to study the 

space and study their practice—was instrumental to the success of the space. (SD02) 

 The superintendent of the Suburban New York School District described the next level of 

teacher training and professional development that she felt was necessary to ensure success in the 

innovative instructional space and to expand the curriculum planning and professional 

development model across the school district: 

I think the next level of work for the teachers would be to study in the summer in the 

iLab together, around something that they really care about.  I’d like them to have that 

kind of experience to move to another level, whether it is about creating what students 

will do next, which is ideal, or whether there is something that they just want to do.  To 

that particular group of teachers as well as teaching others, that’s always helpful.  The 

next level for the district is to expand this work.  Do more of it in the elementary schools 

and give middle school students an opportunity to be part of it. (A02). 

Summary of the Findings 

 The students, teachers, staff developers, and administrators were quite candid in their 

responses and expressed excitement about the experience of working in the innovative 

instructional space.  All of the participants were open and shared what challenges them, what 

they found to be successful, what they hoped for, and how they felt that they were changing as a 

result of working in the innovative instructional space.  Teachers initially had difficulty 

expressing how they felt when using the space, but, after follow-up interviews and discussions, 

they were able to move from describing the changes in teaching to describing the changes in 

their feelings and emotions when working in the space.  All of the student participants were 
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eager to share their opinions about the innovative instructional space and its impact on their 

engagement level.  The students offered many suggestions on how to improve the entire school 

facility, so that it would have the same impact as does the innovative instructional space.  

Further, students were happy to share their feelings about working in the space and to provide 

assessments of their teachers and the teaching that was occurring in the space. 

 A number of themes emerged as a result of the data analysis and the interpretation of the 

findings.  These themes are as follows: 

1. Innovative learning spaces that provide a variety of comfortable seating options have a 

positive impact on student engagement. 

2. Innovative learning spaces that are colorful, bright, open, and visually appealing have a 

positive impact on student engagement. 

3. Peer collaboration among students has a positive impact on student engagement.   

4. Innovative learning spaces have a positive impact on student focus and productivity. 

5. Teaching and learning differ in an innovative instructional space as compared to a 

traditional learning space. 

6. School leaders make deliberate, strategic decisions in moving a school community 

toward acceptance of innovative learning spaces. 

7. Professional development is critically important in supporting teachers as they transition 

to the use of innovative learning spaces. 

  Chapter V will provide a summary of this study, including the purpose, research 

questions, participant information, methodology, and findings.  This will be followed by a 

discussion of the themes, after which recommendations for schools and for future research will 

be presented. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study sought to examine the impact of innovative space designs on student 

engagement and perceptions of school.  Existing school designs reflect needs of a society that 

was radically different from the modern, 21st-century world.  New skills, technologies, and 

expectations require learning environments that reflect these changes and that will enable the 

development of the requisite skills for success in the 21st century.  

Summary 

 There is a significant body of research that defines the necessary skills for students to 

achieve success in the 21st century.  Critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration, 

adaptability, agility, effective communication, information analysis, and intellectual curiosity 

require a new approach to teaching and learning (Wagner, 2012).  School environments that were 

designed to develop an industrial-era workforce are no longer appropriate to develop these 21st-

century skills (Havens, 2010).  Technological advances and a focus on developing skills and 

strategies, in addition to content knowledge, have created a need for new kinds of schools and 

learning environments (Kennedy, 2003), and, in recent years, there has been a growing 

momentum toward rethinking school design.   

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of the study was to examine the intersection of instructional space design 

and student engagement.  This study focused on the work of a suburban New York public high 

school and how innovative design of learning spaces affects the level of engagement of students 

and the perceptions of school by students.  The study focused on a project whereby 4,000 sq. ft. 

of traditional classroom space was converted to a singular learning space with multiple zones.  I 
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sought to identify the impact of such a design on student perceptions of school and on 

engagement in classes. 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How does the use of innovative instructional space affect student levels of engagement? 

2. How does the learning experience change when working in the innovative instructional 

space versus a traditional classroom? 

3. How do teachers describe the level of student engagement when in the innovative 

instructional space? 

4. How does teacher pedagogy differ in the innovative instructional space versus a 

traditional classroom? 

5. How does the innovative instructional space affect the teacher experience? 

6. How do leaders create community support for a shift to the use of innovative instructional 

spaces? 

7. How do leaders and staff developers provide support to teachers to prepare to teach in the 

innovative instructional space? 

Participants 

The high school studied is located in the Northeast United States in a suburban 

community with high socioeconomic status and high levels of parental education.  The school 

has a population of 1,300 students in grades 9 through 12 and a reputation for a strong academic 

program, with nearly all students’ attending a four-year college upon graduation.   

From the school district, two administrators and three professional development staff 

were interviewed for the study.  All five of those interviewed were highly involved in the 

development of the innovative instructional space, the community engagement about the project, 
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and the professional development of teachers.  Participants were asked specific questions about 

their experiences in the development of the innovative space, the plans and actions that were 

followed to garner community support, the professional development of teachers, and their 

observations of students and teachers who used the space. 

Interviews were conducted with 12 students and nine teachers who were randomly 

selected from the pool of students and teachers who regularly used the innovative instructional 

space.  Participants were asked specific questions about their experiences with using the space 

for classes and instruction, the levels of student engagement in the space, comparisons to a 

traditional classroom, and general thoughts on the impact of the innovative space on the 

instructional program. 

 The nine teachers interviewed were from multiple departments in the school, with 

representation from Science, Social Studies, Foreign Language, Health, Music, English, and Art.  

Of those teachers interviewed, four were male and five were female.  The teachers’ years of 

experience in the field of education ranged from two years to over 25 years. 

 The 12 students interviewed included one 9th grader, three 10th graders, five 11th 

graders, and three 12th graders, with six female and six male participants.  All of the students 

interviewed had attended multiple classes in the innovative instructional space. 

Methodology 

To develop insight into the impact of the innovative instructional space design and the 

leadership challenges in creating such spaces, I conducted interviews with students, teachers, 

staff developers, and school administrators.  Document analysis was included as a means to 

understand the history of the innovative space project and to deepen the understanding of the 
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leadership decisions and challenges involved in preparing the school community for such a 

change in the design of a learning environment.   

Findings   

Innovative learning spaces that provide a variety of comfortable seating options 

have a positive impact on student engagement.  The results of the interviews with students, 

teachers, staff developers, and administrators demonstrated that student engagement was an issue 

of significance at Suburban New York High School.  Administrators, teachers, and staff 

developers stated that the issues of student engagement and active learning had been discussed 

and studied quite extensively in the school district.  Notably, the superintendent and principal 

commented on the difference between compliance and engagement.  Both spoke of students’ 

dutifully completing prescribed tasks in traditional classrooms while sitting in their assigned seat 

and being compliant and well behaved.  In describing their observations in the innovative 

instructional space, they noted evidence of students’ being deeply engaged in their work. 

