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Abstract 

The physical environment of schools has undergone a number of changes in recent years. Along 

with the increasing integration of digital technology in classrooms, schools today are being designed and 

constructed with fewer walls — opening classroom spaces with the intention of enhancing collaboration 

and student-centered teaching practice. This open-plan school design is predicated on a short-lived school 

design movement that emerged in the 1960s in North America. A multitude of challenges led to the 

eventual abandonment of this design. Today, optimistic school designers suggest technology and evolving 

teaching practices will allow for the success of open-plan schools. In addition, architects are including 

purpose-built specialty rooms (also known as flexible-use spaces, or sometimes makerspaces) that can be 

customized by the educators who use them.  

The purpose of this study is to characterize the contextual nature of teaching and learning in one 

newly constructed open-plan school so that recommendations can be provided about next steps in 

developing uses for these flexible-use rooms. A case study approach was taken and field observations, 

interviews with teachers, and focus groups with students from a Grade 3–5 community and a Grade 6–8 

community were collected in this open-plan school. The three central questions that guided this 

exploration were: (1) What is the nature of teaching and learning taking place in this open-plan school? 

(2) What pedagogy do teachers enact in this open-plan school? (3) What pedagogical challenges exist in 

this open-plan school? 

 The findings suggest the need for the careful consideration of teacher collaboration, student 

empowerment, the ongoing experimental nature of teaching practice, and the tensions that exist between 

progressive teaching practices and more traditional educational methods when designing uses for the 

flexible-use spaces that are being built into similar open-plan schools. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In August 2017 the Ontario Ministry of Education (OME) confirmed the opening of 25 new 

schools through an investment of over 420 million dollars and driven by a provincial goal to prepare 

students for success in the 21st century (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, 2017b). This goal is being 

translated by some districts into open-plan learning spaces to support flexibility in teaching and learning 

practice, improved student collaboration, and engagement between students and the wider community 

(Nair, 2014, p. 206; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, 2017b).  

Key Definitions: Open-plan, Pod, and Flexible-use Space 

There are three central terms that are necessary to define in the context of this study prior to its 

introduction. Open-plan school refers to an architectural school design that can be most broadly 

characterized by the combination of multiple grades and classes in one large space with minimal physical 

or acoustic barriers (Gislason, 2009). These schools are often divided into a few distinct areas, usually 

grouping a smaller range of grades together (i.e. Grades 3–5 in one space and Grades 6–8 in another). In 

this study these distinct open areas within the school are called Pods. The Pod is a large open “classroom” 

space that is divided up into smaller “studios” (or rooms) by either glass paneled garage doors or smaller 

glass man-doors (see pages 44 and 61 for floor plans figures of these). 

Within the Pods are rooms that have been identified by architects and administrators as unique 

and requiring specialized attention. In the case study that follows, the flexible-use spaces are identified as 

the “Trillium and “Finch” studios (on pages 29 and 46). Flexible-use spaces (also known as purpose-built 

spaces, or sometimes makerspaces) are a growing trend in both traditional and open-plan school designs 

(Byers, Imms & Hartnell-Young, 2014; Alterator & Deed, 2013). The construction of brand-new open-

plan schools, however, affords greater freedom in how these flexible-use spaces are physically connected 

to learning environments. Flexible-use spaces in schools can be connected to the ongoing “maker 

movement” in education which provides students with physical and digital fabrication opportunities in 
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order to promote principles such as “inquiry, play, imagination, innovation, critical thinking, problem 

solving, collaboration, and personalized learning” (Hughes, 2017, p. 1).  

Teachers and administrators working in traditional school buildings today are converting 

abandoned classrooms and seldom used libraries into flexible-use spaces for (these very purposes Martin, 

2015; Kurti, Kurti, & Fleming, 2014; Halverson, & Sheridan, 2014). The reimagined open-plan schools 

being designed and constructed today, however, bring these flexible-use spaces into learning 

environments in a very intentional way seemingly in hopes that educators will take up this creative/maker 

philosophy of education with their students.  

Background 

In the 1960s open-plan classrooms were the focus of school design research with the intention to 

support more student-centered pedagogical practices (Bennet, Andreae, Hegarty, & Wade, 1980; 

Gislason, 2009; Nair, 2014). However, it became clear that within these innovative learning spaces of the 

1960s there were a significant number of challenges imposed by the physical space that negatively 

impacted student learning (Gislason, 2009; Henderson & Maddux, 1982). The most widely identified 

challenge reported in the research was a gap between the pedagogy that existed in the schools and the 

progressive teaching philosophy and school culture deemed necessary for success in open-plan 

environments (Gislason, 2009; Henderson & Maddux, 1982; Nair, 2014; Provincial Committee, 1968). 

Overall, the negative experiences with open-plan learning spaces led to the conversion of many open-plan 

classrooms to more conventional spaces throughout the 1980s, and a shift back to the construction of 

traditional school designs throughout the 1990s and early 2000s (Bennet et al., 1980; Gislason, 2009; 

Nair, 2014). The contemporary trend in open-plan school design is predicated on the belief that 

technology and modern goals of education will ensure their success. In addition, architects today are 

including flexible-use spaces that can be customized by the educators who use them. 

A steadfast goal of education in Ontario is to “develop the knowledge, skills and characteristics 

that will lead students to become personally successful, economically productive and actively engaged 
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citizens” (OME, 2014, p. 1). In the 21st century, Canadian education systems alongside the Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development have placed greater emphasis on competencies (or 

knowledge, skills, and characteristics) thought to be essential in students' future success beyond school 

(OME, 2016; Ananiadou & Claro, 2009). In Ontario these 21st century competencies include: critical 

thinking and problem solving; innovation; creativity and entrepreneurship; self-awareness; collaboration; 

communication; and global citizenship (OME, 2016, p. 56). Through an analysis of contemporary 

examples of a variety of international education systems' current vision for 21st century competencies, the 

OME (2016) has developed these six areas with the intention to “develop these competencies in explicit 

and intentional ways through deliberate changes in curriculum design and pedagogical practice” (p. 3).  

 While today’s aim to encourage 21st century learning is important, little contemporary research 

has been conducted to suggest how newer open-plan school architecture and flexible-use spaces will 

mitigate previously experienced challenges (OME, 2016; Gislason, 2009). These include lack of support 

for teachers from administrators; limited funding for access to technology; smaller teacher–student ratios; 

and external pressures from educational stakeholders such as parents and school boards related to 

student’s academic success (Bennett & Hyland, 1979; Hunt & Yarusso, 1979; Marshall, 1981). 

Situating the Current Case Study 

This study is part of a larger design research endeavor funded by the Mathematics, Science, and 

Technology Education group at Queen’s University. The purpose of the larger project is to support 

teacher’s implementation of technology and refine ways they are using the flexible-use spaces built into 

each of the multi-grade learning communities (i.e. Pods) in the open-plan school. The present study is 

situated as the first phase of this larger study, and takes up the preliminary step in design research which 

involves generating a rich contextual description of the problem.   

 Design research is used to offer solutions to often complex problems. Understanding the context 

first allows for the generation of strong and clear problems which can be used to prototype and test 

solutions that are most likely to be taken up by the participants. In this study, it became almost 
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immediately clear when I entered the school to begin data collection that the flexible-use spaces were not 

being used differently from the rest of the Pod space. This resulted in the shifting of focus towards the 

development of a description of teaching and learning across the two participating Pods. With this 

contextualized understanding of teaching and learning in the school, future phases of the larger design 

study can consider uses for the flexible-use spaces that will be most relevant to the teaching and learning 

activity of those in the school.  

Given the significant financial investment in school architecture in Ontario and the potential 

impact of instructional spaces on student learning (Byers, Imms, & Hartnell-Young, 2014; De Gregori, 

2011; McClintock & McClintock, 1968), there is an urgent need to understand the current practice of 

teachers working within these open-plan environments and flexible-use spaces. Parallel cases can be 

found across Canada, the United States, and the world as the influence of school architects such as 

Fielding-Nair International, 3XN, and HMFH Architects (3XN, n.d.; HMFH, 2018; Nair, 2014;) drive a 

global shift in school design. This study will add to the limited existing contemporary research by 

analyzing and characterizing teaching practice, as well as the use of space by teachers and students in the 

context of an open-plan school.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this case study is to characterize the nature of teaching and learning in the context 

of two multi-grade learning communities in a newly constructed open-plan school. Four Grade 6–8 

teachers and five Grade 3–5 teachers, and two groups of students from each of the two grade groupings 

informed the development of a thematic description characterizing teaching and learning in this school. 

This broad characterization of teaching and learning in the school will guide suggestions to a larger 

project for contextually relevant designs for the use of flexible-use spaces in the school. The following 

questions guide this study: 

(1) What is the nature of teaching and learning taking place in this open-plan school?  

(2) What pedagogy do teachers enact in this open-plan school? 



 

 5 

(3) What pedagogical challenges exist in this open-plan school? 

Overview of Thesis  

 This thesis is organized into five chapters. The present chapter, Chapter 1, introduces the study 

and situates it within the context of a broader study. In Chapter 2, I review the findings of prior research 

and literature related to learning in open-plan spaces.  Here I describe the conceptual framework, Built 

Pedagogy, and then present the philosophical and pedagogical underpinnings of open-plan spaces in 

addition to empirical research on the relationship between physical space and teaching and learning. 

Chapter 3 describes the case study methodology and provides a space for me to set aside my own 

experiences. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study through two composite narrative accounts of a 

day in each of the multi-grade learning communities that make up the case for this study. Chapter 5 

examines what this study has to say about the nature of teaching and learning in a newly constructed 

open-plan school, the pedagogy that is enacted by teachers in the school, and the challenges to pedagogy I 

have described. This final chapter (Chapter 5) concludes by offering suggestions for design questions to 

be asked when designing uses for the space. Further, it raises questions that should be asked and 

investigated by future research in open-plan schools to ensure their success for both teachers and learners.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Conceptual Framework 

I frame this exploratory study of teaching practice within an open-plan school using the 

conceptual framework of Built Pedagogy from the work of Monahan (2005) and McClintock and 

McClintock (1968). To support an understanding of this framing I employ a definition of pedagogy from 

Beetham and Sharpe (2007) that renders pedagogy as the explicit actions that are undertaken by teachers 

and students.  This framework will guide the discussion of the results of this study. 

 Pedagogy. The term pedagogy, which is central to the concept of Built Pedagogy, is often left 

ambiguous and requires clarification for the context of this study. Pedagogy should be considered not just 

as the activities involved in teaching and learning processes, but go further to “describe how we think and 

talk about, plan, and structure those activities when we are not actually engaged in them” (Beetham & 

Sharpe, 2007, p. 2). Pedagogy in the context of this study will be used to describe the explicit actions of 

the teacher participants during the times of the day when they are actively teaching students, as well as 

the times they are thinking about and planning those actions as well as actions in the future.  

Pedagogy has also been studied and described as deeply related to the unique socio-cultural 

contexts of the schools and communities within which teachers work (Murphy, 2008). Stakeholders such 

as community members, parents, administrators, and students play a central role in decisions made by 

educators related to their teaching practice. Murphy further describes the relationship between didactics 

and pedagogy by defining didactics as the interconnectedness among teachers, learners, the curriculum 

and pedagogy as the more abstract interactions taking place in a learning environment. Additionally, in 

their early writing on Built Pedagogy McClintock and McClintock (1968) define the concept of pedagogy 

as “a theory about what [humans] can and should become and about the means by which [they] can be 
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helped to fulfill [their] destiny” (p. 64). As such, this study will also consider pedagogy to be the 

aspirations and expectations teachers have of themselves in relation to their active teaching practice.  

Built Pedagogy. A body of theory conceptualizing the significant impact physical space has on 

social behaviors (specifically related to teaching and learning) has been developed in the field of 

architecture (Monahan, 2002, 2005; McClintock & McClintock, 1968). Specifically considering the role 

of school architecture on pedagogy, the theory of Built Pedagogy is best described by Monahan (2002), 

who states that the physical environment of learning spaces may “privilege certain movements, activities 

or states of being” (p. 34) for teachers and learners. This suggests that by considering physical space in 

explorations of teaching and learning, especially in modern flexible learning environments such as open-

plan schools, the theory of Built Pedagogy can provide clarity and depth in understanding teachers’ 

practice.  

Built Pedagogy clarifies that architectural design can embody and influence both the behaviours, 

philosophies, and aspirations of teachers working in a given space. Monahan (2002) explains:  

Built Pedagogies operate along a continuum between discipline and autonomy. On the 

disciplinary side, [built environments] can restrict learning possibilities by not allowing for 

certain movements or flows. For example, desks bolted to the ground make flexible 

interpretations of spatial use extremely difficult, and they impose directions for how space should 

be used. In the middle of the discipline/autonomy spectrum, there are built pedagogies that enable 

but do not require flexible behaviors: movable partitions and desks illustrate space left open to 

interpretative use. Finally, on the autonomy end, open classrooms invite and almost demand that 

individuals appropriate space to their perceived needs (p. 5). 

Not only do architectural structures afford different practices related to teaching, in many ways they 

dictate which practices are 'best' by making some behaviours easier to initiate than others. The example of 

physical space continuum described by Monahan above suggests that there are some spaces that demand 

to be used in an individualized and student-centered manner while others are open to interpretive use, 

including direct group instruction, or a standard task given to all students to be done independently.  
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 The physical environment of schools can, and should, be conceptualized as deeply connected to 

the practices taken up by the teachers therein. Neill and Etheridge (2008) found that “pedagogical 

innovation demands a space that enables exploration by both teacher and student. To be effective, this 

space should allow for multiple modes of instruction and learning” (p. 1). The perspective that 

contemporary changes in teaching approaches will require changes to physical teaching and learning 

spaces aligns with rationales for building open-plan schools. Prakash Nair (2014), a leader amongst 

today’s open-plan school architects, states that, “an agile building encourages students to take greater 

ownership of their learning and helps foster collaboration and good learning habits that help create agile 

learners who will be better prepared to take on challenges of a constantly changing world” (p. 18).  

This poignant stand on the conceptual influence space can have on both learner and teacher behaviour and 

decision making in schools is further developed in literature that refers to space as a “Third Teacher”. 

 Space as a third teacher. The Reggio Emilia model of Italian early childhood education, initially 

conceived by Loris Malagazzi, presents space as a third teacher in learning environments. Alongside the 

teacher, and the children themselves, the environment is seen as a powerful force in the education of 

children (Gandini, 1998). When the space is thought to have a role in teaching and learning, teachers must 

consider how decisions they make about the built environment and décor in their classroom present 

messages, invitations and inspire creativity for students (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007).  

There are many ways teachers can play an active role in manipulating the space to speak to 

students. This includes things like the art and posters hung on the wall, and the arrangements of tables and 

seating options in the room. There are also aspects of learning environment which teachers have very 

little control over and influence the ways the space might teach children. This could include where the 

electrical outlets are located, or the location and size of windows in the space. All of the messages that 

these environmental design features send to students play a role in how and what they are learning.  

 Considering space as the third teacher in a classroom, much like the concept of built pedagogy, 

asks us to think of how the physical environment where learning happens influences the behaviours and 

beliefs of both teachers and learners. Hall (2017) states, “educational design is regarded in this context as 
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an inherently participatory, socio-material process – affecting and affected by the space in which learning 

is happening, and the formative interactions of learners, their peers and teachers within the designed 

environment” (p. 319). The physical environment of the classroom can influence the relationships 

between learners as well as teachers, sending quiet (but not necessarily subtle) messages about what can 

and/or cannot be done in the space. Because the literature that develops the concept of built pedagogy is 

relatively thin (Monahan, 2002, 2005; McClintock & McClintock, 1968), a stronger understanding of the 

conceptual framework for this study can be generated by considering how it relates to the notion that 

space is the third teacher.  

This description of Built Pedagogy, and further space as a third teacher act as the base framework 

which supports my exploration of the teaching practices within the context of this study. Additionally, 

this conceptual framework forms the foundation from which this study was initiated and it contributes to 

how the results are interpreted. 

History of Open Plan Schools  

 The present study is positioned at the intersection of literature on innovative learning 

environments and research on the relationship between those environments and teaching practice. 

Specifically, this study engages three areas of literature on how teaching practice is affected by 

contemporary open-plan school design: (a) the history of teaching in open-plan schools in North America; 

(b) the philosophical underpinnings of open-plan schools; and (c) the role of the physical environment in 

teaching. 

Early open-plan schools. The 1960s in North America have been popularly characterized by 

political dissent and a search for alternatives to widely accepted and dominant social norms. Clausen 

(2014) explains that “in the area of education, it has been called a period of revolutionary change whereby 

outsiders to customary school authority attempted to dramatically overthrow the status quo in order to 

recreate a radically different system in North America” (p. 67). Just prior to this period, Canada 

experienced rapid population growth; urban centers grew exponentially, and small, integrated one-room 
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schoolhouses were amalgamated into larger buildings with separated single-grade classrooms.  This larger 

school design is described by Stamp (2005) as having: 

Six rows of desks, heavy wooden structures bolted to the floor, with curly black iron frames, each 

attached front and back to another desk. Blackboards across the front and down the right-hand 

wall, six large windows on our left-hand side. Cloak rooms at the back (separate ones, naturally, 

for boys and girls) with hooks for our coats. (p. 4)  

Following decades of highly structured pedagogy, curriculum, in these larger schools came a politically 

charged resistance in the form of the open-plan school movement.  

 As an example of this school design resistance is demonstrated through the pioneering work done 

by the administration and staff at Pleasant Avenue Public School in Willowdale, Ontario (Clausen, 2014). 

Frustrated by the rigidity and isolation characterized by the existing system and inspired by research 

being conducted out of Harvard University on the benefits of team teaching (or collaborative pedagogical 

practice) (Anderson, Hagstrom, & Robinson, 1960) the principal of Pleasant Avenue Public school, Kenn 

Johnson, organized a research project within his elementary school. The project was intended to increase 

teacher’s professional interaction and professional discussion by encouraging them to take an approach 

that was being referred to as “team teaching” (Clausen, 2014). This approach involved teachers sharing 

both instructional and preparatory responsibility for large classes. 

What began as a project involving only three teachers and a group of grade one students in 1962, 

quickly spread across grade levels and included many teachers in the school. Clausen (2014) describes 

how the initial reports of the project written by principal Kenn Johnson who found that the role of the 

teacher was elevated, and increased satisfaction and higher professional achievement were attained and 

attributed to the team atmosphere (p. 77). Additionally, teachers involved in the project reported that 

students became more resilient and flexible, and that by teaching to student ability rather than grade level, 

greater success for all students was enabled (Clausen, 2014).  

 As teachers demonstrated the potential for collaborative pedagogy, the traditional spatial layout 

of Pleasant Avenue Public school became a limitation. While this project began with a focus on 



 

 11 

pedagogical practice in team teaching scenarios, in 1963 plans were carried through to change the 

physical architecture of the building. Johnson and the teachers at the school were able to draft their own 

design for the space and, as Clausen (2014) states,  

A teaching area was created based on the experiment that was in progress. In the space where 4 

standard classrooms should be, there also existed some flexibility to create smaller or larger ones 

based on the use of partitioning walls. There was also room for a communal, team-planning 

workroom off the large classroom. (p. 79)  

This design had only been adopted sporadically across North American schools at the time; however, the 

intrigue it inspired amongst educators, administrators, and ministries of education across Canada 

influenced government policy which led to an increase in the construction of schools similar to Pleasant 

Avenue (p. 83).   

Living and learning in open-plan schools. In Ontario, this influence came through strongly in a 

report conducted by the Provincial Committee on Aims and Objectives of Education in the Schools in 

Ontario (1968) titled Living and Learning: The Report of the Provincial Committee on Aims and 

Objectives of Education in the Schools of Ontario. This report is more commonly referred to as the “Hall-

Dennis report” after its co-chairpersons: Emmett Hall, a judge of the Supreme Court of Canada, and 

Lloyd Dennis, a former school principal. Then-Premier Bill Davis commissioned the report and it took 

three years to complete. In the introduction, the committee proclaims that the aim of the report is to 

suggest the “means whereby modern education can meet the present and future needs of children and 

society” (p. 8). The suggestion was that the traditional school structure of the time was no longer 

sufficient for meeting the needs of both students and society. The Hall-Dennis report suggested one 

central recommendation for the improvement of education in Ontario: putting individual students at the 

center of all decisions made by school authorities. This goal of establishing a student-centered focus for 

governance of schools in Ontario came with the intention to support, “the right of every individual to have 

equal access to the learning experience best suited to his needs, and the responsibility of every school 

authority to provide a child-centered learning continuum that invites learning by individual discovery and 
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inquiry” (1968, p. 179). The report made suggestions for a broad range of changes to the curriculum, the 

role of administrators, school to community partnerships, and the physical environment of classrooms as 

well as schools. A group of teachers, politicians, lawyers, school board members, farmers, and academics 

were appointed to establish guidelines for how this was to be accomplished.  

 The emphasis in the report is on flexible organization within the school to encourage free 

development of curriculum that will meet the unique needs of each individual student. Inspired by school 

designs such as the flexible, open-plan at Pleasant Avenue School, the Hall-Dennis report made 

significant suggestions for what would be the most effective architectural and interior designs for schools 

and classrooms that put students first. The Provincial Committee (1968) suggested that: 

in a few newer schools, large, open areas comparable to the combined space of three, four, or 

more classrooms become ‘learning Pods’ in a school. In each of these ‘Pods’ the teachers directly 

responsible for a group of students work as a team. The team organizes and reorganizes, plans 

activities based on pupils’ interests and needs, and generally makes use of each teacher’s 

specialties as well as pooling the knowledge of each child within the group. (p. 147) 

Team teaching environments within combined, larger classrooms with many students are discussed in the 

report with enthusiastic optimism. The isolated work environments teachers experience in traditional 

school models are seen as insufficient in supporting learning at a time of “expanding knowledge, 

innovation, and increasingly high standards” (p. 147). In Ontario, the suggestions made by the Hall-

Dennis report were interpreted by many school boards and architects in the design of schools and 

classrooms in the coming years (Clausen, 2014, p. 83).  

Team teaching was believed to be a promising strategy to achieve teaching practice which was 

student centered. The Hall-Dennis report (Provincial Committee, 1968) also suggested a number of 

additional approaches to teaching that educators should take on. The report discusses democratic teaching 

methods that include teachers, students, administrators, and the outside community in classroom decision 

making (p. 67). Further, there is discussion of the need to connect students to authentic learning 

opportunities that are meaningful to them and their unique social and cultural context (p. 181).  
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The proliferation of open-plan school design. It was during the years directly following the 

publication of the Hall-Dennis report that the open-plan school movement took off in Ontario. American 

authors Bennet and Hyland (1979) report that,  

Of over 2500 schools built in the period 1967-69 in 43 states, 50% had open designs, the 

influence being strongest at elementary level where only 3% of designs were conventional. This 

pattern of growth is similar in Canada and in Britain where, by 1975, approximately one school in 

ten was of open design. (p. 159)  

Investments in school infrastructure made by school boards and the Ministry of Education in Ontario 

between 1968 and the mid-1970s were seen to have been heavily influenced by the suggestions made in 

the Hall-Dennis Report (Clausen, 2014). The debate between the strength of conventional school designs 

and teaching philosophies, versus open-plan schools and “progressive” philosophies (signified in North 

America by the work of John Dewey and William Heard Kilpatrick) led to a tumultuous period of 

piecemeal, uneven change during the years that followed. Empirical studies at the time (e.g., Bennett & 

Hyland, 1979; Hunt & Yarusso, 1979; Marshall, 1981) were inconclusive about the effectiveness of these 

open-plan schools. 

In a review of qualitative and quantitative reports on open-plan schools Bennett and Hyland 

(1979) discuss whether or not the philosophical goals of open-plan schools had been met in the physical 

design of the schools. Open-plan schools aspire, “. . . to provide informal and flexible learning 

environments” (p. 160) as well as to support teachers in experimenting with their practice through 

integrating curriculum areas and using team teaching approaches. The observational qualitative studies 

reviewed by Bennet and Hyland demonstrated that change in the built environment does not necessarily 

cause change in practice. They conclude widely many teachers found it difficult to “take advantage of the 

opportunities for flexible-use of space and attempted to retain their ‘own’ territory” (p. 160). In contrast, 

the quantitative studies reviewed by Bennett and Hyland presented inconclusive results regarding the 

effectiveness of open-plan schools. The authors suggest that architectural design and pedagogy are not 

synonymous and that the student-centered, flexible pedagogical intentions of planners and administrators 
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“did not match” the practice of teachers (p. 165). While the space was intended by planners to positively 

impact change in both teaching and learning, there were no clear transformations in the practices of 

teachers.  

The inconclusive results of the empirical studies regarding the effectiveness of open-plan schools 

in the 1970s are also considered by Marshall (1981). In a review of existing studies and previously 

conducted literature reviews, Marshall suggests that there are many components of open education 

including both the physical school environment and the shifting educational philosophy; and that in order 

to properly evaluate the situation a “more incisive analysis of the component dimensions” must occur (p. 

181).  There is confusion in the literature about whether openness refers to teaching strategies or physical 

space, or both. Marshall cites Horowitz's (1979) definition of open-plan as “a style of teaching involving 

flexibility of space, student choice of activity, richness of learning materials, integration of curriculum 

areas, and more individual or small-group than large group instruction” (pp. 72-73). In other words, 

similar to what was suggested by Bennett and Hyland (1979), while open physical space does not 

consequentially result in pedagogical change, in order for the open-plan design to be successfully 

implemented Marshall indicates that there is a need for a holistic change in the practice and educational 

philosophy within the school.  

Quietly, in the years that followed the construction of many of the first open-plan schools, walls 

began to go up – separating large open learning areas into conventional single classroom spaces (Bennett 

& Hyland, 1979). The future of the open-plan school is considered in a literature review by Hunt and 

Yarusso (1979) who noted four major challenges presented as barriers to the success of open-plan 

schools, the first being teacher preparation. The authors suggest that there was evidence that teachers are 

not properly prepared in order for these schools to be successful and there is a need for dedicated teachers 

with appropriate training (1979, p. 295). The teachers in open-plan schools also felt as though they did not 

have adequate support in the learning environment. Hunt and Yarusso (1979) explain that many teachers 

and administrators felt the ideal ratio for true individualized learning was ten students to every one 

teacher, a ratio which to meet would be prohibitively costly to school boards (p. 198). Additionally, local 



 

 15 

communities and parents around open-plan schools began to recognize that these new spaces were not 

delivering the “empirical goods” to students, as students standardized academic scores in open-plan 

spaces were lower than students in conventional schools (1979, p. 299). Parents and administrators began 

holding teachers accountable, putting a great deal of pressure on teachers to modify their approaches to 

avoid failure – which for many involved reverting back to conventional methods that experienced 

teachers considered to be tried and true.  

 The challenges experienced by teachers in early open-plan schools are: (a) lack of support for 

teachers from administrators; (b) limited funding for access to technology and smaller teacher–student 

ratios; and (c) external pressures from educational stakeholders such as parents and school boards related 

to student’s academic success (Bennett & Hyland, 1979; Hunt & Yarusso, 1979; Marshall, 1981). More 

recently, contemporary advocates of the open-plan school design challenge the suggestions from the past 

regarding the apparent demise of the open-school (Nair, 2014; Reh, Rabenstein, & Fritzche, 2011). 

Notably, school architect Prakash Nair (2014) supports the challenge substantiated by many past studies 

that the pedagogy and philosophy embodied by these schools was not taken up by teachers in their 

practice, and that parent and community backlash made it difficult to continue to operate effectively (p. 

10). He adds to these conclusions, however, that there were fundamental design flaws in the early 

architecture and, “without quiet zones, restorative areas, enclosed spaces for smaller groupings, and 

focused work, handpicked furniture, and acoustic treatments . . . the open-classroom design is almost 

certain to fail” (2014, p. 10). Across North America the open-school design fell out of favour and schools 

constructed in the 1990s onward reverted back to a traditional model (Huchinson, 2004).  

Philosophical Underpinnings of Open Plan Schools 

Outlining the educational philosophies that drive (and drove) the open-plan school design 

movements of the present and the past is important in order to consider why there has been a 

contemporary movement back to open plan school design, as well as what it means for teachers and 

learners. The Hall-Dennis report (1968) as well as Nair (2014) and Reh, Rabenstein, and Fritzche (2011) 
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suggest opening the physical space of learning environments and identifies the pedagogical underpinnings 

of student centered practice that would be enhanced by democratic teaching methods and connecting 

students to authentic and contextually relevant learning opportunities. These educational ideals are 

strongly reminiscent of progressive educational theory work by John Dewey in the early 20th Century as 

well as the philosophy of openness in education.  

 John Dewey and progressive education. In this section I will explore the pedagogical 

philosophies related to open-plan schools put forward by the Hall-Dennis report (1968) in connection 

with the work of John Dewey. Democracy and meaningful experience as key facets of strong education 

were not revolutionary ideas first developed by the Provincial Committee (1968) in the Hall-Dennis 

report. Years prior Dewey (1916) had suggested both democracy and meaningful experience as central 

aspects of what he considered the best education model. Dewey (1938), in discussing the societal needs of 

a democratic system, posited that, “Such a society must have a type of education which gives individuals 

a personal interest in social relationships and control, and the habits of mind which secure social changes 

without introducing disorder” (p. 95). This idea of creating democratic processes and habits within a 

school environment with the intention of positively impacting the future of a democratic society, is clearly 

translated into suggestions made in the Hall-Dennis report. A number of the recommendations of the 

report reflect a democratic philosophy by suggesting the involvement of school staff in school planning 

and policy making, and curriculum designed at the local level with input from teachers, parents, students, 

and administrators (Provincial Committee, 1968, pp. 179–198).  

 Another parallel between the work of Dewey (1938; 1916) and the recommendations of the Hall-

Dennis Report (Provincial Committee, 1968) is the need to provide students opportunities to learn 

through experiences which are meaningful to them as individuals. Dewey suggests that experience is the 

result of the interaction of two principles: continuity and interaction. Continuity refers to the ongoing 

influence an experience has on a person’s future, while interaction is individual relationship between what 

happens during an experience and what has happened in past experiences. Experiences in education are 
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viewed as important in Dewey’s theorizing because it is only when teachers present learning experiences 

that reflect the unique pasts and interest of individual students that meaningful learning can take place. 

 The Hall-Dennis Report (Provincial Committee, 1968) presents over 30 recommendations 

directly related to learning experience. An example of this is in response to the question “what learning 

experiences should be provided by teachers to satisfy individual needs and foster excitement in learning?” 

to which the report states: “provide learning experiences which are pertinent to the personal needs and 

interests of the learner” (p. 181). The correlation between the importance of an exciting and 

individualized pedagogy, and opening the built environment of classrooms is the overarching focus in the 

report on the uniqueness of students and the need for an education system which delivers learning 

opportunities to all of them is supported largely by the progressive educational philosophy of Dewey.  

 Open education. Another educational philosophy that has been used to justify the construction of 

open-plan schools is that of open education. Previously I presented a definition from Horowitz's (1979) of 

open-plan schools as “a style of teaching involving flexibility of space, student choice of activity, richness 

of learning materials, integration of curriculum areas, and more individual or small-group than large 

group instruction” (pp. 72-73). This explanation of an open-plan suggests that openness in education can 

exist in a school that is not necessarily built using an open design (i.e. fewer walls, teachers working 

together). Rather, it presents an ideological theory of what openness means and looks like in schools that 

is worth exploring when thinking about open-plan schools.  

 Operationally defining the open educational philosophy has noted as a difficult process and 

strongly linked to context in the literature (Walberg & Thomas, 1971; Marshall, 1981; Baker III, 2017). It 

is also a concept that has evolved slightly over time. Walberg and Thomas (1971) juxtapose open 

educational thinking against a traditional model of education whereby advocates “. . .classify the 

curriculum into subjects, group learners by ability, and view knowledge as represented authoritatively by 

the teacher” (p. 198). In contrast, they define open education as an a developmental and humanistic 

approach to teaching and learning. In this context, open education is a sensitive and reflexive process 

where the student is seen as unique and a “significant decision maker” (1971, p. 198). For a learning 
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environment to be considered open through this definition, the teachers and students should design the 

children’s school experience collaboratively.  

 More recent thought on open education and its meaning has been formulated by Baker III (2017). 

In order to understand contemporary openness in new ways, Baker III (2017) traces definitions and 

examples of open education all the way back to the Socratic method. For the present, it is suggested that 

open education is built upon two key features: transparency and freedom. Baker III (2017) supports the 

notion of participation and communication between learners and teachers discussed above in the work of 

Walberg and Thomas (1971), however he adds the concept of collective knowledge production. “The 

visibility and accessibility of all parts of the system, process, idea, or other application” is the definition 

of transparency given by Baker III (2017) in relation to his definition of open education (p. 132). 

Additionally, freedom is defined in this context as aprocess whereby “anyone inside or outside of a fully 

open system could operate and interact with each element of the system without barrier” (p. 132). The 

definition of open education that is established through these key features of transparency and freedom, 

along with a democratic process of knowledge production between students and teachers can take shape 

in a number of different explicit teaching practices.  

 Walberg & Thomas (1972) sought to validate a tool for assessing Open Education classroom 

practices in comparison to traditional classroom practice in schools in both the United States and Britain. 

The researchers generated 8 themes of open education (provisioning for learning; humanness and respect; 

diagnosis; instruction; evaluation; seeking opportunities for professional growth; self-perception of 

teacher; and assumptions about learning process) based upon an extensive review of literature as well as a 

survey of prominent American open educators at the time. Using these 8 themes they developed a 

questionnaire for observers to fill out while in various classrooms that had been identified as following 

either an open or traditional pedagogical approach.  

The authors note that “open classes differ sharply from Traditional on 5 of the 8 criteria—

Provisioning, Humaneness, Diagnosis, Instruction, and Evaluation” (Walberg & Thomas, 1972, p. 206). 

These themes of practice that are unique to the open education philosophy are  
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• Provisioning a broad range of diverse learning materials to students without replication (i.e. no 

class sets).  Allowing children can move freely about the room and group and regroup themselves 

without asking permission. Talking is encouraged  

• Humaneness refers to the respectful warm way in which classroom relationships are built. The 

classroom is filled with materials that are meaningful and representative of the students  

• Diagnosis as a process where students are grouped by teachers based on their academic ability. 