  Teachers expected students to be more off task in the innovative instructional space due 

to the comfortable seating.  At Suburban New York High School, the teacher arranges the 

traditional classroom in a manner that ensures maximum control and oversight.  Therefore, the 

initial expectation was that the comfortable seating would lead to a loss of control and poor 

behaviors among the students.  Teachers were surprised that the comfortable seating had no such 

effect on the students.  In fact, many teachers spoke of not needing to think about control in the 

innovative instructional space because the students were so deeply engaged in their work.  

Teachers commented that students would often move from one kind of seating to another during 

a class period.  They saw this as students’ looking to find a more comfortable seat to work in 

during class and as a strategy to stay focused.   
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  Teachers appreciated that the innovative instructional space offers students a variety of 

seating options with varying levels of comfort.  A student may choose a classic office chair on 

wheels, a bar-height stool, a round ball-like soft seat, a beanbag, a one-piece unit with a tabletop, 

a club chair, a small couch, or a traditional solid plastic four-legged chair.  Teachers also felt that 

the ability to choose a chair based on preference and comfort level was a significant factor in the 

level of student engagement.   

  Students were clear that choice in seating was a significant factor in how they engaged in 

class.  In describing their experiences in traditional classrooms, most students spoke of sitting in 

the same hard plastic blue or beige seat every day for six hours over their entire time in the 

school system, which was something that the students had not even thought about until the 

interview.  Every student described the seating in the innovative instruction space as more 

comfortable and as making it easier to focus and to be productive and engaged.   

  School systems set up processes and procedures for the acquisition of furniture.  In the 

Suburban New York School District, principals of individual schools historically have worked 

with the director of buildings and grounds to purchase furniture.  Until the design and 

construction of the innovative instructional space, there was never any discussion about how the 

furniture affected the instructional program or the students.  As a result of the project, the school 

district now has more detailed conversations about furniture as related to instruction.   

  Innovative learning spaces that are colorful, bright, open, and visually appealing 

have a positive impact on student engagement.  Students respond well to the airy, bright 

environment of the innovative instructional space.  They spoke of feeling different when they 

walk into the space.  They described it as a cool space with bright colors, lots of light, colorful 

furniture, and a visually appealing atmosphere.  Some students stated that being in the innovative 
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instructional space with the bright colors and comfortable furniture made them happy and more 

engaged in their classes.  It was clear that the environment had a significant impact on these 

students.  As they entered, students would slow down their pace and seem to become a little 

lighter and more relaxed.  Students stated that the colors and brightness of the space was relaxing 

and calming and helped them to be more focused and engaged. 

  Teachers also expressed much of the same sentiment when describing the impact of the 

colors and brightness of the innovative instructional space.  Not only did they feel that students 

were more relaxed, calm, focused, and engaged in the visually appealing environment, but they 

were as well.  Both students and teachers described feeling that the space was more professional 

or business-like and that it made the work in the space seem more important.   

  The principal, superintendent of schools, and staff developers shared the many comments 

that they had received from students and teachers about how appealing the environment was and 

how it helped students and teachers to be happier and more engaged.  Both administrators spoke 

of using the innovative instructional space for meetings and community events because it was 

such an inviting and visually appealing space.  Staff developers noted that they used the space 

for professional development programs for teachers due to the comfort, visually appealing 

atmosphere, and inviting colors and design.  They all described holding meetings and 

professional development programs in the space and using the tools, such as write-on walls and 

Chromecast, to present and share information and to collaborate. 

  In school districts, the maintenance or custodial staff most often makes decisions about 

the paint colors used in schools.  In the Suburban New York School District, off-white colors 

were the choice for many years.  Since the opening of the innovative instructional space, there 

have been many requests for bright colors to be used on classroom walls.  Classrooms and newly 
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created conference rooms are now being painted with colors that typically have not been used in 

the school district.   

  Peer collaboration among students has a positive impact on student engagement.  

According to the principal and superintendent of schools, one of the goals of the innovative 

instructional space was to make it easier for students to engage in collaboration.  The furniture 

was selected for the space due to the ability to easily move it and to create alternate classroom 

configurations.  The furniture selected did not fit with the traditional school furniture found in 

classrooms across the campus.  In the innovative instructional space, there are individual work 

areas, partner work areas, small-group work areas, whole-group work areas, and presentation 

spaces.   

  Students described the ability to work collaboratively as unique to the space and as 

making classes more enjoyable, productive, and engaging.  They appreciated the ability to move 

with a small group to a conference room with projection technology and write on walls where 

they could share their work, give and receive feedback, and collaborate on projects.  In some 

instances, students described collaborations that were solely for feedback purposes.  They also 

noted collaborations that were based on partnership work or small-group work.  They talked 

about the ability to virtually collaborate with classrooms through the use of technology that was 

available in the innovative instructional space.  When speaking of their experiences in traditional 

classrooms, students described opportunities to collaborate with peers as infrequent and difficult 

to sustain due to the limitations of the space and furniture.  It was striking that students did not 

speak of “group work,” which is a common term used in schools.  Every student interviewed 

spoke of peer collaboration and how being able to collaborate with others was a major factor in 

their engagement level in classes that were held in the innovative instructional space. 
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  Teachers described the ability to design instruction that included collaboration as a major 

benefit of the innovative instructional space.  Most of the teachers expressed a desire to include 

collaborative work due to its impact on student engagement.  They spoke of the challenges in 

trying to incorporate collaboration into traditional classrooms due to the small size of the rooms 

and the inflexible arrangement of the furniture.  Teachers also noted the difficulty of 

implementing collaboration into traditional classrooms, leading them to devolve to lecture as a 

result of the effort required.  They appreciated the ease with which collaborative work could be 

used in the innovative instructional space and the flexibility to move into and out of collaborative 

groups with little effort or difficulty. 

  Innovative learning spaces have a positive impact on student focus and productivity.  

Students, teachers, staff developers, and administrators all shared that students are more focused 

and productive in the innovative instruction space.  Participants in each group stated that it was 

the variety of factors in the space that led to greater focus and production.  The comfortable 

seating, the visually appealing environment, the brightness, the personal connection, the 

individualization, the peer collaboration were all influential in helping students to be more 

focused and productive when working in the innovative instructional space.  Some of the student 

participants spoke of the available technology as a tool that enabled them to be more focused and 

productive.  Students appeared to take the work very seriously, attending to the assigned tasks 

and using the available resources and tools.  They were smiling, animated, and chatting with one 

another about their work. 