Teachers use observational data to diagnose student needs and generate deeper thinking by asking 

students questions about what they are doing while they are doing it  

• Instruction is based on the needs of each individual child and is separated into subjects  

• Evaluation is conducted through the use of anecdotal notes, histories, and evidence of work, on 

each individual student. (1972, p. 200–201) 

The 3 themes that were found to be common between both traditional and open educational practice were  

• Seeking opportunities for professional growth in situations where teachers sought the support of 

someone with an advisory role as well as teaching colleagues.  

• Self-perceptions held by teachers, where all students are kept in sight so that their activity can be 

monitored 

• Assumptions about children and learning process are made supporting an inclusive emotional 

climate and academic achievement as the top priority. (p. 201) 

These 8 themes of open educational practice have been used to evaluate the level of openness of learning 

environments, however it can be employed more broadly to understand what open teaching and learning 

looks like in schools.  

 For Baker III (2017) open educational practice is characterized by transparency and freedom, 

each of which he lists with a number of potential implementation examples. Transparency may look like: 

(1) access of all students to all learning materials; (2) communal understanding of the short term and 

long-term learning schedules; (3) student understanding of expectations on all assessments; and (4) the 
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language used by teachers is accessible to all students (p. 133). Examples of freedom given include: (1) 

students choosing what subject and assignment they are working on in an order that makes sense for 

them; (2) students connected to the outside community where participants are brought in as full members 

of the learning community; and (3) students deciding what work is assessed and the assessment scheme 

that is used for evaluation (p. 133). These contemporary examples of open educational practice closely 

align with many of the 8 themes conceived by Walberg and Thomas (1972).  

 Open education as a philosophy upon which open-plan schools were (and are) constructed 

suggests ideal teaching and learning models that best suit these spaces. Alongside progressivism, the open 

philosophy of education has been used to justify the construction of open-concept schools as 

demonstrated through the Hall-Dennis report (1968). More recently Prain et al. (2014) explore how the 

construction of four new open-plan secondary schools in Australia are connected to goals of improving 

academic achievement of schools in communities of low socioeconomic status (p. 4). The researchers cite 

the ideological goals driving these schools that are closely aligned by the examples noted above by both 

Walberg and Thomas (1972), and Baker III (2017). These include “extensive work on curriculum reform 

to enable differentiation and personalised learning; systematic teacher professional learning; and attempts 

to link the schools more closely to their communities” (p. 4). Developing these connections between 

educational philosophy, practice, and decisions made regarding the physical environment of schools 

raises the question of whether or not open-plan schools where the teaching philosophy is not open or 

progressive can be successful.  

Contemporary Research on the Relationship Between Space and Teaching  

Nair (2014) posits that societal changes brought on by technology and the ongoing belief that 

every student deserves a personalized education should be reflected clearly in schools today, and to do 

this there is a need to return to a reimagined open-plan school design (p. 10). In this section I will outline 

a Canadian justification for this push towards open-plan schools as well as the relatively recent small 

body of empirical research on open-plan schools today. In order to demonstrate built pedagogy (the link 
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between the architectural design of schools and the behaviours, philosophies, and aspirations of teachers 

working within them) in context, I will outline three additional bodies of literature regarding teaching, 

learning, and environments that are not necessarily open-plan.  

 Open-Plan renaissance. Nair (2014) posits that societal changes brought on by technology and 

the ongoing belief that every student deserves a personalized education should be reflected clearly in 

schools today, and to do this there is a need to return to a reimagined open-plan school design (p. 10). In 

the Canadian context these changes and values are reflected in national education goals. A 2008 report 

from the Council of Ministers of Education Canada (CMEC) generated a framework for the provincial 

ministries of education to follow in order to achieve enhanced education outcomes. CMEC (2008) 

recognizes, “the direct link between a well-educated population and (1) a vibrant knowledge-based 

economy in the 21st century, (2) a socially progressive, sustainable society, and (3) enhanced personal 

growth opportunities for all Canadians” (p. 1). The report suggests that the 21st century economy requires 

different skills than past eras, and that Canadian education is interested in personal growth. In order to 

infer the justifications for the contemporary movement in open-plan schools in Ontario it is necessary to 

begin with this recognition of national goals which influence provincial decisions.  

 In Ontario these national interests in student’s skill development are further discussed in a 

document intending to support policy and administrative decision making in the province. In the 21st 

Century Competencies document (2016) the Ontario ministry of education (OME) presents the notion that 

while the competencies presented in the document are not revolutionary, “what’s new in the 21st century 

is the call for education systems to emphasize and develop these competencies in explicit and intentional 

ways through deliberate changes in curriculum design and pedagogical practice” (p. 3). The province 

recognizes that skills such as critical thinking and collaboration have historically played a role in the 

education system, however current research at the national and international levels suggests the need to 

revisit and revise how school administration and teachers work to optimize student learning.   

 Following a review of 21 different frameworks for 21st century competencies, OME (2016) 

suggests six they believe are best in line with the needs and goals of Ontario educators and students: 
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critical thinking, innovation and creativity, self-directed learning, collaboration, communication, and 

global citizenship. These are the six competencies suggested to support students’ development as, 

“personally successful, economically productive, and actively engaged citizens” (2016, p. 55). These 

competencies are intended to be fostered through broadly conceptualized transformations in pedagogical 

practice, new learning partnerships, enhanced use of digital tools and resources, and physical and virtual 

spaces. This document was not created to justify why there is a need to focus on 21st century 

competencies, yet it expresses economic changes and evolving societal expectation on the education 

system as key factors in the research and development of this current study (2016, p. 6). The 21st century 

Competencies (2016) document is a starting point from which current and future policy and funding 

decisions can be made.  

 One example of a provincial funding decision which directly impacts changing school design is 

the “Innovation in Learning Fund” (ILF). This $10M per-year ongoing investment for school boards 

across the province is intended to support practical steps towards fostering learning around the 21st 

century competencies (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2017a).  This high-level financial support for 

reconsidering the design and purpose of learning environments, has contributed to current trends in 

Ontario’s open-plan school architecture.  

 Current literature on physical learning environments and their relationship to both teaching and 

learning suggests that school architectural decisions are returning to open, flexible designs (Byers, Imms 

& Hartnell-Young, 2014; Alterator & Deed, 2013; Deed et. al, 2014). Further research into the influence 

of physical space on teacher pedagogy, and teachers' perceptions of their practice in open environments is 

required in order to ensure success in overcoming challenges experienced in the past. There is also lack of 

conclusive research on the relationship between physical space and student learning. The preliminary 

findings of an Australian longitudinal study by Byers, Imms and Hartnell-Young (2014) takes a quasi-

experimental approach to explore student learning outcomes in traditional versus “new generation” (or 

open-plan) learning spaces. The authors suggest that there are insufficient findings about the interplay of 

pedagogy and the spaces in which people learn, and conclude based on their initial study that student 
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engagement and learning outcomes were elevated in open-plan environments in contrast to traditional 

learning spaces (2014, p. 11). The positive findings of this mixed-method study are used to justify further 

study of the role of technology in these open-plan spaces, and the influence of space on teachers’ 

pedagogical practice.  

 Further investigation into teaching practice in contemporary open-plan spaces has been taken up 

by Alterator and Deed (2013) who considered teachers' reactions to teaching in a new open-plan learning 

environment in the United Kingdom. Themes of collective practice, team orientation, and interactions and 

authority emerged as teacher’s reactions to the space. Improved interactions and responses to authority is 

a theme that describes the impact an open school environment has on “the de-emphasis of hierarchy 

afforded (by) increased interactions and the democratization of authority” (2013, p. 12). While the 

teachers in this case study viewed the physical changes as positively impacting their practice, the 

researchers felt that there is a need for more qualitative analysis of other open-plan schools.  

 The learning needs of students, structuring timetables, and negotiating sound and routines have 

also been linked to teachers’ pedagogical responsiveness to open-plan spaces in Australia (Saltmarsh, 

Chapman Campbell, & Drew, 2015). Teachers historically have worked in very structured and organized 

ways according to Saltmarsh, Chapman Campbell, & Drew (2015). In this qualitative study they explore 

how teachers respond pedagogically to newly constructed open-plan schools. They outline challenges 

teachers have with accommodating all learners by creating structure in the space, as well as working 

collaboratively with others. Interestingly, the authors suggest that through teacher to teacher as well as 

teacher to student collaboration “open space that can be used flexibly becomes a resource rather than a 

constraint” (Saltmarsh, Chapman Campbell, & Drew, 2015). The present study will explore the 

relationship between these Australian findings and a similar exploration within the Canadian context.  

 In addition to collaboration with support networks inside of the school (i.e. fellow teachers, 

administrators, and students) Sigurðardóttir and Hjartarson (2016) suggest designing open-plan schools 

through a collaborative design process has had a positive influence on teachers and learners. By working 

with designers and architects students and teachers were observed taking up practices different from more 
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traditional forms of school work. This finding is noteworthy as it suggests that perhaps pedagogy is not 

only linked to the built environment but how much power and control teachers and learners feel they have 

within it. Sigurðardóttir and Hjartarson (2016) also found some teachers resistant to change. They claim 

this resistance was most prominent when age groups were mixed (i.e. grades 8–10 together) and when 

there was project work across subjects. The findings of this study suggest additional research is required 

“to determine how innovative practice and educational change will turn out” (p. 77).  

 The contemporary literature on open-plan schools suggest that positive collaborative relationships 

and teachers sense of autonomy in their environment are indicative of pedagogical success as well as 

change. Scheduling, subject integration, and where technology fits are all areas that existing literature in 

need of additional research. Overall, the limited amount of empirical research on the nature of teaching 

and learning in contemporary open-concept schools justifies the need for the present study. 

Reggio Emilia and physical space. Early childhood education inspired by Reggio Emilia 

considers the physical learning environment as a central actor in the classroom. As described earlier, this 

theory of space as the third teacher can help to understand how space influences the behaviours and 

beliefs of teachers and students. To further illustrate this point, I will summarize two studies out of 

Reggio Emilia inspired schools that highlight the powerful role of the environment on student learning.  

Robson and Mastrangelo (2017) explored 16 children in a Reggio Emilia inspired school’s 

perceptions of their learning environments’ ability to help them learn. There were five key themes 

identified by the researches as parts of the environment (both built and designed) that helped the children 

learn. These included: materials, learning centers, pretend play, communication (i.e. with peers and 

teachers), and documentation (i.e. displays of work on the walls). The environmental factors identified by 

students have all been carefully designed and constructed by the teachers in the space. This is an 

important distinction between this study and the present work in a school where the teacher’s physical 

environment was largely given to them rather than constructed by them. Students in the Reggio Emilia 

inspired school were able to quickly identify features of their physical environment that assisted their 
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learning, suggesting that all school age children (even the very youngest ones) are influenced by their 

learning environment.  

The voices of students in decision making about physical learning environments in Early 

childhood education is further illustrated in a study by Clark (2007). Over six weeks the study considered 

28 pre-school children’s views of their existing outdoor classroom in order to recommend practical 

changes for a new one to be constructed. The study outlines the many ways students perceive and interact 

with their learning environment and suggests the importance of “making visible children's understandings 

of their educational settings [in order to open] many possibilities for adults and children to discuss and 

explore these understandings together” (2007, p. 80). In extension, this dialogue appears to allow for the 

creation of a common understanding (between educators and students) about how the environment can be 

best used. This finding regarding the potential importance of empowering children through the built 

environment has yet to be studied in the context of open-plan schools. In characterizing the nature of 

teaching and learning in the present study I consider how learners’ behaviours and beliefs related to the 

physical environment are considered by teachers.  

Research regarding the Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education and its conception 

of space as a third teacher alongside teachers and the students themselves is useful in considering the role 

of space in teaching and learning in the present study. In considering the contextual nature of teaching and 

learning in an open-plan school I will also contemplate the power relationships between teacher, students 

and the space. These relationships as outlined by Robson and Mastrangelo (2017), and Clark (2007) are 

significant in enhancing the learning experiences of young children, something that may or may not 

translate through later years of school.  

 Higher education and physical space. Post-secondary educational research is another 

educational sphere in which the influence of the physical environment on teaching and learning has been 

considered. The context of the present study is situated within a Grade K-8 elementary school and falls 

somewhere in between research outlined above in early childhood centers, and what will follow in higher 

education. Here I will summarize studies by Thomas, Pavlechko, and Cassady (2019), and Temple (2008) 
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the first of which reports on a study of the influence of built space on student learning, while the second 

more broadly reviews literature related to the connections between the physical environment and the 

production of teaching and learning in higher education.  

 The need for curricular and practice redesign, as well as instructor training when physical 

learning spaces change are the major findings of a study of the connection between learning space design, 

teacher effectiveness, and student engagement by Thomas, Pavlechko, and Cassady (2019). In higher 

education settings funds are being used to reconstruct learning areas with the intention of attracting and 

engaging students as well as improving learning (p. 118). The study explores undergraduate student 

perceptions of their engagement in traditional university courses held in one or more of 5 interactive 

learning spaces on one university campus. The findings suggest that “intentionally-designed learning 

spaces that promote student-centered, active learning practices can have a substantial impact on students’ 

level of engagement with course content” (p. 127).  These spaces promoted engaging teaching practices 

through access to information communication technology, non-traditional seating arrangements (i.e. large 

conference style tables), and mobile furniture and work stations. Overall the major recommendations of 

this study suggested a need for greater “interactions among space, course construction and instructional 

practice when determining course and curriculum redesign” as well as “instructor training on flexible or 

adaptive instructional skills” (p. 128). The researchers posit boldly that the philosophies of teaching and 

learning are dictated by the instructional setting (p. 118). If this is the case, there is an urgent need to 

understand what teaching and learning practices a given space is commanding.  

 In a review of what Temple (2008) suggests is a limited body of research on learning spaces in 

higher education key findings are presented regarding the social influence of space on teaching and 

learning. Temple (2008) concludes that the architectural design of universities impacts the social 

interactions that are possible, between learners, instructors, and learners and instructors. For example, 

new designs of lecture theaters in universities often appear with: 
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. . . curved spaces [that] can bring the lecturer and audience closer together, and where the use of 

swiveling seats can allow the lecturer to move from a large-group session, to multiple small group 

sessions, and back to a large group (p. 243).  

This kind of built pedagogy may have the potential to enhance relationships between students and 

educators, creating a stronger learning community. Though it may be challenging to identify the precise 

cause, by designing and creating “learning landscapes” where people are encouraged to feel comfortable, 

move furniture as they wish, and interact with others easily there is potential for improvements in learning 

(p. 238).  There is a need for further research into the role that flexible learning spaces play in teaching 

and learning, and the best features (both physical and pedagogical) for them. The present study will 

consider the need for exploration of both the teaching and learning demanded by an open-plan elementary 

learning environment, as well as the relationship between what characterizes the space versus the practice 

taken up by teachers.  

Space and learning. As stated previously in this review of the literature that supports this study, 

the empirical research on teaching and learning in contemporary open-plan schools is relatively thin. 

Fortunately, there is research regarding the relationship between teaching, learning, and space from 

traditional school contexts. In this section I will summarize this research in order to demonstrate the ways 

that space is thought to influence pedagogy in traditionally designed schools. This section discusses two 

major studies and one scoping literature review all related to the impact of physical environment on 

learning. I will discuss the connection between space, cognitive load and learning; the possible benefits of 

environmentally embedded technology, and additional evidence that suggests that the positive impacts of 

space on learning are only present when the users (in this case teachers and students) are involved in 

designing the arrangement of the space, as well as how it will be used.  

 The substantial influence of the physical environment on learners can be related to the amount of 

working memory load students have to utilize in order to complete learning activities –otherwise known 

as cognitive load in the field of psychology. Choi, van Merriënboer, and Paas (2014) argue that 

because humans working memory is limited, it is important to consider how the physical 
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environment can mitigate factors that are known to minimize learners cognitive load (such as noise 

or temperature). In linking theories of cognitive load to the physical environments the authors present 

the need for additional research regarding how school and classroom design can consider and 

integrate features that may limit students cognitive load. A learning environment that reduces 

cognitive load would be considered “cognitively efficient if a higher performance is attained with a 

lower invested mental effort” (p. 238). Essentially, the fewer distractions (i.e. noise, light, 

temperature, movement), in addition to lessons that are well explained and personal characteristics of 

the learner, the more likely it is that learning is taking place.  

 The role of technology in relation to learning spaces and student learning outcomes is explored 

through quasi-experimental research published in 2011 by Brooks. This study of student learning in one 

very traditional classroom with limited access to technology, and one newly updated classroom with large 

group table settings and individualized access to technology (i.e. laptops) suggests that technologically 

enhanced flexible learning environments, independent of all other factors, have a significant and positive 

impact on student learning. While this major finding is stated confidently by the author, a significant 

question remains “How does the space constrain or facilitate faculty teaching practices and behaviours?” 

(p. 725). The present study aims to explore what teaching practices are taking place, as well as what 

challenges associated to the physical environment exist. It will be important to consider the role 

technology plays in the context of the present study as here Brooks (2011) suggests it is a contributing 

factor to student learning in relation to more flexible spatial changes.  