  Teaching and learning differ in an innovative instructional space as compared to a 

traditional learning space.  Instruction in the innovative instructional space differed from what 

occurs in traditional classrooms.  Teachers functioned more as coaches or facilitators in the 
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innovative instructional space and more as lecturers who dispense information in the traditional 

classroom.  Teachers appreciated that the innovative instructional space allowed for a variety of 

instructional approaches, while the traditional classroom severely limited what was possible.  

The openness, flexible furniture, spaces of varying size, and collaboration tools in the innovative 

instructional space allowed teachers to make instant instructional decisions and to shift direction 

with ease.  Teacher after teacher spoke of the traditional classroom as defining the limitations of 

what was possible in the instructional approach.  Conversely, they spoke of the innovative 

instructional spaces’ providing a seemingly limitless number of instructional opportunities. 

   Participants from all groups felt that the innovative instructional space led to a more 

“student-centered” instructional program as opposed to a “teacher-centered” approach, as is the 

case in a traditional classroom.  Individual instruction or feedback was provided to the students 

in the innovative instructional space on a regular basis, whereas, in the traditional classroom, 

teachers most frequently employed a whole-class approach to instruction.  Students felt that the 

individualized attention that was specific to their work was a powerful piece of the puzzle in the 

innovative instructional space. 

   School systems typically operate in defined areas.  The curriculum department members 

spend their time on curriculum and instruction; the finance department, on budgeting and 

financing of the school district; the human resources department, on hiring, recruitment, 

evaluation, and termination of employees; and the facilities department, on supporting the 

maintenance and repair of the buildings and grounds.  The physical classroom environment 

typically falls within the realm of facilities in a school district.  However, the impact of the 

physical environment on the instructional program and on student engagement is too critical to 
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continue using this traditional model.  The roles and responsibilities of each department need to 

be reconsidered and an approach developed that puts instruction at the center. 

   School leaders make deliberate, strategic decisions in moving a school community 

toward acceptance of innovative learning spaces.  The Suburban New York School District 

has a long history of strong academic success.  The school system and the high school are 

routinely listed at the top of national surveys of the best districts and schools in the country.  Test 

scores and college acceptances confirm that their instructional program is strong and successful.  

The challenge of moving away from a traditional model of education to a more innovative 

approach is a frightening concept for teachers and community members.  Over several years, the 

Suburban New York School District’s administrative team engaged a strategically designed 

process to build support for the move to more innovative instructional environments.  Working 

to create a narrative of how to best develop critical 21st-century skills, the administration 

engaged outside experts and offered a range of opportunities for community members to learn 

why change was necessary.  The administration has continued to develop that narrative with 

ongoing data analysis and has shared with the public the high-quality work that has occurred as a 

result of the innovative instructional space.  Further, the school district has been using the words 

and voices of students and teachers in telling the story of the innovative instructional space and 

its impact on the teaching and learning. 

  Professional development is critically important in supporting teachers as they 

make the transition to the use of innovative learning spaces.  The Suburban New York 

School District is committed to a continuous improvement model of professional development.  

All faculty and administrators are required to develop an inquiry question related to their 

teaching or administrative role, to design an action research study, and to collect data and 
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respond to the question.  Administrators have created a variety of professional development 

opportunities for teachers to learn new skills and strategies and to improve their instructional 

practices.  When creating the innovative instructional space, the school district administrators 

created a fellowship opportunity for teachers who were interested in rethinking how they use 

space, time, and technology in their instructional program.  What resulted was a cohort of 

teachers who were able to recreate curriculum and influence the design of a space in an attempt 

to build a more responsive teaching and learning environment that supported instruction, not just 

housed it. 

Teachers, administrators, and staff developers in the Suburban New York School District 

believe that professional development is critically important.  Significant funding is dedicated to 

providing a wealth of ongoing, sustained learning opportunities for faculty, staff, and 

administration in the school district.  All of the opportunities provided are in the service of 

reaching the school district’s goal of providing active learning environments for all students and 

building 21st-century skills and abilities. 

Discussion 

 In the mid-19th century, Henry Barnard (1851) expressed public concern about the 

appearance and designs of school buildings in terms of health and safety issues, and Horace 

Mann was a leader in the movement to build better schools, proposing a design model known as 

the standard adequate classroom (Baker, 2012).  At that time, not unlike today’s classroom, 

students sat at individual desks that faced a chalkboard and the teacher’s desk in the front of the 

classroom.  Although the model addressed the basic issues of health and comfort, instructional 

outcomes were not taken into consideration.   
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The Industrial Revolution (mid- to late 19th and early 20th century) required a work force 

that was capable of completing the tasks necessary for factories to function efficiently, and, in 

response, the factory model, or egg crate school, was created with the ability to house many 

students.  These new schools were modeled after factories of the Industrial Revolution (Baker, 

2012).  Many schools today still follow this same design.  From the end of World War II through 

1964, $20 billion was spent on school construction (Baker, 2012), and large, efficient egg crate 

schools were built across the country.  Although this approach addressed the need for large 

numbers of schools, again, instructional outcomes were not taken into account in the design.   

From 1960 to 1980, enrollment declines began to have an impact on school construction, 

and, for the first time, researchers began to consider the link between school facilities and the 

learning process (Baker, 2012).  In the late 1960s and the early 1970s, open schools were built 

across the country.  This trend was short-lived due to the lack of an articulated curriculum and 

inadequate professional development of teachers.  By the mid-1970s, open schools were 

disappearing as walls were being installed in the facilities.  As a result of this new interest in the 

link between school facilities and the learning process, new standards for school facilities were 

created (Baker, 2012).   

 Through the years, as our country has grown and transitioned from an agrarian economy 

to an industrial economy to a knowledge-based global economy, some of the elements in a 

classroom have changed, although school designs have remained about the same.  For example, 

interactive white boards that allow teachers to share more information with students have 

replaced chalkboards.  Nevertheless, it is still common to see students’ sitting in rows, facing the 

front of the room, just as Horace Mann intended them to do in his 19th-century design. 
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Traditional classroom designs do not allow for the flexibility and adaptability necessary 

to shift instructional models in the course of a class period.  Rigid furniture that cannot be moved 

with ease prevents teachers from reconfiguring a classroom to meet the instructional goals of the 

class.  Teachers have shared that, when it is difficult to reconfigure a classroom, they default to 

the instructional approach that is easiest in a traditional classroom: lecture or a teacher-directed 

lesson.  In this study, teachers from Suburban New York High School stated that traditional 

classrooms are highly inflexible.  They further shared that moving the existing furniture around 

is difficult and takes much needed time away from classroom instruction.  Many noted that they 

would prefer to deliver instruction that includes collaborative opportunities for students but that 

the structures of space and furniture make it extremely difficult to do so.   