 A scoping review of literature on the influence of physical environmental changes on learning by 

Woolner et al. (2007) suggests that the primary indicator of successful learning in any given space is the 

involvement of the users in its design. The authors suggest “the importance of user engagement in 

defining and solving design problems in schools and a necessary consequence of this is the realisation that 

design solutions will be individualised, organic and local” (p. 63). This recognition supports the 

contextualized nature of the present study in observing how teachers are presently negotiating challenges 

associated with things like “noise”, “storage”, and “desk arrangement” (p. 51). This also supports the 
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aims of the larger study which, in the future, will work with teacher participants to design uses for 

specified areas within the Pods. By recognizing that every space, and individual teacher and learner, are 

unique there becomes an urgent need to identify and characterize the existing practices within schools that 

have gone through spatial change.  

Conclusion 

 There have been four goals of this literature review, the first to conceptually frame built pedagogy 

as the way in which this study understands the influence of physical space on teaching and learning. The 

second to outline the history of open-plan schools, followed by the third which explores the philosophies 

of education upon which historic and contemporary open-plan schools have been built upon. And finally, 

the fourth which presents findings from recent empirical research regarding open-plan schools, as well as 

other bodies of research that consider relationships between teaching, learning, and space. In exploring 

the contextual nature of teaching and learning in a contemporary open-plan school, this study will 

consider how the findings of existing research applies to this case.  

 Technology, professional development, the cognitive impacts of physical environment, and 

democracy are themes that are emerging from the literature as important factors to consider when 

exploring built pedagogy. Technology has the potential to influence learner success in learning 

environments that are flexible and push students to work independently separate from the teacher (Brooks 

2011; Byers, Imms, & Hartnell-Young, 2014). In this study it will be necessary to consider how 

technology fits into the present context, as well as how it is used by teachers and learners and how it 

might be used differently. Due to the significant impact changes to the physical environment can have on 

what is and is not possible for teachers, Thomas, Pavlechko, and Cassady (2019) present the importance 

of instructor training. Professional development for teachers (how, when, and for what) will be considered 

throughout this study as an element of teaching practice. Research to support best practice in open-plan 

schools is further supported by research that finds learner’s ability to use their working memory as 

directly linked to elements of their physical environment (Choi, van Merriënboer, & Paas, 2014). In 
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order to support student learning further research is necessary to ensure that the nature of teaching 

and learning takes these kinds of cognitive educational needs into account. A democratic shift in 

teaching and learning practices, in addition to how new learning spaces are designed, has been 

highlighted as vital to navigating the demands of influential learning environments (Clark, 2007; 

Robson & Mastrangelo, 2017; Sigurðardóttir & Hjartarson, 2016; Woolner et al., 2007). The literature 

suggests that in order to develop a successful learning environment students should have a voice in 

teachers decision-making regarding how space is used and teachers should feel some level of control 

over their practice as well as how space is used.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

The direction and purpose of this study have evolved at nearly every stage of the research 

process. This chapter chronicles the processes of positioning myself as the research instrument, 

developing a design for the research, finding participants, conducting observations, interviews and focus 

groups, and interpreting these data. At the end of the chapter, I examine some of the challenges I 

encountered throughout the research process.  

Positioning Myself as the Research Instrument 

This study takes an exploratory qualitative research approach aiming to increase knowledge regarding 

teaching practice in a specific open-plan school. In describing my methods, I acknowledge that it is 

important to present a description of myself, the research instrument used in this study, for the purposes 

of validity and reflexivity (Patton, 2011). Entering this research, I conceptualize the research process as 

deeply personal in that what I know and who I am coming into this study are central components of how I 

understand the world around me. I acknowledge that my positionality is not static and that I am constantly 

evolving in my understanding of myself and the world around me. In order to accommodate this in my 

research I continuously engaged in the process of reflexivity throughout the research process, keeping 

journals during data collection and analysis and by discussing my position on the research questions 

during the final discussion of this study. 

I entered this study as a young, female researcher of Scottish and Irish ancestry, coming from a 

privileged upper-class upbringing. I hold a Bachelor of Arts (BA) degree in political science, and am a 

newly certified primary/junior teacher in Ontario, Canada. My undergraduate studies in political science 

sparked an interest in critical political theories (including the work of Foucault, Derrida, and Chomsky), 

and social policies in Canada (specifically the Multiculturalism Act). In my studies I developed a 

perspective of the modern world as a place of tremendous inequality and systemic oppression, and 

reflected on my position of power as a wealthy white person. 
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Following graduation from my BA I began my Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) degree with hopes 

that as an educator I could find ways to take my powerful social position and actively support change for 

marginalized and oppressed groups of people around me. My teacher education program led me to a 

number of places I did not foresee, including into a focus program on educational uses of technology. I 

spent time considering the place of equity in technology, as well as how various aspects of the current 

trends towards innovating education systems may impact different stakeholders.  

While I have no prior experience in open-plan school spaces, I have had personal interactions 

with the practice of teaching at the primary junior level. My own schooling occurred within traditional 

school buildings and technology was only beginning to make an appearance in lessons when I was in my 

later years of high school. As a teacher candidate in the B.Ed. program I completed four practicum 

placements (all in traditional schools) where I observed teachers and was given the opportunity to plan, 

enact, and reflect on my own lessons in a wide variety of subject areas. While I had not been inside a 

contemporary open-plan school prior to beginning this research, I had first hand experiences in a 

traditional school setting with challenges the literature suggested teachers may be facing in open-plan 

schools (e.g., technology as a distraction, supporting students’ ability to collaborate).  

I believe authentic and meaningful learning happens when a strong community of learners is 

established by both the teacher and students; and the unique backgrounds and interests of community 

members are considered in and reflected by the content and choice of learning activities. I entered this 

research believing that collaboration among teachers is important in any school design and the assumption 

that, due to the layout of the open-plan school, teachers would be participating in a great deal of strong 

collaborative work. I also came to this work with the belief that a structured daily schedule with 

consistent routines is very helpful in meeting the needs of all learners in a classroom.  

Entering this research, I did not know any of my participants, nor had I spent any time working 

within this particular school board. I did, however, share the common experience of teaching with my 

participants. Seven of the nine teacher participants were also white females, and of those seven two were 

young teachers close to my age (more on participants below). 
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 I entered the research with the belief that open-plan schools have the potential to support creative 

teaching practice and inventive ways of engaging learners, however I also saw them as dramatically 

different from traditional schools. I expected to find teachers and students challenged by noise and 

distractions in the space. I also expected to find a lot of technology being used to support student 

independence, collaboration, and creativity. These expectations came from my understanding of shifting 

global perspectives on the future of education, prior study, and my own experiences as both a student and 

a preservice teacher in Ontario.   

I intend to present a portrait of the work teachers are doing to support student learning in a school 

that is designed to be completely different from traditional schools. Open-plan schools are being 

constructed around the world and few teachers, including the participants in this study, have experienced 

teaching in these types of environments. It is my hope that this study will add to the slowly growing body 

of educational research about contemporary open-plan schools, and support future research intended to 

enable the discovery of best practices in open school designs.   

Research Design 

Context. This study is situated within an open-plan school that opened in September 2017. This 

particular school was designed by a prominent school architectural firm to be used flexibly by teachers 

and students, evolving to suit their unique day-to-day needs. There are three communities within the 

larger school community, one for grades K–2, 3–5, and 6–8 respectively. As described in the introduction, 

I will hereafter refer to these community areas of the school as “Pods”, but it is notable that this term was 

used interchangeably with the term “community” by participants. The Grade 3–5 and 6–8 Pods were the 

focus of this study. The teachers and students in the K–2 Pod were not involved in this study as the layout 

of their space is considerably different from the others, and because they were not involved in the larger 

project within which this study is situated. 

As described in the introduction, the present study took place at the beginning of this broader 

design study funded by the Mathematics, Science, and Technology in Education research group at 
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Queen’s University to engage in design research to support the implementation of technology and refine 

ways of using the flexible-use spaces that have been built into the two communities (grade 3–5 and grade 

6–8). The present study connects with the goals of the initial phase, which requires researchers to 

empathize with the needs of those who we are designing solutions for (in this case the teachers and 

students) and develop a contextual description of the case in order to support future design work with the 

participants.  

Case study design. The larger design study that this research is situated within aims to design 

practices that support future educational success in open-plan schools. Before prototyping and testing 

solutions to problems, design research strives to understand the design problem or question itself by 

creation of detailed contextual descriptions (Squire, MaKinster, Barnett, Luehmann & Barab, 2003; 

Gravemeijer & Cobb, 2006). The present study presents a context specific description of the teaching and 

learning in the open-plan school that will be the site of the larger design research project. While the larger 

study explores possible uses for two flexible-use rooms within two Pods in the school, this study will 

characterize all of the activity within the two Pods more generally. I will discuss how the overall unique, 

and context specific activity and needs of the teachers and students in the school could be best connected 

with future uses of the flexible-use rooms. Case study methodology was used to focus on the teaching and 

learning within one, unique school in its first year of operation. 

 Case study methodology is a qualitative research strategy that is employed to understand a 

phenomenon in a specific context using a variety of data sources (Yin, 2003). The case study presented 

here describes a phenomenon in the context in which it is occurring, it is therefore a descriptive case 

study (Yin, 2003). This study seeks to describe the phenomenon of teaching and learning within the 

context of one newly constructed open-plan school. The case is considered typical because a) the 

assumption is that most teachers working in open-plan schools today have not previously worked in an 

open environment, and b) the study aims to “understand, illuminate, and/or highlight what is typical, 

normal, and average” (Patton, 2011, p. 268) for teachers negotiating their practice in open-plan spaces 

today. Creswell (2007) states that case study research develops detailed case descriptions “through 
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detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information” (p. 73). In order to do this I 

have collected six weeks of detailed field observations, conducted interviews with teachers in each of the 

Pods, and held focus groups with two groups of students – one from each of the Pods. 

 The unit of analysis for this case study is an open-plan school community of nine teachers 

working within two distinct learning communities within one newly constructed K–8 elementary school 

in Ontario. This particular school is a single significant case of interest (Patton, 2011) because of its 

recent opening, as well as the teachers' lack of experience teaching in an open-plan school. Educators and 

students from the grade 3–5 and 6–8 Pods in one school will be the dual focus of this case study, with the 

aim of describing their teaching and learning practices in a meaningful way to support greater 

understanding and future design research in the school.   

Participant Selection. The participants for this study are nine teachers from the two Pods within 

a recently constructed open-plan K–8 school in Ontario. Four of these teachers are from the Grade 6–8 

Pod, and five are from the Grade 3–5 Pod. Two groups of six students from each of the Pods also 

participated in focus groups. Recruitment of the teachers proceeded through the administrators of the 

school who had been in prior ongoing contact with the principal investigator of the larger study. 

Recruitment began via an e-mail along with the Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form (see 

Appendix A) that introduced the study and requested administrator participation. The administrators were 

asked to nominate and provide contact information for all of the teachers in the 3–5 and 6–8 Pods who 

they felt may be interested in participating in this study. A recruitment e-mail was then sent to the 

nominated teachers along with the Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form (see Appendix A) 

teachers were selected based on their interest in the study and availability to participate.  

Purposive sampling was used to select student participants. The teachers from each of the two 

Pods were asked to nominate six students from each of their communities. They were instructed to select 

students who they determined would work well together to represent a sample of the student population in 

focus groups and act as good informants regarding the use of the flexible-use spaces. The Combined 
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Letter of Information and Consent Form for Guardians (see Appendix B) was then sent home for 

guardians to consider, sign, and return to the school.  

Ethics. Ethical clearance for this study was provided by the General Research Ethics Board of 

Queen’s University (see Appendices G & H) as well as the school board where the case was located. The 

identities of my participants were protected to the extent possible. Teachers were given the opportunity to 

make corrections or remove details from the one-page report presented during the one-on-one interviews. 

All of the studio names in both of the Pods have been generated as pseudonyms to further protect the 

identity of this school and the study participants. Field notes and interview data were kept in a secure 

folder along with an identity key separate from the data. Within the transcripts I protected participant 

identities to the extent possible by assigning each of the students and teachers a pseudonym.  

The ethics of this study is also enhanced through the use of fabrication (Markham, 2012). By 

representing the data through composite narratives I further protect my participants identities using 

through composite characters. These characters, as noted above, are a bricolage of all of my participants 

together along with my own creative infusion of traits and behaviours often found in elementary teachers 

and students.   

Data Collection 

 To establish an understanding of the pedagogical practice of teachers working within this open-

plan school that has both breadth and depth, this study employed a variety of qualitative data collection 

methods to gather evidence of teachers’ current practice and challenges related to teaching and learning in 

an open-plan learning environment. These were participant observation, semi-structured interviews with 

teachers, and focus groups with students.  

 Field observations. In order to understand the nature of teaching and learning in the school this 

study required field observations to understand broadly the day to day practices of teachers in the space. 

Observations were conducted three days a week for six weeks, three weeks in each Pod. These 

observations were guided by sensitizing concepts (see Appendix C) that assisted in the interpretation and 
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organization of data (Patton, 2011). Specifically, close attention was paid to: (a) the nature of the learning 

activities happening in the Pod, (b) the teachers’ roles in these activities, (c) the area of the curriculum 

that was the focus of the activity, (d) what materials or technology were being used (as well as how, and 

by whom), (e) how the nature of the space may have dictated how the space was to be used, and (f) what 

kind of social interactions related to teaching were taking place. The field observations generated 51 

typed pages of field notes.  

 Semi-structured interviews. To better understand teachers’ practice in the open-plan school, and 

to generate more context for observations I made in the Pods I conducted individual, semi-structured 

interviews with 7 of the 9 participating teachers. It is unfortunate that not all teachers were able to 

participate in the interviews, their busy schedules and limited access to a supply teacher to cover their 

responsibilities arose as a challenge. That being said, 4 of the 5 teachers in the Grade 3–5 Pod, and 3 of 

the 4 teachers in the Grade 6–8 Pod made up the 7 who were interviewed and each interview lasted 

between 16–30 minutes in length. Overall the 7 interviews presented a strong foundation of data to draw 

from in representing the case. 

 Teacher interviews focused on teachers’ background, pedagogical values, and aspirations 

regarding the best use of the flexible space (see Appendix D). These semi-structured interviews took 

place following the six-week observation period. Towards the end of these interviews I presented the 

teachers with a short one-page report (see Appendix E) from my observational data demonstrating 

emerging themes connected to my perception of their uses of the space for teaching and learning. I used 

this technique as a form of elicitation (Patton, 2011) to get the teacher to talk about their pedagogy. In 

generating an open conversation about my observations related to their current teaching practice as it 

relates to use of space it was my hope that I would draw more insight into each teacher’s practice. 

Following all 7 interviews the recordings were transcribed in their entirety by me, the researcher. 

 Student focus groups. Literature from the past and present suggests, that open-plan schools have 

been constructed with students’ best interests in mind (Provincial Committee, 1968). As a result of this, 

and the assumption that students largely influence pedagogical practice, I conducted student focus groups. 
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Two student focus groups were held on the same day, one with 5 students from the Grade 3–5 Pod, and 

the other with 4 students from the Grade 6–8 Pod. These focus groups were 48 minutes (3–5 Pod 

students) and 52 minutes (6–8 Pod) each. Questions during the student focus groups asked participants to 

discuss their understanding of the goals for the use of the space, as well as possible uses for the space that 

they believed would work (see Appendix F). The data collected from these focus groups related to 

students experiences within the new school and were used to further inform the description of 

pedagogical practice in the open-plan space, specifically how the space influences and is influenced by 

students. As was done with the interview data, the focus group recordings were transcribed in their 

entirety by the researcher.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative analysis was conducted using the process of open coding. Creswell (2007) describes 

open coding as a process through which: 

. . . the researcher forms categories of information about the phenomenon being studied by 

segmenting information. Within each category, the investigator finds several properties, or 

subcategories, and looks for data to dimensionalize, or show the extreme possibilities on a 

continuum of, the property. (p. 67) 

This process began with the conception of 18 initial codes (or categories) relating to general concepts of 

teaching by the researcher. These 18 codes included: type of work (e.g. partner work, group work, 

independent work), type of instruction (e.g. direct or guided), curriculum, team teaching, seating, 

organization/storage, transitions, scheduling, assessment, planning, classroom management/ discipline, 

relationships, support staff, professional development, special education, manipulatives, engagement, and 

technology. The codes were applied first to all of the data collected from the Grade 3–5 Pod followed by 

all of the data collected from the Grade 6–8 Pod. All of the codes across participant data sets were 

compared for duplications and overlapping descriptions. Similar codes were grouped and a description 

was written to encompass each of the code groups.  
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 Memo writing is another method of generating codes and categories while open coding (Saldana, 

2013). Memos were applied following the first phase of open coding the data. Reflection on why 

decisions might have been made as well as inexplicit connections to other pieces of data were assigned at 

various points in the transcripts and field notes.  At this stage in the analysis process all data sets and 

memos were read individually a final time emergent patterns across the case were noted. These patterns 

were then reflected upon by the researcher in relation to the= contents and nuances of the data in order to 

generate four overarching themes to be used to describe the case. These themes are: the necessity of 

teacher collaboration, empowering students, experimentation, and tensions between traditional and 

progressive practices.  