A shift in the design of schools and classrooms is needed to better prepare students for 

the world of the 21st century.  In the early years of the 21st century, there has been a shift in the 

narrative surrounding public education, and new technologies, skills, strategies, and knowledge 

have created the need for new kinds of learning environments (Kennedy, 2003).  As researchers 

and educators have begun to explore student engagement and motivation, they have found that 

school facilities have an impact on the ability of students to succeed in school (Scott-Webber et 

al., 2012).  As the skills needed for success in today’s knowledge-based global economy have 

become more defined, it has become clear that existing school facilities cannot provide adequate 

learning environments.   

The skills necessary to be successful in the 21st century have shifted, and so, too, have 

traditional ideas around classroom design (Pearlman, 2010).  As noted, older educational 

facilities were designed to accommodate a teaching philosophy in which lecture was the 

predominant mode of instruction (Sommerhoff, 2002).  Current philosophies of education, 
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however, require classrooms that are adaptable and allow for varying models of instruction, 

many of them influenced by new technologies (Sommerhoff, 2002).  Nair et al. (2009) described 

20 learning modalities that must be supported in the learning environment, including team 

collaboration, one-on-one learning with a teacher, project-based learning, and team 

teaching/learning.   

In this study, an innovative instructional space was equipped with flexible furniture 

configurations, advanced technological connectivity, and collaboration tools to support the 20 

learning modalities, as described by Nair et al. (2009).  This innovative instructional space, 

situated in a central location at Suburban New York High School, provided an area that was 

designed to be consistent with current theories of education and to provide access to advanced 

technologies.  Every teacher and student who participated in this study spoke glowingly about 

the innovative instructional space and what it offered to the school community.  Although the 

educational and instructional opportunities offered by the space were important to participants, 

they also spoke of the aesthetics of the space and how it good it made them feel when they 

worked in the area. 

The innovative instructional space provided a range of spaces and variety of furniture for 

team collaboration.  Two small learning studios (for small groups of up to six students) housed a 

round table, an LED display panel with wireless projection, a write-on wall, a write-on glass wall 

and door to the larger space, and comfortable seating.  Students indicated that these small spaces 

were ideal for team collaboration and group projects.  The round table provided the ability to talk 

and collaborate with team members without having to reconfigure the furniture.  In addition, the 

round table allowed all group members to face each other.  The LED display panel allowed 

students to wirelessly share their work as a means to give and receive feedback in addition to 
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working together to complete a task or assignment.  The write-on wall and write-on glass 

provided students with the ability to express their thinking, sketch ideas, and build upon one 

another’s ideas and thinking.  Teachers indicated that the glass wall allowed them to monitor the 

collaborative student groups from the larger space, ensuring safety and team productivity.   

Teachers and students indicated that the furniture and space configuration allowed for 

more one-on-one interactions as compared to a traditional classroom.  Unlike the traditional 

classroom, where the material presented was designed for the whole class, the innovative 

instructional space provided opportunities for more individualized interactions.  Students 

indicated that individualized conferences enabled teachers to deliver specific feedback and 

recommendations about their assigned work or project.  Teachers and students indicated that 

conferences were actually personal coaching sessions tailored to individual student needs.  Both 

groups indicated that the configuration of the furniture and the design of the space enabled 

personal connections between teachers and students that led to deeper engagement with the 

assigned tasks, work, and projects.  Students also described feeling comfortable in their 

interactions with teachers because they were working side-by-side in the innovative space, as 

opposed to the traditional classroom, where the teacher was in a physical position of authority at 

the front of the classroom.   

Traditional classrooms at Suburban New York High School range from 650 to 950 sq. ft. 

of space, which provides only a small amount of space within each room for student desks and 

chairs.  There are an average of 25 students in each class, with some students’ having a few more 

and some, a few less.  The maximum class size, based on the teacher contract, is 28 students; 

thus, every traditional classroom is equipped with 28 desks and chairs.  A full class of students 

fills a traditional classroom, with little extra space available.  To create the innovative 
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instructional space, the Suburban New York School District used the space of four classrooms 

and two offices, totaling 4,000 sq. ft.  With few walls in the space and a maximum number of 

three classes in the innovative instructional space, there was much more open space available for 

students and teachers to use as needed.   

Team teaching and learning with opportunities for cross-disciplinary experiences and 

multiple classes’ collaborating is not possible in traditional classrooms due to the space 

restrictions.  In the innovative instructional space, classes could join together for cross-

disciplinary collaborative projects and still have plenty of room to move comfortably and work 

productively.  Teachers indicated a high level of interest in increasing these kinds of team 

teaching and learning experiences.  Although this opportunity is still emerging at Suburban New 

York High School, teachers are teaming up for cross-disciplinary projects and units of study with 

multiple classes. 

Project-based or problem-based learning was an area of focus for teachers in the 

Innovation Fellows action research and inquiry group.  The professional development work 

focused on building units of study that were project or problem based for implementation in the 

innovative instructional space.  Students were assigned projects and worked collaboratively to 

solve a complex problem or complete a project of significance.  They were given time, space, 

and tools to work together to achieve a goal.  The innovative instructional space provided the 

tools necessary for students to work, independently and collaboratively, as they researched, 

organized, and synthesized information.  Students indicated that the advanced technology 

available in the innovative instructional space enabled them to access critical information and to 

collaborate either virtually or face to face with classmates.  They indicated that the opportunity to 
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engage in project- or problem-based learning builds important 21st-century skills that will be 

invaluable in college and beyond. 

Five key areas have been identified as important to student engagement: “(1) relevant 

learning opportunities, (2) technology-rich environments, (3) positive, challenging and open 

learning climates, (4) collaboration that is peer-to-peer, and student-to-teacher, and (5) a culture 

of learning for all—students and teachers” (Taylor & Parsons, 2011, p. 26).  As described by 

teachers and students in this study, it is nearly impossible to address these key areas in a 

traditional classroom.  The small size, inflexible furniture, and limited technology that is found 

in traditional classrooms prevents teachers from designing instruction that meets these five 

important criteria conducive to student engagement. 

An historical definition of a classroom exists in the mind of every educator and learner.  

Both teachers and students noted that a traditional classroom dictates the actions and interactions 

that occur within the four walls of the traditional space.  When students and teachers walk into a 

classroom, the unwritten expectation is that students sit at a desk and teachers stand at the front 

of the classroom.  Teachers deliver content, and students sit compliantly and receive the 

knowledge and content that are being imparted.  Teachers ask the questions, and students give 

the responses.  Teachers give directions, and students follow them.  The missing components in 

this model are the opportunity to collaborate, the open environment, relevance, and the culture of 

learning for all.  As students and teachers indicated, the traditional classroom was designed for a 

teacher to espouse knowledge and for students to take it in.  For schools to become relevant in 

developing the necessary skills and strategies for success in the 21st century, learning 

environments need to be adaptable and to enable teaching to take place in many configurations, 

drawing on many forms of pedagogy (Sommerhoff, 2002).   
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In this study, teachers indicated that the innovative instructional space provided the 

ability to draw on many forms of pedagogy that were consistent with methods necessary to 

develop 21st-century skills and strategies.  It allowed for teachers to vary models of instruction 

based on the intended outcomes of the lessons.  Further, the space configuration and the flexible 

furniture allowed teachers to easily move from one mode of instruction to another.  The varying 

configurations of furniture within the innovative instructional space allowed for teachers to 

design specific instruction that would not have been possible in a traditional classroom. 

Adolescents have many requirements for success in school, including family support, 

strong instruction, and good teachers.  As any parent or teacher will say, allowing choice and 

listening to students’ voices and opinions are also important components, along with sleep and 

physical activity.   

Students shared that they appreciated having the ability to choose from a variety of 

seating options and the freedom to change their seating choice if they needed to; they felt that 

this helped them to be more engaged, focused, and productive.  Quite a few students stated that 

switching seats periodically gave them a quick opportunity to move, which assisted in keeping 

them engaged and focused in class.  Students noted that this was not available in a traditional 

classroom for several reasons.  First, traditional classrooms have only one seating option.  

Second, traditional classrooms are typically small and provide little opportunity for comfortable 

movement.  Creating learning environments that provide students with choices in seating and the 

ability to switch when it would benefit them is a positive change for students.   

For school and classroom designs to move forward, educators must have a strong voice.  

As history has shown, designing schools and classrooms without instructional outcomes in mind 

will create learning environments that are limited.  As school leaders contemplate how to move 
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forward with a school redesign or the design of a new school, they must begin with instructional 

outcomes that will support the development of critical skills that are necessary for success in the 

21st century and create the space necessary to achieve these outcomes.  It is challenging, yet 

necessary, to redefine what schools should look like to parents and community members, and 

school leaders must help parents and community members to understand the requirements for 

success in the 21st century and how space can support the development of these important skills.   

Space matters.  Although often overlooked, the design of schools and classrooms has a 

tremendous impact on the instructional outcomes and development of students.  Skills that are 

necessary for success in the 21st century require deliberately designed learning environments 

that enable students to collaborate, problem-solve, communicate effectively, and engage deeply 

with rich content.  It is incumbent upon school leaders to closely examine all learning spaces and 

plan a course of action to create schools and classrooms that develop the requisite skills and 

knowledge for success in the 21st century. 

As noted, Wagner (2012) presented seven skills necessary for success in the 21st century: 

“(1) critical thinking and problem solving, (2) collaboration across networks and leading by 

influence, (3) agility and adaptability, (4) initiative and entrepreneurship, (5) accessing and 

analyzing information, (6) effective written and oral communication, and (7) curiosity and 

imagination” (p. 12).  In this study, students and teachers indicated that the innovative space 

provided opportunities to develop these skills.  Students were deeply engaged in project- and 

problem-based units of study, through which they were challenged to think deeply and critically 

while seeking to solve problems.  The innovative instructional space provided room to work 

independently and collaboratively, while offering tools such as write-on walls to create thinking 

maps, drawings, and other representations of student ideas.  Deliberately designed spaces 
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provided room for groups of varying size to have the privacy necessary and the tools to process 

ideas while seeking to complete a challenge or solve a problem.   

Presentation areas and technological tools for sharing and virtually collaborating allowed 

for students to give and receive feedback, share ideas, build on each other’s thinking, and adapt 

or modify their work.  Developing the skills agility and adaptability requires time, space, and 

practice in being open to giving and receiving ideas and feedback from peers and teachers.  The 

high degree of independence and the ability for students to make choices as teachers served as 

facilitators of learning were unique to the innovative instructional space.  The space was 

designed for active rather than passive learning, and students were challenged to demonstrate 

initiative, work independently, and create, using an entrepreneurial approach and spirit.  

Available technology in the innovative instructional space provided students with the ability to 

access information and conduct deep research on topics of interest and study.  Further, the 

mobile devices that were available for students provided easy access to the information 

necessary for task and project completion.   

Through opportunities for deep research, students gained valuable skills in finding, 

evaluating, and using information.  Public presentation and regular feedback loops were 

available to students in the innovative instructional space through dedicated areas and advanced 

technologies.  Teachers indicated that students were gaining valuable oral presentation skills 

through regular sharing of work in the dedicated presentation spaces.   

Collaborative technology tools allowed students to submit written work to teachers and 

peers for comment and feedback.  Once work was submitted and returned to students, students 

were given the opportunity to revise their work.  One student indicated that the regular 

opportunities for feedback and revision had dramatically improved his writing skills.  In the 
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innovative space, students were given choices when designing projects and presenting 

knowledge to peers and teachers.  Teachers indicated that iterative processes for working, along 

with feedback and collaboration, provided students with opportunities to be imaginative and 

creative.  Students indicated that the space encouraged and allowed them to “flex” their creative 

muscles and imagine what was possible. 

Recommendations for Schools 

 For many educators, the classroom environment is defined by years of experience as a 

student or a teacher.  One’s image of school is typically of students’ sitting at individual desks, 

organized in rows, with a teacher who is standing at the front of a classroom, working at the 

blackboard.  The standard adequate classroom, as developed by Horace Mann in the mid-19th 

century, served a critically important purpose in providing safe, healthy, and appropriate learning 

environments for children of that time.  At that time, the Industrial Revolution was occurring in 

the United States, and the days of the one-room schoolhouse began to recede.  If we were able to 

go back in time and visit a classroom that was constructed based on Mann’s concept, we would 

see something that many of us still see today when visiting schools and classrooms in this 

country. 