Data representation strategy. This case study is represented using composite narratives of a day in each 

of the two Pods. Case Studies are often analyzed and represented through a “holistic” process where a 

detailed description of the case is written and issues are identified and compared with one another to 

generate descriptive themes (Creswell, 2007, p. 75). I have merged this holistic analysis process with the 

open coding process (described above) in order to more deeply understand and represent the nuances of 

the teaching and learning in the context of this open-plan school.  

 While fabrication in research is considered by some to be misrepresentation of data, I believe it to 

be a valuable tool for vividly describing the case in a way that will be valuable to the readers of this study 

(Barone, 2008). I have written two composite narratives, one for each Pod, that follow two teachers and 

two students through a full day in each of the learning environments. The narratives provide extensive 

detail regarding things like the layout, the schedule, the colours, and the sounds that can be found in each 

Pod. There is dialogue between the composite characters (teachers and students) that has been fabricated 

by me, the researcher. This dialogue, along with a number of other descriptions in the narratives, is cited 

using a footnote structure I have created that presents the reader with verbatim excerpts from the raw data 

that have influenced specific sections of the narratives. This method of linking the composite narratives to 

the raw data collected aims to reinforce the rigour that was employed in throughout this representation. 
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 My employment of this strategy for data representation has also allowed for the masking of 

participant identities through the creation of composite “characters” (Markham, 2012). These characters 

were created in part as conglomerates of my actual participants, as well as creations of my own 

imagination – largely based on “teacher” and “student” qualities that I believe to be common based on my 

own social context and experiences. Markham (2012) explains, “qualitative inquiry that restricts itself to a 

correspondence theory of meaning or the idea that it is possible to represent reality accurately in our 

research reports holds to an illusion and misses the point” (p. 350). I have used narratives to present the 

findings of this study in a way that accurately and ethically represents the complex, interpreted version of 

reality achieved by qualitative research. 

 In the chapter that follow I will present my data in two holistic and descriptive composite 

narratives, each one representing a separate pod. Following that, in the Discussion chapter of this study, I 

take the four themes generated through the open coding process and describe them in greater detail to 

illuminate the contextual nature of teaching and learning in the case of this unique open-plan school.  

Approaches to Enhance Trustworthiness 

 I enter this research project as a recently certified Ontario teacher as well as a student who grew 

up successfully learning in traditional learning environments. Some possible limitations to this study 

which I aimed to mitigate through ongoing reflection include: the length of time in the field collecting 

observations, the selection process for student participants, and my own researcher and teacher bias 

influencing observations and analyses. The length of time spent in the field (six weeks) was evenly 

divided between the two Pod communities and resulted in excess of 50 pages of richly descriptive field 

notes. I chose the purposive method of student participant selection as it ensured that the student 

participants would be willing to participate and capable of providing genuine and meaningful insight into 

student perspectives of the school. This strategy increased the risk of sampling bias as well as potentially 

weakening the quality of data I was able to capture with respect to the perspectives of the student 

population. These sampling issues were taken into account when I analyzed the focus group data, as well 
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as during the triangulation process where I compared and contrasted the focus group data to teacher 

interviews and my own classroom observations. In order to address my own bias, I kept a bracketing 

journal during each day of field observations as well as following each of the interviews and student focus 

groups. This journal was referenced during the analysis process to check for bias within the data, which 

then was considered accordingly.  

 The validity of this study was further considered through the process of triangulation. Multiple 

forms of data including interviews, focus groups, and observations were cross analyzed for each of the 

Pod communities to assess their thematic consistencies, inconsistencies, and contradictory occurrences 

(Mathison, 1988). 

 In this chapter I have outlined: how I entered this study as the research instrument; the context of 

this study; why case study was chosen as the methodological approach; how data was collected, analyzed, 

and represented; and the issues of validity and reflexivity that were identified prior to data collection. In 

the following chapter I will present a holistic case description using a creative non-fiction approach. The 

chapter is divided into two main sections, one for the Grade 3–5 Pod and another for the 6–8 Pod, 

wherein I represent the data gathered in a composite narrative describing a full day (from morning to 

afternoon) in each Pod. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore the contextual nature of teaching and 

learning in a newly established open-plan school in Eastern Ontario. I began this study with the intention 

of exploring the teaching and learning activity happening in the flexible-use spaces in each of the Pods. I 

shifted my focus to all of the activities happening across both of the Pods once it became clear that these 

spaces were not being used by teachers or students in ways that were district from the rest of the space. 

The findings in this chapter present a characterization of teaching and learning in this case that will guide 

suggestions to a larger design study for contextually relevant designs for the use of flexible-use spaces in 

the school. The following questions guide this study: 

(1) What is the nature of teaching and learning taking place in this open-plan school?  

(2) What pedagogy do teachers enact in this open-plan school? 

(3) What pedagogical challenges exist in this open-plan school?  

Teaching and learning in this open-plan school were initially defined using the central concepts 

of: lesson structure, teacher collaboration, classroom management, meeting the needs of learners, 

assessment, use of (and access to) technology, and student collaboration. These concepts were generated 

deductively by the researcher as common elements of teaching and learning in elementary schools. In this 

chapter these themes have been interwoven within rich and vivid narratives describing a day in each of 

the Pods. While reading these narratives, one should keep these seven thematic patterns in mind as they 

emerge in an organic way from the journeys of each of the characters. Each narrative is prefaced with a 

description of its setting and characters, and in each case you will meet and follow four characters - two 

teachers and two students, respectively - who act as composites of the many participants I worked with 

during the course of study. The quotation marks in the body of the Pod narratives are not direct quotations 

from participants, rather they are fabricated as part of the narrative and are supported by direct quotations 

that have been included as footnotes.  In taking a composite, narrative approach I hope to both protect the 
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identities of the participants as well as illuminate the following themes: the necessity of teacher 

collaboration, empowering students, experimentation, and tensions between traditional and progressive 

practices.  

These two narratives will be followed by the discussion chapter which will more explicitly raise 

patterns and key findings generated through a comprehensive cross-case reading. 

3–5 Pod 

Context and characters. In the Pod there are over one hundred students, five teachers, three 

Educational Assistants (EAs), a part-time Special Education resource teacher, two part-time French 

teachers, one part time art and music teacher, and often guests visiting from various community 

organizations. Today we will follow two teachers (pseudonyms Kerri and Laura) and two students 

(pseudonyms Ben and Charlotte) as they navigate the Pod space. In what follows, I introduce both the 

space of the 3–5 Pod and each of the four characters. 

The entryway of the Pod brings you into a common space that is the shape of an uppercase “L”. 

Beginning at the bottom right of the “L”, to your left is a wall of windows and a rare “regular” door that 

leads into what is called the “Trillium studio”. This space is a large, vinyl floored hexagon with one wall 

of counters, cabinets and sinks; one wall of shelving and interactive whiteboard display; one wall of 

windows into the Pod; and one wall that is almost entirely glass looking out onto the school yard. This 

outer wall also has a working garage door that can be opened to allow for learning to take place outside 

and inside simultaneously. 

Back in the entryway a clear distinction can be observed between the design of the Trillium 

studio and the rest of the Pod. The bright, open windows to the outside continue around the periphery of 

the space.  
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Figure 1. Pod Floorplan (3–5) 

 

Figure 1. A floorplan of the 3–5 Pod created by the researcher. This figure was drawn by the researcher to 

roughly illustrate the layout of the space in the 3–5 Pod. The Trillium studio is the flexible-use space in this 

Pod. 

 

The walls of the Pod are painted an electric, vibrant light green: a colour that is mirrored by the 

furniture and the carpet. Continuing throughout the central common space are labels identifying various 

spaces. At the junction of the L-shaped space hangs a small sign reading “the Poppy Studio”, and beyond 
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that you see that there is a Rose Studio, Lilac Studio, Daisy Studio, Lilly Studio, and Trillium Studio. All 

of the learning spaces are named after trees. One student in the Pod, Ben, emphatically proclaims on an 

almost daily basis that the Daisy Studio is superior to all the rest – though each studio is more or less 

identical. Ben is a ten-year-old fourth grade student whose previous school had a very small student 

population and was built in the 1970s. Ben often comes to school wearing a large men’s Toronto Maple 

Leafs hockey jersey which, if asked, he will quickly inform you is his dad's. Ben comes from a single-

parent family and has 4 siblings who are younger than him. Inside his backpack you will rarely find a full 

lunch, but there might be an intricate paper creation constructed from his imagination to look like a flying 

machine or a futuristic watercraft. Ben has been suspended twice already this year, both times for getting 

into physical altercations with his classmates.  

In the Poppy Studio, often referred to as the “learning commons” by staff and students alike, there 

is an abundance of different types of chairs and tables. The table shapes lend themselves to different sizes 

of groups (3, 4, and 5) and have wheels to allow for changes in their grouping and orientation. An 

interactive whiteboard hangs on the wall with a clear patch of carpet before it that is big enough to seat 

approximately ten students.  

Attached to the Poppy Studio by large garage doors are two large rectangular spaces, one at the 

very top of the Pod and one off to the side. Each of these large rectangular spaces is partially divided by a 

vertical half-wall that allows students and teachers, sound, and light to travel freely between the smaller 

spaces even when the garage door is closed to the common space. The two smaller “rooms” created by 

these vertical half-walls are referred to as studios. Along the top of the “L” shape of the Pod, are the 

Daisy and Lilly studios. Along the length of the Poppy studio are Rose and Lilac studios which mirror the 

layout of Daisy and Lilly. The garage doors that connect these studios to the central Poppy studio are 

often closed and students must use the “regular” doors that have been positioned to both the right and left 

of the larger glass entryways.  

When not teaching some combination of the 104 students, the five teachers in the Grade 3–5 Pod can 

be found in their planning room. Like the Trillium studio next door this room looks into the main studio 
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through glass walls and is connected to the Poppy studio by a single “regular” door. This morning Kerri 

enters to drop off her coat and a large, full tote bag. Kerri is 34 and has been teaching in this school board 

for ten years. She is the mother of four children under the age of 10 and sometimes arrives at school 

wearing different-coloured socks. Kerri’s work bag is filled with an ever-growing stack of teaching books 

that are most often related to topics in art, science, and educational technology. Her interactions with 

students often include questions regarding their hockey game that happened over the weekend or their 

upcoming family trip to Toronto. After especially long weeks, Kerri will often suggest to her collogues 

that they leave school and go out for lunch together on a Friday afternoon.  

 The planning space features a large island-like table in the center with eight tall stools around its 

perimeter; six overflowing storage lockers; one medium-sized similarly overflowing bookshelf; and a 

long, shared desk along the wall of windows that faces the schoolyard piled high with learning materials 

like chart paper, geometric shapes, a small wooden canoe figure, and hundreds of copies of worksheets.  

There is portable storage sprinkled around the Pod in the form of bookshelves of various shapes 

and sizes on wheels. These are in each of the studios as well as down the center of the Poppy studio 

dividing the large common space into three sections. This middle line of bookshelves provides storage for 

the Pod's substantial “class” library. On this morning, Laura scours this central bookshelf looking for a 

copy of a book that she needs for her lesson. She is 47 and has just begun her 18th year as an elementary 

school teacher in this board. Her passion for teaching is in the junior and intermediate grades (6–8) and 

she initially hoped to work in the 6–8 Pod. Just prior to the beginning of September, however, she was 

notified that the Grade 3–5 Pod had higher than expected enrollment and she would be teaching there 

instead. Of the five teachers in the Pod she has the most experience and is happy with the opportunity to 

share her opinions about what works (and what doesn’t) with her colleagues. Laura likes when she is able 

to teach in the Trillium studio for the whole day. Inside, she can close doors and blinds creating a quiet 

space with minimal distractions for students. 

Back towards the entryway of the Pod is a large whiteboard (roughly five feet tall and three feet 

wide) that sits on an easel and is used as the daily schedule for the entire Pod.  
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Figure 2. Daily Schedule in 3–5 Pod 

 

Figure 2. A photo of the 3–5 Pod daily schedule taken by the researcher. Names of studios were initially 

displayed along the top of each column but have been removed to maintain the privacy of the school and 

participants.  

 

The schedule is the first place most students, such as Charlotte, go to in the morning when they arrive. 

Charlotte is an outgoing nine-year-old Grade 3 student. Her previous school was moderately sized and 

built in the 1960s. Charlotte dreams of one day becoming a carpenter like her dad, though she also thinks 

her mom’s job working at a dentist’s office is pretty cool. While at school Charlotte loves any time her 

teachers share a new book with her, and she tries to read at least one chapter book a week. In her spare 

time, she also loves drawing colorful landscapes, animals, and houses that she might like to live in one 

day. The location of her classes changes from day to day and while she has a good memory, Charlotte 

sometimes comes back to check the schedule after lunch. 

A day in the 3–5 Pod. Early morning sunlight streams through the windows around the central 

Poppy studio, illuminating the quiet, empty vastness of the space. Laura manages to take a sip of her 
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quickly cooling coffee with an armful of books as she steps over two beanbag chairs and a pile of indoor 

shoes, maneuvering her way back to the Lilly studio. Chuckling to herself, she remembers the time in 

September when they had tried to squeeze in a morning meeting with all five teachers. This proved to be 

impossible because getting to work for 7 am took a lot for the teachers who lived over half an hour away, 

and even more so for those with kids at home.1 Arriving in the Lilly Studio where she will teach that 

morning she pulls out her cell phone and sends a short text message to Kerri:  

Hey, I forgot to get the other math notebooks out of Rose. . . I marked 

my half last night but left yours there for you. Will you bring them to 

wherever we are going to be this afternoon? LOL haven’t looked at the 

schedule yet!2 

Kerri, who has just walked into the teacher planning room, feels her phone vibrate in her pocket and she 

groans audibly, realizing she forgot to do her half of the Grade 5 math marking she and Laura always do 

together. She sends a quick reply: 

thx. I will bring them to Trillium. . . just working on schedule now. 

Glancing at the clock, she sees that she has only fifteen minutes until the students arrive. She grabs an 

iPad out of her bag and opens the Microsoft OneNote file that is shared with her colleagues. There she 

locates the daily schedule and sets off purposefully in the direction of the whiteboard located at the 

entrance of the Pod. Once there she holds up the previously agreed upon schedule glowing on her iPad 

screen and begins to move the magnetic laminated strips on the schedule, murmuring to herself as she 

goes: “okay… half of us will do math this morning and, uhm . . . the other half will go after recess. . .” 

Kerri is excited that all five 3–5 Pod teachers are trying out a new strategy today for co-teaching literacy 

and math.  

                                                      

1 “Once, at the beginning of the year, we tried to have a morning meeting but it didn’t really work out. . . so 

we stick to Thursday afternoons” (Carol, Field Notes, February 8th 2018). 

 
2 “I know we only meet once a week but we are in constant communication with each other” (Rebecca, 

Interview, March 2018). 
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While working on the whiteboard, Kerri suddenly realizes that at 1:55 this afternoon her class is 

scheduled to do a social studies quiz in Rose studio while Laura’s class has music class in Lilly studio. 

The students have been learning to play ukulele with the music teacher who is a part-time member of the 

Pod community and comes to teach students either art or music while the five core teachers take their 

planning period. There is no way the half-wall between the studios is going to block out that twanging 

cacophony coming from Lilly, Kerri thinks. She sends a quick text to Laura and the teacher who is 

supposed to be in the Trillium studio letting them know that she is going to switch them around to contain 

the musical pandemonium in the only studio that can truly be sealed off.3   

 As the arrival of the students moves closer, Kerri continues to move colour-coded magnets 

around the whiteboard. She gets frustrated when she finds that she has mixed up two of the columns 

(indicating what studio the students should be in at any given time) and quickly realizes she can just 

switch their labels at the top of the chart. She glances down the rows of the chart (indicating the time of 

day for each period) and pauses at the 8:55am time slot, when two groups of students have French class. 

The schedule currently shows that one group will be in the Trillium studio while the other will be in Lilac 

studio. Cringing, Kerri flashes back to the previous week when the two French teachers approached her in 

high dudgeon, demanding a room change. They told Kerri that scheduling them in studios that were not 

connected (i.e. Daisy and Lilly) was detracting from their lessons and that she must do something about 

the schedule.4  

Shaking her head to come out of the flashback-induced anxiety, Kerri breathes in and takes 

another look at the schedule. She just can't conceive of a way to arrange people in the space that would 

                                                      

3 “. . . he does. . . like he is breaking out the ukuleles so it is nice when he is in the Trillium with the 

ukuleles because then it’s a little less disruptive. But if he’s not… then we just [put up with the fact that it’s on the 

other side [of the wall]” (Madeline, Interview, March 26th, 2018). 

 
4 The French teachers asking to put, to be side, be in the same room all the time or be side by side all the 

time limits us in how we can be creative with how we use the space because we can’t use that space because that’s 

where French [happens] (Madeline, Interview, March 26th, 2019) 
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make everyone happy. With her colleagues she had figured out a way to have the French teachers 

working side by side three days of the week. On the other two days (today included) they had agreed that 

this was not possible. It didn’t make sense to confuse students more by asking them to move to another 

studio more than they absolutely had to.5 Finishing up and pulling the schedule out from the wall to face 

the entryway, Kerri hopes that the compromise of moving the students to connected studios some days of 

the week will be well received.  

Soft, unidentifiable piano music begins to gently waft out over the PA system – a signal to both 

staff and students that the day is about to begin. The non-traditional replacement for the school bell plays 

for three full minutes while the teachers and EAs quickly and quietly gather materials and finalize 

preparations for the day ahead. 