 Although the world has changed, and the jobs that today’s school children will fill in their 

adult lives are nothing like those of the Industrial Revolution, schools and classrooms have not 

changed all that much.  It is time for school leaders and communities to reexamine the purpose of 

the classroom and to create learning environments that match the expectations of the 21st-

century world.  Based on the findings of this study, and the available research, there are several 

recommendations for the field of space design in public education: 
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1. Schools and classrooms need to be created and designed with space and furniture to 

provide flexibility and easy reconfiguration for the teachers to be able to modify 

instruction as necessary.  Classrooms that are static and force teachers to deliver 

instruction using a limited number of approaches no longer serve the needs of our 

students.  The participants in this study indicated that the innovative instructional space at 

Suburban New York High School provided teachers with the ability to deliver instruction 

from a wide range of modalities and increased the engagement of students. 

2. Schools and classrooms need to be designed that are visually appealing, comfortable, and 

bright and that provide sufficient open space for students and teachers to move around 

comfortably.  As this study showed, comfort, choice, and an inviting atmosphere have a 

significant, positive impact on student engagement.  When students are comfortable and 

have the ability to choose a particular seat, they are more engaged, more focused, and 

more productive.   

3. Schools and classrooms need to be designed to allow for and promote collaboration.  The 

participants in this study indicated that student collaboration increases engagement, 

focus, and productivity.  The participants indicated that student collaboration enables the 

development of important 21st-century skills that are required for success in college, 

careers, and the world in which our students will live their lives.   

4. School communities must begin to examine the impact of the learning environment on 

student engagement and success.  The participants in this study indicated that the 

strategic approach of the school administration in educating the community and building 

the support for the shift to more innovative instructional spaces was critically important 

in the success of the project.  School leaders must engage parents and community 
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members in developing a high level of understanding of what students need to be 

successful and how the learning environment can be a valuable tool in achieving that 

success. 

5. Schools and classrooms need to be designed with instruction as the primary focus.  It is 

no longer acceptable to build schools and to design classrooms to merely house students.  

School leaders must rethink the processes for designing and configuring learning spaces 

to include key instructional faculty in the process.  It is important that school facilities 

personnel and instructional personnel work together in selecting furniture and designing 

classrooms to support the instructional program and to build critical skills in students.   

6. Professional development must be designed to assist teachers in moving to the delivery of 

instruction in innovative instructional spaces.  The participants in this study indicated that 

the school district’s commitment to ongoing, sustained professional development for this 

project was a significant factor in being able to deliver high-quality instruction in the new 

space. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

1. This study looked at the engagement level of students in the innovative space.  Research 

that considers the impact of innovative instructional space design on the progress of 

struggling learners might be of value to the educational community. 

2. Although this study examined the experience of nine teachers who use the innovative 

instructional space, there are other teachers in the school who have never used the space 

and do not appear willing to do so.  Research could focus on the resistance and hesitancy 

of teachers to use more innovative space designs for their instruction. 
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3. Participants in the study indicated that the innovative instructional space was enabling the 

development of 21st-century skills in students.  Future studies could identify and quantify 

the specific skills that are being developed in students who attend classes in innovative 

instructional spaces.   
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LETTER TO SUPERINTENDENT 
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23 Laurel Road 

Pound Ridge, NY 10576 

November 9, 2015 

 

 

 

Dr.  Lyn McKay 

Superintendent of Schools 

Chappaqua Central School District 

66 Roaring Brook Road 

Chappaqua, NY 10514 

 

Dear Dr.  McKay: 

 

I am writing to request permission to conduct a research study in the Chappaqua Central School 

District.  I am currently enrolled in the Educational Leadership and Administration Program at 

Fordham University in New York and am in the process of completing my dissertation.  The 

study is entitled, A Qualitative Study of the Intersection of Instructional Space Design and 

Student Engagement. 

 

I hope that the school district administration will allow me to recruit students, teachers, 

administrators, and staff developer participants from Horace Greeley High School to 

anonymously participate in interviews and observations.  Interested students, who volunteer to 

participate, will be given a consent form to be signed by their parent or guardian and returned to 

the primary researcher at the beginning of the interview process.  Interested teachers, 

administrators, and staff developers, who volunteer to participate, will be given a consent form to 

be signed and returned to the primary researcher at the beginning of the interview and 

observation process. 

 

If approval is granted, student, teacher, administrator, and staff developer participants will 

complete the interview in a classroom or conference room on the school site.  The interview 

process should take no longer than one hour.  Observations will occur in classrooms and the 

Innovation Lab (iLab) at Horace Greeley High School.  The interview and observation results 

will be pooled for the dissertation process and individual results of this study will remain 

absolutely confidential and anonymous.  There will be no costs will be incurred by the school 

district or the individual participants. 

 

Your approval to conduct this study will be greatly appreciated.  I am happy to answer any 

questions or concerns that you may have.  You may contact me at my email address: 

ebyrne@fordham.edu. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:ebyrne@fordham.edu
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If you agree, kindly sign below and return the signed from in the self addressed envelope.  

Alternatively, kindly submit a signed letter of permission on your institution’s letterhead 

acknowledging your consent and permission for me to conduct this study in the Chappaqua 

Central School District. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Eric Byrne 

Fordham University 

 

cc: Dr.  Toby Tetenbaum 

 

Approved by: 

 

___________________________________  ___________________  _______________  

Dr.  Lyn McKay, Superintendent of Schools  Signature      Date 
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APPENDIX B 

 

FORDHAM UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 

 

APPROVAL TO CONDUCT THE STUDY 
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To: Eric Byrne  

From: Michele Kuchera 

IRB Office Subject Protocol #270 Date: 12/01/2015 

 

 

The protocol: A Qualitative Study of the Intersection of Instructional Space Design and 

Student Engagement has been approved under the rules for expedited review on 

12/01/2015. 

 

The approval of your study is valid through 11/30/2016, by which time you must submit an 

annual report either closing the protocol or requesting permission to continue the protocol for 

another year.  Please submit your report by 11/02/2016 so that the IRB has time to review and 

approve your report if you wish to continue it for another year. 

 

If you have any questions, feel free to contact irb@fordham.edu 

 

Michele Kuchera, IRB Office 

Institutional Review Board  

Fordham University  

Collins Hall, B-31/B-34  

Phone: 718-817-0876, 718-817-0055, email: irb@fordham.edu 

 

Attachments: 

Child assent letter final.pdf 

Consent Form-Parents.pdf 

Informed consent final.pdf 

FORDHAM UNIVERSITY 
T H E  J E S U I T  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  N E W Y O R K  

 

mailto:irb@fordham.edu
mailto:irb@fordham.edu
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APPENDIX C 

 

INFORMED CONSENT PARENT PERMISSION LETTER, INFORMED 

  

CONSENT, AND SHORT ASSENT FOR A CHILD OR YOUTH 
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INFORMED CONSENT 

  

PARENT PERMISSION LETTER 

 

FORDHAM 
U N I V E R S I T Y  

The Jesuit University of New York 

 

 

Protocol Title: A Qualitative Study of the Intersection of Instructional Space Design and 

Student Engagement 

 

 

Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to provide permission for 

your child to participate in this study. 