At 8:15 am, over one hundred students from Grades 3–5 enter the school, walk through a large 

foyer and then come through a second set of double doors. They take time adding their backpacks, 

jackets, and shoes, to the expanding tunnel-like walls of the Pod entrance, and locate their indoor shoes. 

Their movement and conversation completely drown out the “piano bell” as they shove and shimmy 

around each other through the self-made tunnel into Elm, crowding around the oversized magnetic 

whiteboard on which Kerri has painstakingly assembled the daily schedule.  

Charlotte jumps gleefully when she sees that her day will start with Kerri, her “home base 

teacher” in the Trillium studio. Her favourite part of the day is the community circle and she can’t wait to 

share with the other Grade 3s and 4s that she is going to visit her grandparents in Ottawa on the weekend. 

She scurries off to the Trillium studio to get her favourite seat facing away from the bright windows that 

make it nearly impossible to see anything. The students she leaves behind her become a slow-moving 

swarm that fills up a large portion of the Poppy studio. As they check the whiteboard they begin moving 

in an almost choreographed way. Small bodies stream as one mass from the entrance into the center of the 

                                                      

5 We were rotating literally, from period to period! I didn’t know where I was going… I totally don’t blame 

anybody for feeling that way at all, you know like they didn’t know where they were going! (Amanda, Interview, 

March 26th 2019) 
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Poppy studio filling it with the sound of morning chatter. The group expands in the center of Poppy and 

then, almost as though pulled by an invisible magnetic force emanating from the perimeter of the Pod, 

they separate and spill into their assigned studio. The Poppy studio falls quiet as students and staff settle 

in the other studios, ready to begin the day. 

Ben arrives with his pencils and notebooks in the Trillium studio where he finds that his home 

base teacher (Laura) is not to be found there.  

 “Where is my teacher?” asks Ben. 

 “I think you are supposed to be in Lilly this morning Ben, you may need to go back and check the 

schedule,” replies Laura. 

At this information, Ben roars his frustration. This is the third time this week that he has not gone to the 

right studio in the morning. He knows that his mom is going to yell at him when he is marked late again. 

Storming back through the door of Trillium, Ben stomps through Elm, throwing his notebook in the 

direction of Lilly studio and plodding over to pick it up in hopes of getting to class before Laura takes the 

attendance.  

When Ben arrives in the Lilly Studio, Laura looks up from the attendance. “Oh, Ben! How nice of 

you to finally join us,” she jokes. Pausing momentarily to look at her blankly he continues to stomp 

through the doorway kicking stools and table legs, and growling at classmates he tries to find a place to 

sit. Before he even has a chance to sit Laura has raised her voice: “Out! Out to Elm! That is no way for a 

Grade 3 OR a Grade 4 to come into class!” Ben leaves, and slumps against the garage door outside Lilly 

and Daisy studio facing a silent and empty Poppy studio. He bangs his fists on the floor. “I spend more 

time out here than I do in there,” he thinks to himself, waiting for Laura to come and retrieve him.  

Back in the Trillium Studio, Kerri wraps up her morning community circle and begins a health 

lesson comparing food the students in her culturally homogenous class eat with food from Korea. She is 

trying out a new software called “Padlet” with her students this morning. Standing in one of the corners of 

the Studio while the students sit around the room on high stools clustered at bench-like tables, she 

explains that students can use “Padlet” on a laptop or an iPad to share and document their ideas based on 
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the videos she has shared with them all digitally. Charlotte raises her hand and asks if she can use the 

same iPad that she was using yesterday. 

 “Well Charlotte, I think we have to share. There are not enough iPads for everyone so you might 

have to use a laptop today,” replies Kerri. 

 “I had so many good tabs open from yesterday though!!!!” Charlotte whines. 

Kerri gives her a kind of apologetic look and tells the class they can get started. There is a frantic run 

towards the door where the portable carts of iPads and laptops are stationed.  

 Kerri moves around the room, making sure students are all signed into the right websites and 

focused on the task she has assigned. On the Smartboard she has opened up the “Padlet” webpage that the 

students are beginning to post on. One anonymous note reads “you smell!” Another appears beside it: “I 

like foooooooooooood”. And another: “why are we doing this??”. The posting continues, with swear 

words and insults towards each other popping up at an ever-increasing rate. Kerri looks up from a student 

asking a question about Kimchi, her expression darkening. She moves back to the corner of the room near 

the smartboard. 

 “Do you think this is funny?” she asks the class. The class snickers. “I am giving you the 

opportunity to do something with technology that is fun and new and exciting. If this is how you are 

going to act when I give you these kinds of opportunities I won’t do it anymore!!!”  

The class falls silent...and then someone starts giggling and Kerri turns around to see someone has posted 

a new note that reads “dO yOu ThInK tHiS iS fUnNy?” She looks back at her students with a furrowed 

brow and deep frown. 

 “Alright, put the devices away. That’s enough.” 

The students begin to protest, but Kerri shakes her head and points firmly towards the portable storage 

carts by the door. She has the students sit silently in their chairs for the remainder of class while she reads 

from one of the articles about kimchi that she had intended for them to read independently. 

At 9:35 am Kerri releases her students from the Trillium studio and heads outside for recess 

supervision duty. While the students and other teachers are out for recess, Laura enters the planning room 
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and sighs audibly. She unloads an armful of student math workbooks onto the only available small square 

of table space and wonders to herself how they can organize this small room when it contains the 

resources of five teachers, each of whom do not have “classrooms” of their own to arrange materials 

permanently. She leaves the workbooks on the table and, frustrated, begins searching for her iPad to 

review her lesson plans for the afternoon.  

When the students reenter the Pod after recess, many check the whiteboard schedule again. When 

Ben realizes he will be grouped with his friend who usually isn’t in his literacy class, he runs towards 

Daisy and Lilly studio excitedly. Perhaps his day will improve after all he thinks to himself as he starts 

searching for a silent reading book. 

In the Lilly studio Laura clicks her keyboard rapidly attempting to locate the PowerPoint for the 

literacy lesson she will lead with her colleague.  

 “Okay Grade 4s and 5s, grab your silent reading book and find a place to sit in Poppy or Lilly 

studio! Wherever you sit make sure you can see me!!” Laura tells the students. Ben grabs a book he finds 

sitting on the floor and walks out towards a beanbag chair in Poppy studio. He turns and realizes he can’t 

see Laura. Staring in her direction he takes three big steps to the left until he can see her and looks down 

to find that there are already three girls sitting there. “Shoot,” he thinks, beginning to panic as he notices 

that almost everyone else is sitting now. He hurries back into Poppy to find that there are no chairs left. 

Spotting a free high stool back out in Poppy that might be just right, he races back out, only for it to be sat 

upon a moment before his arrival by a taller fifth grader. He sighs, and sits down on the floor by the open 

garage door. Seeing Ben 'wandering around', Laura calls out to him over the hubbub to please find a seat. 

He sighs again, audibly this time, and stays where he is already sitting.  

After 15 minutes of silent reading, students are called into Lilly studio where they are asked to 

independently write a paragraph describing something they know a lot about. Laura shows them an 

exemplary paragraph she has written about dogs on the Smartboard. The students are sent off again 

between Lilly and Poppy studios to work quietly on their writing. Laura and her co-teaching partner 
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circulate around, identifying students in need of greater support. Laura instructs a few to come to a large 

round table in Poppy where they write a paragraph as a group for the remainder of the lesson.  

In Rose and Lilac studios, Kerri stands with two of the other teachers excited to teach math to 

group of Grade 3 and four students. The three teachera take their large group out of the Pod, through the 

main foyer of the school and around a corner where there is a very large amphitheater-like staircase with a 

screen and stage area at the bottom. This area is known across the school community as the “gathering 

stairs” and takes the place of a traditional auditorium. 75 students file in and sit on the stairs, and there are 

so many of them that they take up roughly one third of the space – an area which can hold in total up to 

approximately 200 students. Kerri, her two co-teachers, one EA and the Special Education Resource 

Teacher sit amongst the students on the stairs. Kerri stands at the bottom of the stairs looking up at the 

students and teaches a lesson about patterns for roughly 15 minutes. Students excitedly participate in 

answering questions and discussing with other students around them; overall they are very engaged. 

Following this lesson students are filed back into the Pod, and taken to the Lilac studio where they are 

given a worksheet and told that they must complete it silently and independently. At 11:15 am soft piano 

music begins to flow through the PA system, notifying staff and students that it is time for lunch.  

During lunch time Kerri and Laura find themselves alone in the teacher planning room and run 

through the lessons they have just taught.  

 “How’d it go?” Kerri asks Laura. She is wondering how her colleagues are feeling after taking 

the risk to try and break out of their five sealed off studios.  

 “Well, some of them really have no idea how to follow instructions. . . but for the most part I 

think they were writing,” says Laura with an unenthusiastic shrug. 

 “That’s good," replies Kerri nodding eagerly, not having caught on to Laura’s negative tone. "It'll 

be helpful to have something to go by when we regroup them. I worry that we didn’t give ours enough 

time with the math questions on their own. . . we might need another day for them.” 

 “Alright, well just make sure that you give the same amount of time to both groups. We want to 

make sure that we really know where they’re all at before we regroup them,” Laura insists with genuine 
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concern in her voice this time. “I have done reading groups for the past fifteen years and when you get 

one in the wrong group it can throw off their whole year!!!” 

 “Yeah… I’ve done them before too.” Kerri says a bit defensively, feeling the familiar pang of 

frustration she sometimes gets when Laura gives advice as though none of the other teachers have ever set 

foot in a classroom. “I think having them grouped by their ability rather than grade is going to help not 

just them but us too. . . it’s hard to give them what they all need.”6 She thinks to herself how much she 

wants her students to be confident and independent.  

 “Yeah. . . also there are a few that just shouldn’t be together. A minute ago I saw Ben trying to 

get his pencil up someone else’s nose. . .” Laura replies with an eye roll. Kerri snorts and bends over, 

silently shaking with laugher, “Really?” 

Laura shakes her head back as she stands up to exit the planning room, “I can’t make this stuff up.” 

When students come back to the Pod from 50 minutes of lunch and recess, Kerri and Laura return 

to the same studios they were in before the break. The students, however, head to the opposite spaces 

where the math and literacy lessons taught during the previous block are repeated, almost identically.  

Following this, the teachers shuffle around again to new studio spaces for a new subject, this time 

science. Kerri and Laura meet in the Trillium studio where they will teach a lesson on light to all of the 

Grade 4s in the Pod. Simultaneously, two other teachers have all of the Grade 5s, who are investigating 

the digestive system in the Daisy studio. The fifth teacher has all of the Grade 3s in Lilly studio where she 

begins to talk about forces like drag and lift.  

Kerri leads a short ten-minute period of direct instruction, featuring a demonstration of how light 

from a flashlight looks when shone through a plethora of different materials at the front of the class. 

Laura takes on “crowd control,” managing student disruptions throughout the lesson. Following this 

lesson Kerri and Laura introduce nine centers that involve different activities related to what they have 

                                                      

6 The teachers all hope to have students grouped homogeneously by ability, and in some way by behaviour, 

for more effective planning and support (Field Notes Day 12, February 12th, 2018). 
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been learning about light. They involve things like drawing diagrams of refraction after looking through a 

prism, watching YouTube videos about shadows, and answering questions on a worksheet. Students are 

expected to complete each of the 9 centres independently, anywhere they are comfortable in the room, 

over the next two weeks. Kerri explains that they should try to complete between two and three centres 

each class. The students head off excitedly to choose a center, Laura circulates around the room, stopping 

to bend down and answer Charlotte's question: “why do we only have a shadow sometimes not all the 

time?” 

While Laura circulates, Kerri takes a small group of students who have been falling behind on 

their completion of the centres over the past week into the Poppy studio. Once there she asks discussion 

questions like “if you change where light comes from will the shadow change?” and guides them through 

a series of activities similar to those involved in the centres. After the lesson Kerri tells Laura that she is 

seeing improvement in students’ disruptive behaviour since they have begun to organize the class in th9s 

way. She also expresses concern that some students may be falling behind because they aren’t being 

assessed daily.7  

 During the final instructional period of the day, Laura heads to the teacher planning room as soon 

as the music teacher comes in to relieve her, ukulele cart wheeling in behind him. Kerri heads to Rose 

studio with a stack of social studies quizzes in her arms. When all of her students have made their way 

there and are sitting before her she reminds them of the quiz that they will now write. She tells them that 

they can write it anywhere in Poppy or Rose studios but they must do so quietly and independently. They 

each come and get a quiz and Kerri opens the garage door so they can spill out into the central Poppy 

Studio where they find spaces to work independently in booth-like table arrangements, splayed out on 

large floor cushions, or standing at tables that are roughly at the chest height of a child. Charlotte grabs a 

quiz and sees her two best friends have an empty seat at their table in Poppy studio and hurries over to 

join them. She starts reading the first question and looks over at her friend and asks in a loud whisper, 

                                                      

7 (Field Notes Day 9, February 5th 2018) 



 

 57 

“Hey, what was the name of that rocky part of Canada that we live in? I remember but I can’t think of the 

word!” 

 “uhhhhhh… I think the shield? The Canada Shield?” replies one friend while the other nods 

enthusiastically. 

 “Canadian Shield!!! Thanks!” Charlotte says too excited to attempt to whisper this time. She 

thinks for a moment about how nice it is to be able to sit with your friends when you need help on a test.   

Kerri hears Charlotte talking and walks over.  

 “Just to remind you three I said that you need to do this quietly and independently. That means on 

your own okay?” 

She turns around to see three more table groups where students are whispering to each other, leaning over 

each other’s papers, and wondering loudly to themselves about things they don’t remember. Kerri sighs. 

She thinks maybe next time instead of a quiz she will have them do a group project.  

The loose ends of the day are tied together by home base teachers in separate studios. Bags are 

packed, homework is listed, and students are encouraged to plan for upcoming events, celebrations, and 

deadlines. Laura stands at the door of Lilly studio where her students are working, and as they begin to 

gather their belongings to head home she asks Ben how his day was. Ben looks at her with confusion, 

eyebrows raised and mouth turned downwards into a frown, and says sincerely “I don’t know.”  Laura 

sighs and nods at Ben, thinking to herself “he would really do better in a traditional school.”8 Meanwhile, 

Charlotte moves happily around the Lilac studio room trying to decide what part of today she liked best.9  

The busses wait in a row outside, and guardians stand at the schoolyard fence ready to collect 

their children. The soft piano music comes through the speakers once again – this time audible over the 

tired, quiet students as it signals their daily departure. Students dismantle the entrance tunnel of their 

                                                      

8 “Many students are not actually able to learn in this type of school space” (Carol, Field Notes, Monday 

January 29th). 

 
9 “Even though we did say some things that we did not like it’s a really good school” (Emily, 3–5 Focus 

Group, February 2018). 
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belongings at the entrance of the Pod as they exit into the main foyer of the school before leaving the 

building. 

Kerri, Laura and the three other teachers of the 3–5 Pod collapse into their chairs inside the 

planning room at the end of the day. They each try to locate their notebooks, iPads or laptops that they 

will need for their group meeting. Kerri quickly reminds everyone about what they talked about at their 

previous group meeting that took place a week before. Laura says she wants to go through how their new 

math and literacy schedule worked today and also talk about the report cards that are due in four days. 

The general feeling of all five teachers is that math and literacy went well but it is important that they are 

fair in their assessment and re-group the students as quickly as possible. To do this they will finish the 

writing task in literacy and the 3-question test in math, mark them and create a group of students who 

need more support and a group of students that are in need of a greater challenge. Kerri says that she feels 

bad about confusing the students by moving their groups around so much, but Laura doesn't buy it. She 

responds with a short burst: “they can handle it, don’t worry!” 

The three teachers, Kerri included, who have not yet completed their report cards try explaining 

to the others how they plan to meet the end of week deadline. Kerri exclaims that "this is so much more 

difficult to organize than my usual 'class' of 20 or 25 students!” holding up her fingers in air quotes. The 

others nod. “I've marked all of the ones that I have for social studies and health and physical education," 

Kerri continues, a bit embarrassed as she doesn’t like comparing her performance to others, "but I am 

really behind on the ones I share with Laura.” Laura says she has already written a draft of the comments 

for science for the half of the class that she is reporting on. She says even though she thinks that they 

really should divide the work evenly and not share too much, she will give them to Kerri for her to look 

over.10 Kerri turns pink and looks down feebly into her lap and nods, feeling as though she has asked too 

much of her colleagues. 

                                                      

10 (Field Notes, Day 12, February 12th). 
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The teachers discuss how they are moving forward on the lessons that they do not teach together, 

such as health or social studies. Kerri points out that she thinks that it is important that they try to 

coordinate the subject areas they are working on so all students are moving more or less together through 

the curriculum.11 Right as Laura begins to express that this may not always be possible as they all teach 

things differently and have their own experiences with the curriculum, Kerri’s phone starts chiming 

loudly. She answers it and listens for a moment before holding it to her chest, and mouthing an excuse: 

“I'm really sorry, it’s my kids I gotta go!” The other teachers nod understandingly and begin to end the 

meeting packing up their backpacks and wishing each other good luck on report writing, “see you bright 

and early tomorrow” says Laura as she dons her jacket and strolls out of the planning room and exits the 

Pod.   