 

Purpose of the research study: The purpose of this study is to examine the intersection of 

instructional space and both students’ and teachers’ perceptions of their experience in that space.  

This study will conduct an examination of a school-based project where 4,000 sq. ft. comprising 

four traditional classrooms was converted to a singular innovative learning space with multiple 

zones.  Using qualitative methods, the researcher seeks to explore such factors as student 

engagement, teacher pedagogy, and the value of innovative space in contrast to the traditional 

classroom. 

 

Who is conducting and funding the study: Eric Byrne, a doctoral candidate at Fordham 

University is conducting this study.  Eric Byrne provides any necessary funding for this study. 

 

What your child will be asked to do in the study: In an effort to develop a deep understanding 

of the experiences of students and teachers in the innovative space, interviews with students, 

teachers, staff developers, and school administrators will be conducted to gather insight on the 

impact of the innovative instructional space design and the leadership challenges in creating such 

spaces.  Additionally, observational data will be collected to describe the space and the actions of 

both the students and teachers during instructional time. 

 

Time required: Interviews should last no longer than one hour and will scheduled at your 

convenience during December of 2015 and January of 2016.  Observations will occur randomly 

during regularly scheduled class periods. 

 

Risks and Benefits: There are no risks in participating in this study.  There are no penalties for 

not participating in this study.  Privacy is guaranteed and no personally identifiable information 

will be shared with anyone other than the researcher during and after the conclusion of this 

study.  The benefit of participation is the opportunity to share your insights about the impact of 

space design on the learning process. 
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Confidentiality: Your identity in this study would be anonymous.  It will not be possible to 

know who chooses to participate in this study and who did not.  Your child’s identity will be 

kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  Your child’s information will be assigned a code  

number that is unique to this study.  The list connecting your child’s name to this number will be 

kept in a locked file in the home of the researcher and only the Study Director will be able to see 

the list or the interview your child participated in.  No one at Horace Greeley High School will 

be able to see your child’s interview or even know whether your child participated in this study.  

When the study is completed and the data have been analyzed, the list will be destroyed.  Study 

findings will be presented only in summary form and your child’s name will not be used in any 

report.  There are no limits to breaking confidentiality except in the case that a participant 

informs you that they are planning to commit self-harm or harm someone else, or in the case of a 

report of child abuse or neglect.  In such an instance, the researcher will make a report to Mr.  

Robert Rhodes, the principal of Horace Greeley High School. 

 

Voluntary participation: Your child’s participation in this study is completely voluntary.  If 

you choose not to participate in this study, this will have no effect on your school experience and 

no impact on your grades or teacher evaluation.  Your child may refuse to answer any of the 

questions we ask you and you may stop or end the interview at any time. 

 

Right to withdraw from the study: Your child may choose to stop participating in the study at 

any time.  This will have no effect on your child’s school experience and no impact on your 

child’s grades in the Chappaqua Central School District. 

 

Recording: The interviews conducted for this study will be recorded on an audio recording 

device.  Being recorded is not a requirement of this study and you may choose not to be 

recorded.  You may request that the recording can be stopped at any time during the interview, 

either permanently or temporarily.  The only person who will access these recordings is the 

researcher, Eric Byrne.  The recordings will be stored by Eric Byrne in his home office, only 

accessible to him, and will be destroyed after three years.  The recordings will not be used for 

any purpose other than the research study.  A typewritten version of the interview will be created 

from the recorded audio file.  No names or other information that could be used to identify the 

participant will be included in the typewritten version.  Anything that could possibly indicate the 

identity of participants will not be included in the typewritten version or will be disguised. 

 

Who to contact if you have questions about the study: Eric Byrne, 914-238-7200, ext. 1004, 

or erbyrne@ccsd.ws. 
 

Who to contact about your child’s rights as a research participant in the study: 

Michele Kuchera, IRB Manager Phone: 718-817-0876 E-mail: IRB@fordham.edu. 
 

YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COPY OF THIS FORM WHETHER OR NOT YOU PROVIDE 

PERMISSION FOR YOUR CHILD TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY. 

 

If you agree to have your child participate in this study please sign on the next page.  Thank you. 

 

 

mailto:erbyrne@ccsd.ws
mailto:IRB@fordham.edu
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Agreement: 

 

I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily agree to allow my child to participate in 

the procedure, and I have received a copy of this description.  IF RECORDING IS USED 

AND REQUIRED FOR PARTICIPATION, ADD: I understand that this (interview/focus group) 

will be (audio-/video-) recorded.  

 

Student’s Name: ________________________________________________________________ 

 

Parent or Guardian’s Name (Printed): _______________________________________________  

 

Parent or Guardian’s Signature: ________________________________ Date: ______________ 

 

 

Principal Investigator: _______________________________________ Date: _______________ 

 

 

IF RECORDING IS USED BUT IS OPTIONAL, ADD: I agree to allow the interview to be 

(audio-/video-) recorded. 

 

 

Signature:_________________________________________________ Date: _______________ 
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FORDHAM  

U N I V E R S I T Y  

The Jesuit University of New York 

 

Informed Consent 

Protocol Title: A Qualitative Study of the Intersection of Instructional Space Design and 

Student Engagement  

 
Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in this study.   
Purpose of the research study: The purpose of this study is to examine the intersection of 

instructional space and both students’ and teachers’ perceptions of their experience in that space.  

This study will conduct an examination of a school-based project where 4,000 sq. ft. comprising 

four traditional classrooms was converted to a singular innovative learning space with multiple 

zones.  Using qualitative methods, the researcher seeks to explore such factors as student 

engagement, teacher pedagogy, and the value of innovative space in contrast to the traditional 

classroom.   

 
Who is conducting and funding the study: Eric Byrne, a doctoral candidate at Fordham 

University is conducting this study.  Any necessary funding for this study is provided by Eric 

Byrne.   

 
What you will be asked to do in the study: In an effort to develop a deep understanding of the 

experiences of students and teachers in the innovative space, interviews with students, teachers, 

staff developers, and school administrators will be conducted to gather insight on the impact of 

the innovative instructional space design and the leadership challenges in creating such spaces.  