6–8 Pod 

Context and characters. If you rewound the day back to the beginning and once again entered the school 

through the main foyer of the school, heading straight this time instead of turning right, you would find 

yourself in a contrasting setting to that of the Grade 3–5 Pod. When the piano music plays for the 94 

students, four teachers, and one educational assistant who are members of the Grade 6–8 Pod community 

a different day unfolds. Today we will follow two teachers (pseudonyms Olivia and Christine) and two 

students (pseudonyms Talia and Jay) as they navigate the Pod space. In what follows, I introduce both the 

space of the 6–8 Pod and each of the four characters. 

Slightly to the left of the main foyer of the school there is a portion of wall space dedicated to the 

piling of coats, shoes, and backpacks of the Grade 6–8 students, not dissimilar to the tunnel like entrance 

to the 3–5 Pod. Jay runs into the school before the day begins, telling the secretary breathlessly that he 

thinks he forgot his lunch bag the day before. He sighs exaggeratedly when he sees the small blue nylon 

bag sitting on the floor near to where he usually hangs his bag and jacket. Having just moved to this 

                                                      

11 “We have our blocking where you know three of us are doing math and two of us plus the cert are doing  

literacy, but we touch base to make sure that our big ideas for religion for health even phys-ed things like that, that 

we are all under the same big idea” (Rebecca, Interview, February 2018) 
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school and town from southern Ontario this sixth-grade student is still settling into the new routines. His 

old school was a small brick building and had a population of around 150 students. After leaving all his 

best friends behind, Jay is still feeling like he hasn’t met anyone new here. In the absence of friends Jay 

fills his time with computer games and reading. When asked by grown-ups what he wants to be when he 

grows up his standard response is that he wants to be the first person in his family to go to university. Jay 

decides to head up to his Pod early since the bell will be ringing any minute. 

Returning to the tour of the Pod, once outerwear has been shed at the entrance you continue 

straight, walking towards what looks like a dead end. An angled wall greets you and then suddenly, with a 

subtle left turn, you find yourself on the “stage” at the bottom of the “gathering stairs:" an amphitheater of 

seats big enough to hold 300 students where the grades 3–5 math lessons took place in the previous 

narrative. The gathering stairs doubles as a grand staircase leading all the way up into the Grade 6–8 Pod.   
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Figure 3. Pod Floorplan (6–8) 

 

Figure 3. A floorplan of the 6–8 Pod created by the researcher. This roughly drawn figure aims to illustrate 

the layout of the space in the 6–8 Pod. The flexible-use space in this Pod is the Finch studio. 

 

The gathering stairs lead upwards, to the side of the common area of the Pod. This large central 

gathering area and work space is referred to as the learning commons. This central space is filled with low 

bookshelves on wheels, large round tables, booth style seating, large bean-bag chairs, tall standing tables, 
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regular four-legged chars, and low stools with round bottoms that allow continuous movement for the 

individual sitting on them. There are large windows along one entire wall that allow light to pour into the 

space, eliminating the need to turn on the florescent bulbs overhead. Beneath these large windows is a 

semi-circle couch with a tall back. The tall back of the couch allows those sitting on it to tuck themselves 

away from the rest of the Pod. It is here that students like Talia covet the comfort, warmth, and light that 

exists in only a few corners of the space.  

Talia, a Grade 8 student came to this new school from a similar sized school that was built in the 

70’s and didn’t have nearly as many windows. She was thrilled to move to this new school in September 

and has made many friends in the Pod. Many of Talia’s friends are in the other studios; one of them is so 

good at math Talia thinks she is going to be a scientist or something one day. Sometimes when Talia is 

doing science or math in her studio she walks across the Pod to get help from her friend, which her 

teachers don’t like. Talia’s favourite subject of the day is gym, she loves to be moving around and on her 

feet with no one asking her to read or write anything.  When she does have to read, however, it is in the 

quiet corners of the Pod (like on the couch with the high back) that she is happiest. 

Turning to look back out over the gathering stairs is a long chest-level bar type table with high 

stool seating rather than a railing. Olivia, a teacher in the Pod, bounds up the stairs and waves to the EA 

who is seated at the bar. Olivia is in her eighth year of teaching and loves that every day of her job is 

different – especially in this new school! She has a busy family life outside of school but tries to make 

time whenever she can to socialize with her three teaching partners in the Pod. Next week she has 

organized a fondue night with all of them that she is really looking forward to. Olivia has a science degree 

and loves making science accessible and exciting for his students. This morning she is thinking about a 

conversation he and a student had the day before about why plants and animals have different kinds of 

cells. 

Olivia strides across the learning commons from the gathering stairs to the teacher planning 

room. This small narrow space has a large glass window and door that look out into the learning 

commons. There are blinds on the windows that are seldom closed, and inside one single long desk is 
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shared by the four teachers. Four office chairs are squeezed tightly together along the desk which looks up 

at a very large whiteboard hanging on the wall. This space is filled with paperwork, office supplies, the 

belongings of the teachers and the EA, and a small fridge and a microwave. When all four teachers are 

packed like sardines into the space there is very little room to move around. 

Back into the learning commons around the corner to the right is the first studio, known by the 

community as “the Finch studio”. On this level all of the studios have been named by the students after 

local birds. This first studio is separated from the others by a glass garage door that can be opened and 

closed, as well as a corner one must walk around to get there. Inside the rectangular Finch studio, the 

floor changes from the carpet of the learning commons to grey and orange vinyl. There is a small row of 

cabinets along one wall and some additional hooks on the wall at the back of the studio. Towards the 

other end is an interactive whiteboard next to a large window. Christine hurries into the space to grab a 

document to photocopy from the desk she has arranged for herself under the window in the Finch studio.  

Christine is a certified special education teacher that is 12-years into her teaching career. She is 

very involved in her community both inside and outside of school. Coming to this new school from the 

same one as a number of teachers in the K–2 Pod and 3–5 Pod, she misses seeing them every day. 

Christine got home late last night from the opening of her third-ever gallery show and so is less prepared 

today than she usually is. As she drove to school this morning she made a snap decision to integrate 

drawing into today’s social studies lesson.   

Christine shuts the garage door from the inside of the Finch studio and exits from the regular door 

that is beside it. She heads right towards the teacher planning room: however, if she had turned left she 

would have been facing two side by side doors, one to a room labeled “Robin studio” and the other 

labeled “Sparrow” studio. Both of these studios are roughly the same size and contain a large rectangular 

table, six chairs and a whiteboard. They each have a window to let light in and their doorways into the 

Pod are entirely glass so that you can see both in and out. 

In the 6–8 Pod there are four more studios that are all very similar to one another. Beside the 

teacher planning room is the first large rectangular double studio, Hawk studio, and next to it Loon 
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studio. These studios are connected to the learning commons by one large glass-paned garage door 

flanked on either side by regular doors. The layout of furniture in these spaces is constantly evolving 

based on students’ needs, and the educator who is using the space. Divided by a vertical half-wall, the 

Hawk side might be found full of tall tables around the border and low larger tables in the center facing 

the interactive whiteboard that is positioned on the half-wall. On the other side, in Loon studio, you might 

find an assortment of low seating spread around the space – not necessarily positioned to see the 

interactive whiteboard that hangs parallel the other on the half-wall.  

 Hawk and Loon studios are mirrored at the far end of the learning commons behind another glass 

garage door. Heron and Owl studios are configured differently based on the students and educators that 

are in the space: chairs circling with desks removed, floor space cleared for sitting and working, or tables 

and chairs in neat groupings of three, four, or six. These modifications are made day to day, and more 

often than not from lesson to lesson in all of the studios. This is the 6–8 Pod: bright, spacious, and filled 

with energy.  

A day in the 6–8 Pod. The burnt orange of the walls, furniture and carpet in the 6–8 Pod glow in the 

early morning sun that streams through the windows in the learning commons. Christine rushes to finish 

her photocopying, places it on her desk in the Finch studio and heads for the teacher planning room. She 

enters the planning room and is greeted by a collection of enthusiastic “good mornings!” from Olivia and 

her other teaching colleagues.  

 “Let the morning meeting commence!” Olivia proposes, hitting her fist on the long narrow 

planning desk like a gavel. Olivia begins excitedly passing out the lesson plan that she has created for 

math today.  

 “So, what we are going to do is everyone is going to teach their students the same lesson on how 

to read bar and line graphs. Then my group and Christine’s group will get together and your groups will 



 

 65 

get together and we will have the students work together to tell us what all these graphs I have found 

mean. Sound good?”12 

 Christine looks through the lesson plan and furrows her brow.13 “I am definitely going to have to 

change some of this so that my group will get it," she says. "I also worry that they're going to need to 

move around at some point during all of this!” Christine’s tone is concerned; she enjoys bringing her 

group of 12 students together with the 25 in Olivia’s group because it challenges them. However, she is 

mindful of ensuring that they are still able to feel successful and engage with the material.  

 Olivia nods thoughtfully. “What if you just did line graphs? I could just do bar graphs with mine 

and you could do line graphs with yours and then we could get them to teach each other?!” Through her 

mounting excitement the tempo of Olivia’s suggestions picks up. She takes a huge breath and looks 

hopefully around the room at her colleagues. 

 “Hm, yeah that could work!” replies Christine. “I think my group would also feel pretty great to 

be asked to teach your group something they may not already know, that could be a major confidence 

boost to a lot of them.” 

 “Okay, great. Sounds fantastic. Can’t wait. What have you got for us for social studies today?” 

Olivia asks Christine.  

 “So, I've made up four exploration-based stations, one station per social studies class, and today 

we are going to just stay in the studios we have in the morning.” Christine rises and leans awkwardly 

around one of the other teachers to grab the lesson outlines for each of the stations. She hands them out to 

everyone. “So we have got some students looking at Métis and Haudenosaunee artifacts and writing about 

them, generating questions that we can then have a class discussion about. At another station we have 

                                                      

12 “I am really enjoying the fact that our group is so tight. We don’t think the same, but that’s a good thing 

because we tend to push each other but we get along very well” (Marcus, Interview, March 2018). 

 
13 “I think kind of the 4 of us are similar I mean I am an A type personality I like, I do like having my own 

space and kind of knowing exactly where something is. so that has been I think a huge change for all of us… but 

having that... and that’s why we specifically decided not to… even though we have our own groups and we 

collaborate, we do different things” (Monique, Interview, March 2018).  
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some music that I've shared with you in the OneDrive. You can talk about the powwow and there are lots 

of details about the discussion questions relating back to reconciliation on that sheet I gave you. The third 

one is going to be about treaties. I have this book that is…" She trails off, casting her eyes around the 

piles of supplies on each surface, with no luck. "It’s somewhere in here? I’ll find it. Anyways, you will 

read the book and then have them research what treaty territory the school is on and then another area that 

they are interested in, maybe where they live or have lived or someone they know lives. There is a 

website there to help with that too. And then the last one – my favourite! – is going to be print making. 

And I have that in Finch for the paint and messy stuff.”14  

 The teachers are all unusually quiet as they read through all the information Christine has just 

given them. “Obviously you can all modify these however you want!" she hastily adds, knowing that 

when they get this lesson into action her colleagues will make changes in the moment.  

 “Well, looks like we have enough social studies for the next good while!” Olivia replies with an 

encouraging laugh. The other teachers nod, impressed, and decide that they will try these stations out 

today and figure out what will follow next week.  

 As the student arrival draws nearer and nearer the teachers' conversation drifts away from lesson 

plans and towards reflections on the weekend they have just returned from.  

 “So we get back from dinner and my kids are finally asleep and I look down at my phone and 

there are like… 40 messages in the group chat!? I wanted to yell at you all!” Olivia jokes, reliving the 

Saturday evening of her short weekend family vacation.15 The others laugh and apologize genuinely but 

explain that they were just so excited about all of the work they had done on Saturday morning.  

                                                      

14 “And that’s partly, I mean our best space for art too because there is no carpet in there so it gives us that 

space to” (Monique, Interview, March 2018).  

 
15 “We also do a lot of texts back and forth at night. It’ll be funny because I’ll be at the gym and come back, 

or somebody else will miss it and then you come back and then you’ve missed 40 messages and it’s like WOW lets 

read up on these messages. We are constantly in communication with each other, and it’s been like that since the… 

third week in August. . .” (Marcus, Interview, March 2018).  
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 “It’s not every day the school carpet cleaners come and move all the furniture out and leave it for 

us to rearrange!” Christina retorts. “We were having way too much fun wheeling tables around the studio 

over and over again.”16 

 “Oh I could tell that there was no lack of fun from the pictures you sent… all 27 of them… and 

the video!” Olivia says with a wink.17  

 “We really thought you needed the full-on walk through experience! The kids are going to love it 

today.” Christina laughs, she opens her mouth to shoot a teasing remark back to Olivia but is interrupted 

as a gentle piano melody begins to fill the space from the PA system.  

  The teachers rise, the piano music cueing the impending arrival of their students. Olivia leaves 

the planning room and heads out to the bar at the top of the gathering stairs to check in with the EA who 

is putting together the Pod schedules for the students. She stands in front of two 24" x 12" posters with a 

table: times on the right-hand side and subjects down the right. Olivia asks if she would like her to go and 

hang the one that describes what will be happening in Owl and Heron studio down at that end of the 

Pod.18 She nods and thanks her genuinely, and asks Olivia about the “guest presentation” that the teachers 

had her add to the schedule for that afternoon. Olivia puts her fingers to her mouth for a moment, trying to 

wade through the sea of special events happening in the Pod in the coming weeks trying to remember 

what is happening that day.  

                                                      

16 “We rejigged the learning commons, and I think because we had spent the entire day and then went oh 

my god we should have been recording this entire days conversations! But we really thoughtfully, thoughtfully 

planned that and it was new and it was fresh when the kids came in. They liked it and they liked it they recognized, 

oh that’s a space I can go work by myself” (Laura, Interview, March 2018).  

 
17 “We talk every single day but Tuesdays are our for sure we are meeting after school, and then often we 

are actually here on Saturdays and Sundays… or one or the other at minimum we come in one day one the weekend” 

(Marcus, Interview, March 2018). 

 
18 “We have the schedule posted I two places everyday so that they can refer to and I know quite often I 

know in my homeroom I try to go through what the day looks like every day” (Laura, Interview, March 2018).  

 



 

 68 

 “Ah! It's the students and vice principal from the high school coming to talk to them about the 

future!” The EA gives a thumbs up and wishes Olivia a good morning as groggy, gangly, Grade 6, 7, and 

8 students begin clambering up the stairs and filling the learning commons.  

Meanwhile, Talia walks into Finch studio and nods at Christina as she slumps into her seat. She 

calls across the room to Christina, “Hey! How come we never get to switch studios anymore?! I’m sick of 

it in here.” 

 “I think Finch is great! Remember how many distractions there were when we used to be in 

Loon? Don’t you feel like you can focus better over here?” Christina replies, careful not to imply that 

these students are different from those in the rest of the Pod. 19 

 “I guess. . . I mean it was loud in there, but there was more room to move!” Talia slumps more 

deeply into her seat. Christina shrugs in response as she gets up to separate three girls who have just come 

into Finch and are trying to execute a three-person piggyback ride.  

 Olivia signals to her students that it's time for them to settle down, closing the garage door to the 

learning commons and silently standing before the interactive whiteboard hanging on the half-wall 

between Owl and Heron Studios. The morning chatter slowly quiets down as the students absorb Olivia’s 

silent cue and turn to look at her  

 “Alright, time to read together! Who wants to start the next chapter of Hatchet?” Olivia jovially 

asks the class. She receives no more than a blink from her room of 27 students who are a combination of 

six, seventh, and eighth graders. “You want me to just choose someone?” More blank stares and silence. 

“Okay Jay how about you get us started off today?” Olivia waves her copy of the novel in Jay's direction 

in the middle of the room.  

                                                      

19 “We’ve structured it a little differently from downstairs from my understating, so upstairs we are co 

collaborating and co teaching these plans but there is variations to meet the students' levels” (Marcus, Interview, 

March 2018). 

 



 

 69 

 Jay had been looking down into his lap, hoping that Olivia wouldn’t notice him since he was 

trying to conceal himself by sitting right in the center of the studio. He looks up now, feeling heat creep 

into his cheeks and his palms beginning to stick to his book with sweat. “Uhm.. what page are we on?” 

Jay croaks meekly. Somewhere in the studio a student yells at him to talk louder.20 Jay coughs nervously 

and repeats himself slightly louder: “Sorry, what page are we on?”  

 “The beginning of chapter three, good sir!” replies Olivia. Jay turns the pages, leaning towards 

his book wishing he could fall right through the pages and into the story even though he isn’t really a fan 

of the outdoors.  