Additionally, observational data will be collected to describe the space and the actions of both 

the students and teachers during instructional time.   

 
Time required: Interviews should last no longer than one hour and will scheduled at your 

convenience.  Observations will occur randomly during regularly scheduled class periods.   

 
Access to Existing Records: Documents and records about the creation of the innovative space 

and the process of funding and building the space will be requested in addition to any 

professional development materials that are used with teachers.   

 
Risks and Benefits: There are no risks in participating in this study.  Privacy is guaranteed and 

no personally identifiable information will be shared with anyone other than the researcher 

during and after the conclusion of this study.  The benefit of participation is the opportunity to 

share your insights about the impact of space design on the learning process.   

 
Anonymity: Your identity in this study would be anonymous.  It will not be possible to know 

who chooses to participate in this study and who did not.  It will also not be possible to know 

who completed which questionnaire.  
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Voluntary participation: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  If you 

choose not to participate in this study, this will have no effect on your school experience and no 

impact on your grades or teacher evaluation.  You may refuse to answer any of the questions we 

ask you and you may stop or end the interview at any time. 

 
Right to withdraw from the study: You may choose to stop participating in the study at any 

time.  This will have no effect on your school experience and no impact on your grades or 

teacher evaluation in the Chappaqua Central School District.   

 
Recording: The interviews conducted for this study will be recorded on an audio recording 

device.  Being recorded is not a requirement of this study and you may choose not to be 

recorded.  You may request that the recording can be stopped at any time during the interview, 

either permanently or temporarily.  The only person who will access these recordings is the 

researcher, Eric Byrne.  The recordings will be stored by Eric Byrne in his home office, only 

accessible to him, and will be destroyed after three years.  The recordings will not be used for 

any purpose other than the research study.  A typewritten version of the interview will be created 

from the recorded audio file.  No names or other information that could be used to identify the 

participant will be included in the typewritten version.  Anything that could possibly indicate the 

identity of participants will not be included in the typewritten version or will be disguised.   

 
Who to contact if you have questions about the study: Eric Byrne, 914-238-7200, ext. 1004, 

or erbyrne@ccsd.ws. 

  

Who to contact about your rights as a research participant in the study:  
Michele Kuchera, IRB Manager  

Phone: 718-817-0876 E-mail: IRB@fordham.edu.  

 

YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COPY OF THIS FORM WHETHER OR NOT YOU AGREE TO 

PARTICIPATE.   

 
If you agree to participate in this study please sign below and on the next page.  Thank you.   

There are directions on the next page for participants of anonymous studies.   

Agreement:  

 
I have read the procedure described above.  I voluntarily agree to participate in the procedure and 

I have received a copy of this description.  I understand that this (interview/focus group) will be 

(audio-/video-) recorded.   

 
Name (Printed) ____________________________________  

 

Signature: ________________________________________  

 

Date: ____________________________________________ 

  

Principal Investigator: Eric Byrne      Date: ___________________ 

 

mailto:erbyrne@ccsd.ws
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IF RECORDING IS USED BUT IS OPTIONAL, ADD: I agree to allow this interview to be 

(audio-/video-) recorded.  I understand that I can request that the recording be stopped at any 

time.   

 

 

Signature: ________________________________________  

 

 

IF ANONYMITY IS USED IN THIS STUDY, DO NOT INCLUDE THE SIGNATURE LINES.  

INSTEAD, STATE: 

 

Your completion and return of this questionnaire indicates your consent to participate in this 

study.   
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FORDHAM 
U N I V E R S I T Y  

The Jesuit University of New York 

 
SHORT ASSENT FORM FOR A CHILD OR YOUTH  

You are being invited to participate in a research study.  We are doing this to learn more 
about the impact of classroom design on the student experience in school.  If you agree to be in 
this study, you will meet with someone who will ask you questions about the experience of 
attending classes in the iLab and in a traditional classroom. 

While we make every effort to keep your information private, there are two things we cannot 

keep private.  If we become aware of abuse, or neglect, to you or any other child, we may have 

to report it to an authority figure.  If we are concerned that you may hurt yourself or someone 

else, we are required to report it to Mr. Robert Rhodes, Horace Greeley High School Principal, 

to get help for you and for anyone else that might get hurt. 

If you agree to be in the study, we will ask you to participate in an interview that will last no 

more than one hour.  If you have any questions, you can ask Eric Byrne, who is conducting this 

study. 

You do not have to be in the study, and you can stop if you do not want to do it, at any time.  

Even if your parents want you to be in this study, you can still say no or decide to stop at any 

time. 

Child’s Assent: I have been told about the study and know why it is being done and what I will 

be asked to do.  I also know that I do not have to do it if I do not want to.  If I have questions, I 

can ask Eric Byrne.  I can stop at any time. 

 

My parents/guardians know that I am being asked to be in this study. 

 

PLEASE SIGN THE NEXT PAGE IF YOU AGREE TO BE IN THIS STUDY. 

We will give you a copy of this form so you can take it with you whether or not you agree. 

SIGN BELOW TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY. 

 

Child’s Signature _____________________________________ Date  ____________________ 

List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Assent: 

Name                                      Title                                       Daytime Phone No. 

Eric Byrne                            Researcher               914-238-7200, ext. 1004 
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APPENDIX D 

 

GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 
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GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

The purpose of this interview is to gather information that will help to improve the programs at 

the high school.  As a student (teacher) who has taken classes in a traditional classroom and in 

the iLab, you are in a unique position to describe what it is like to attend (teach) classes in the 

iLab and in a traditional classroom. 

 

Topics for discussion: 

 

1. Describe your experience when attending a class in the iLab.  What is it like?  What does 

it feel like? 

2. Describe your experience when attending a class in a traditional classroom. 

3. So how would you compare classes in the iLab and classes in a traditional classroom? 

4. Describe the level of physical activity when are you when attending a class in the iLab? 

5. Describe the level of physical activity when you are attending a class in a traditional 

classroom? 

6. How does the teacher deliver instruction in a traditional classroom? 

7. How does the teacher deliver instruction in the iLab? 

8. What kind of work/activities do you typically do in a traditional classroom? 

9. What kind of work/activities do you typically do in the iLab? 

10. What do you think of the iLab?  What do you think about the layout of the iLab? 

11. What do you think of the traditional classroom?  What do you think about the layout of 

the traditional classroom? 

 

For teachers only: 

 

12. What is it like to teach a class in the iLab? 

13. What is it like to teach a class in a traditional classroom? 

14. Compare teaching classes in the iLab and teaching classes in a traditional classroom.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