Jay begins reading as loudly as he can, but his second sentence in students begin to laugh loudly in 

the Loon Studio next door. Jay pauses and looks up at Olivia. “Just a little louder there Jay – sorry about 

the noise,” Olivia presses. Jay continues on, reading fluently but can’t compete with the video that is now 

playing on the other side of the half-wall. He gets to the third page of the chapter and Olivia thanks him 

and calls on another student to pick up where he left off. Jay feels a wave of relief crash over him and 

then realizes that the girl reading now is standing proudly near the side of the room reading at a volume 

much louder than the video next door. Jay feels hot with embarrassment, thinking how could anyone 

possibly make this look so easy. He decides he needs a break and makes a peace sign hand gesture at 

Olivia. Olivia nods her permission and Jay heads out into the learning commons to get a drink and walk 

around the Pod a couple of times.21 

 Christine’s students have been writing all morning, finishing up speeches they have been crafting 

for a school-wide competition. Christine looks over at Talia who is marching on the spot beside a high 

                                                      

20 “well whenever we do like, presentations sometimes the other classrooms, well the other classes get 

really loud and you can’t hear the person and they have a low voice sometimes so it’s kind of hard to hear them” 

(Taylor, Focus Group, 2018). 

 
21 “I don’t really like the idea of all of us being together because it’s nice to be with our friends, but we are 

going to get a little too distracted and if the teacher asks us questions a lot of us are very shy and we don’t want to 

raise our hand so it’s just going to prevent us from cooperating with people, especially the shy people. And if there’s 

you know, people who aren’t shy they’re just going to keep talking to students over and over again and not paying 

attention to the teachers” (Paige, Focus Group, 2018).  
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table at the back of Finch studio, waving her pencil around in the air like a baton. “Hey Talia, do you need 

a little break?” Christine asks as she gets closer to where Talia is standing. “What kind of break???” Talia 

questions. “I think you’ve earned some Robot time with all your hard work. In fact, I think all of you 

have,” Christine addresses the entire class. “Let’s put our writing away for the day. Who would like to go 

get the robotics bins out of Robin studio?” Two of Talia’s peers volunteer to get the large bin of Lego 

robotics out from the small break-out room next door. Once back the students tear into the bin and sprawl 

out on the floor, they begin clicking together little plastic blocks one by one.  

 Jay takes a quick drink of water and continues on his rounds of the Pod. He is drawn towards the 

closed door of the Finch studio by the sound of muffled laughter. As he nears the far studio he feels his 

stomach clench. He sees Talia and his peers who are always in the Finch studio happily piecing together 

robots using the Pod's coveted Lego robotics. He stands six feet away from the doors watching the 

students pulling out the laptops to begin programing their creations to move. Jay remembers with envy 

when he first moved to the school in November and had been allowed to learn to use the robotics. It was 

one of his happiest moments at the school so far, getting to sit with a team of his new peers and build a 

robot to carry little blocks across the Pod. His Saturdays spent playing with Lego for 6 hours straight had 

really paid off that day.  

Jay is startled when Christine opens the regular door to the Finch studio. “Can I help you Jay?” 

She asks, looking concerned. 

 “Oh uhhhh… no sorry I was just coming over here to go downstairs to get something I forgot out 

of my backpack!” Jay says, lying quickly trying to cover up the look of longing that had been on his face.  

 “Okay, off you go then!” Christine turns and closes the door. Jay returns to class frustrated and 

ready for lunch. Looking at the clock he smiles, relieved to realize that it is time for morning recess.  

 When the students return from recess they mimic their routine from the beginning of the day. The 

morning moves on and Olivia is able to reengage Jay with a continuation of the previous day's science 

lesson on cells. There is a knock on the garage door and both Olivia and her colleague in Loon studio 

look over to find the two French teachers waving. Olivia mouths “SORRY!” realizing she has completely 
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lost track of time. In Finch, Christine rallies her students and moves them all to Heron studio across the 

Pod for French which is always taught in Owl and Heron, twice a day.22  

The other group moves noisily to Hawk studio, talking and laughing and jostling each other while 

Olivia and Christine try to help the French teacher herd them into the new space on their way to their 

planning time. They arrive in the planning room, sit down and laugh. “It's barely 9 am and I'm zonked!” 

Christine giggles. Olivia chuckles in reply and takes out a folder with a stack of papers.  

 “Are you ready for this?” she asks.  

 “I guess so,” she shrugs in response. She takes out a similar stack of papers, chock-full of tests, 

and written assignments, and checklists from her group of 12 students. Olivia pulls out a plastic grocery 

bag full of 188 small round magnets. On each one she has painstakingly stuck a small white label with 

each student's name on it twice. “Good work!” exclaims Christine, impressed by her effort. Olivia smiles 

and stands up, dry erase marker in hand, looking up at the massive whiteboard that hangs above their 

desk.  

 Across the top of the board she writes:  

MATH  |  LITERACY 

Along the side of the board she writes: 

LEVEL 1 

LEVEL 2 

LEVEL 3 

LEVEL 4 

                                                      

22 “French has always been in the same two studios, it is a very confusing time I don’t know why. [The 

students] have been going to the exact same classroom every time at the exact same time of day. So that’s interesting 

to me that they find that that’s a weird shift because that’s the one thing that has remained the same from day one. 

Uhm for the students which is interesting I think it is a time where that is a lot of movement, you know they’re 

going to gym or they’re coming they’re going to art or they’re going to French, uhm and that maybe creates some 

confusion for them” (Laura, Interview, March 2018). 
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Olivia looks at Christine, and says with gusto “alright, let's get ours up here!” They spend the 

next 30 minutes grouping all of their students in one of the levels for each of the two subjects that the 

group of teachers decided to make a visual of last week. At their last meeting, Christine had suggested 

they look at where all the students are, especially in math and literacy because she thinks it may be time 

to switch up their groups that have been the same since October.23 The others agreed and Olivia said it 

would also help them with their report cards that they were planning to work on together Monday after 

school. The whiteboard fills with small round magnets that speckled across its surface like little black 

stars in a white sky. During their colleagues’ prep period later that afternoon, the other half of the students 

will arrive on the board and the teachers will be able to see if students would benefit from moving to a 

group of students that are at a similar level to where they are now. The piano music begins to emit from 

the speakers once again, and with that the morning ends.  

 An hour later the students stampede back up the stairs and into the Pod, wired from their time 

outside during recess. The teachers stand spread out through the Pod, reminding student after student that 

it is silent independent reading time. Talia sprints up the stairs laughing with a friend and then covers her 

mouth, giggling into her hand when Christine shoots her a look that says “Be quiet!” This is Talia’s 

favorite time of the day because she gets to leave Finch studio and sit in her favourite spot. She speed-

walks into the Finch studio where there is a shelf that holds her group of student's independent reading 

books. Spotting her book, she grabs its spine, turns on her heel and reenters the learning commons 

through the garage door that is now open.  

 Talia hurries over to her favourite spot in the whole Pod: a big high-back, half-circle couch 

perfectly positioned in front of the window to get maximum sunshine in the early afternoon. She stops 

abruptly. “What the…!” she sputters. the couch has been moved and is now in the center of the learning 

commons far beyond the big window. She scans the room for Christine and storms over.  

                                                      

23 Laura tells me that the teachers are trying to share the students more. They have talked about rotating and 

each taking a turn with each group of students. She hopes this will allow each of the teachers to build stronger 

relationships with students. (Field Notes, January 17th 2018).  
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 “What happened to my favourite spot!!!???” Talia laments.  

 “Oh! It’s in the middle now, with the other half of the circle couch so that more people can sit 

together for group work!” Christine responds, smiling, remembering her stroke of brilliance on Saturday 

when she was trying to find a place for that weird couch that awkwardly faced the window away from the 

rest of the Pod.  

 “Why would you move that without asking me? That was the only place I liked to read! Now I 

can’t read! I hope you’re happy!” Talia’s eyes fill with frustrated tears.  

 “Talia, I am so sorry. I didn’t know that you felt so strongly about that spot!” Christine responds, 

startled by the 12-year old’s distress. “How about we try to find another spot in our space? We could pull 

one of the armchairs over to the window? Or a bean bag maybe?” She suggests, grasping at quick 

solutions as there are now four other students sitting on Talia’s beloved couch.  

 “Our space? Whatever.” Talia replies, tears quickly drying and her expression growing hard. “Do 

whatever you want, I’ll sit wherever.” She turns on her heels and sits on the floor, her back against the 

wall of the learning commons. Christine watches her with a feeling of unease; she will suggest to the 

other teachers later that day that they get student input before they move the furniture again.  24   

 Following independent reading is the social studies lesson that Christine has planned. The 

teachers all enter back into the same studios from the beginning of the day, Christine to Finch and Olivia 

to Owl. The garage doors are all open and students can be heard listening to powwow music in Loon, 

sloshing paint with foam rollers in Finch, and exclaiming “what IS that?!” in Hawk. The period passes 

quickly. 

Twenty minutes before they would usually transition to the next subject Christine calls for her group's 

attention. “Okay everyone, time to clean up! I know we might have some time tomorrow to finish these 

                                                      

24 “I think if they were going to make the school the way they did, so openly, then they should at least let us 

use it a little bit more, because the teachers… it’s basically just for the teachers now. And it’s so that they can chat 

when they’re doing their thing” (Liza, Focus Group, 2018). 
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up but we can’t leave them out all night because people will be using the space after you're gone for the 

day.”25 The students moan collectively in protest. Christine loves that the school have become a hub in the 

community for after-school programming. With that thought, though, comes a feeling of frustration, 

wishing she could leave all the art supplies out, working with her students for at least another 10 minutes 

on their art. She sighs and picks up a paint-covered tray from the floor.  

Once the paint is safely stored and the art is laid to dry on the back-counter, Christine begins to 

teach her portion of Olivia’s math lesson in Finch. Meanwhile Olivia herds her group over into Hawk 

studio where he will lead them through the lesson while they wait for Christine’s group to join them. The 

other two teachers wave to Olivia as they walk past the open garage door to the planning room, their 

classes safely tucked away in Owl and Heron for French.  

Talia is ecstatic when Christine tells them that for the second half of math they will be teaching 

what they have just learned about line graphs to Olivia’s group. She thinks to herself how great it will be 

to finally be the one explaining things to her super smart friend who will probably become a scientist one 

day.  Christine instructs them to quietly head to Hawk, which the 12 of the students do with some success.  

The students are instructed by Christine and Olivia to make groups with at least one person from 

each group so that they can teach each other. They explain that the students will all come back together at 

the end of class to review what they talked about as a whole big group. Christine says that the students 

can go anywhere in the Pod other than Owl and Heron studios to work and that she and Olivia will circle 

around to answer any questions. “And go!” say Olivia and Christine in unison, sending students into a 

partner-finding frenzy.  

                                                      

25 “The school is really supposed to be a community space that other communities, other groups can come 

in and use it. And you want that! But then it’s like you said you have, I can’t necessarily set up something, or we 

can’t set up something the night before because of something maybe happening in the evening. I mean obviously our 

gym is used every night for the [community organization]. Like there is just… the school is used for a lot of things 

so I think that’s getting, used to that too like you know. Like before you would have left your room you would have 

locked it and no one would be using your specific space, but… now… so… And I mean I think it’s good like having 

the kids help like, I think it’s good knowing what they want to use in the space too, but then its gotta work kind of I 

guess for everybody” (Monique, Interview, 2018).  
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Jay finds himself standing with two boys, one who is in his group and is a foot taller than him and 

the other who is in Christine’s group and is small and has yellow eyes and a perpetually blotchy red face. 

“Well I guess we are a group then?” Jay says, his voice a mixture of uneasiness and forced enthusiasm. 

The two boys completely ignore Jay and the tall one growls at the smaller one. In an act of unexpected 

courage, mostly growing from a deep desire to not have to ask to be in another group, Jay steps between 

the two boys and says “let’s go talk about graphs, pick a spot anywhere and we can go there!” The small 

boy looks at him and laughs. “Kay’” he replies. 

Ten minutes later Olivia hears a small voice shouting “Stop it! Stop it!” from around the corner of 

the teachers' planning room. She turns the corner facing the doors of the two small breakout rooms and 

immediately shouts “HEY!” The boys freeze.  

Olivia stands before Jay who is wrapped in an entire roll of masking tape, his two “partners” 

staring at the floor beside him shaking with laughter, the tall one holding an empty cardboard tape ring. 

“This is why we can’t do this kind of thing!!!! We can’t trust you to be responsible,” Olivia sputters26 The 

two perpetrators are sent back into the Hawk studio and Olivia says that she will speak with them later. 

She then sets to work unraveling Jay, who is quiet except for a few “thank you’s” and “I’m so sorry’s.” 

 “That’s okay Jay, I know it wasn’t you,” Olivia sighs. She sends Jay back to Hawk and takes a 

moment for herself to regroup.  

For the last half hour of the day, the four teachers round up all of the students one final time for a 

Pod meeting on the gathering stairs. Christine leads the Pod in welcoming two students and a vice 

principal from the nearby high school where many of the students from the Pod will head in the coming 

years. The Vice Principal leads a presentation about the many exciting aspects of high school: different 

subjects; the need for them to decide if they will be in Applied or Academic classes; all of the different 

                                                      

26 “. . .the design is that it’s off alone and they can’t handle that because they’ll… there is a lot of concerns 

with no supervision with a lot of these students so that’s why these two rooms are not used very much. There Is a 

select few that can come down and they need that quiet space and we know we can trust them but there’s a lot of 

student wandering with several key players and therefor it becomes a safety concern at some point as well” (Marcus, 

Interview, March 2018).  
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sports and extra-curriculars that are offered; as well as many of the exciting celebrations such as dances 

and homecoming. As he talks, and talks, and talks, Talia sits in the audience staring into space thinking 

about the next school year. She hasn’t really thought much about going to high school in a few months. 

This school has been so different and hard to get used to that it had been the least of her worries. But 

when the vice principal of the high school points up to his slide show to a picture taken “just the other 

day” of a bunch of smiling students, sitting in rows in front of a chalk board covered in math equations 

her palms begin to sweat. In that moment Talia realizes that she hasn’t sat like that and done math at all 

this whole year. Would she even remember how to do that next year!? She doesn't know.27 She begins to 

jiggle her knee nervously and tries to think about her soccer game after school until the presentation 

draws to an end.  

The students' applause for their guests fades and they rise and wander back into the Pod to receive 

homework and collect their things before heading home. The familiar piano music plays through the PA 

system and the students gradually make their way back down the stairs to join the other two Pods as they 

all exit through the main foyer of the school.  

Once again in a quiet if slightly messier Pod, Christine and Olivia join their peers  

in the planning room and someone suggests they order pizza for the work ahead which receives vigorous 

agreement. They wheel their desk chairs into the learning commons, laughing and rehashing the highs and 

lows of their day while forming a circle around a large table. Before each of them rest stacks of papers 

similar to those used earlier to sort magnets on the whiteboard. There is an electric kind of energy in the 

air not usually felt during periods of report card writing, the teachers are excited and joyful as they begin.   

 “Who wants to go first?” Christine asks. “or should we just start at “A”?” There are resounding 

nods for 'start at A' and so the first student in the Pod with an ‘A’ last name is chosen; they are in Olivia’s 

group.  

                                                      

27 “I don’t think I’m prepared for high school at all. Uhm, just because you know a lot of schools do learn 

different things most of the time but I think I should be learning at a higher level. Because… I just I feel … I don’t 

know… once I get to high school I’m just going to be really behind and, I’m not really prepared for that. I don’t 

want to be behind” (Liza, Focus Group, 2018) 
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 “Okay, so beginning with Math I think that I would give them an overall B, I think there could be 

a bit more effort but overall they meet my expectations for where a Grade 7 should be in what we have 

covered so far.” Olivia looks around the table for approval, but Christine interjects. “I don’t know Olivia, 

I've seen a lot of really good leadership happening for them in math. Seriously, even today they were 

being so patient and thoughtful working with my group. I would say B plus.”  

 “That’s great!” smiles Olivia, “that’s why we are doing this, I miss things sometimes. It’s nice to 

have a second opinion.” The other teachers nod their agreement.28  

As the evening wears on and the Pod becomes darker, no longer filled with sunlight, the teachers 

continue this process for all 94 students, in all of the subjects. They go through the list carefully but 

effectively, trusting each other’s judgement as equal to their own. When they eventually come to the end 

of the final “Z” name on the list, Olivia stands and stretches while the rest of the teachers gather up their 

papers and grease-stained napkins. She taps her fist on the table, gently and proclaims with a smile: “let 

the meeting conclude!”  

 “See you all tomorrow, team!” Christine says with a yawn as she makes her way back down the 

stairs and out of the school.  

 

 

  

                                                      

28 Teachers collaboratively write report cards. They stay after school and go through each student for each 

subject they have covered and mutually agree on a letter grade and rationale. Marcus feels as though these report 

cards are the best he has ever written because of this expanded perspective/more holistic team-based approach to 

generating summative marks. (Field Notes, January 22nd 2018).  
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

In the preceding chapter I used narrative writing as a tool to present the findings of this study. 

The narratives presented as the findings of this study are offered as an immersive examination of a full 

day in two different Pods within an open-plan school. During the writing process I was able to delve 

deeply into my data in order to present a cohesive description of teaching and learning within this open-

plan school. This study has explored the nature of teaching and learning for four Grade 6–8 teachers and 

five Grade 3–5 teachers working within a newly established open-plan school. In the discussion that 

follows I will examine what this study has to say about the nature of teaching and learning in a newly 

constructed open-plan school, the pedagogy that is enacted by teachers in the school, and the challenges 

to pedagogy I have described.  I am not assessing which Pod is offering a ‘better’ experience for students 

and teachers; rather in this chapter I will present inferences about teaching and learning that span across 

the two Pods and represent the case of the school as a whole entity.  

Recent resource investment in Ontario school architecture, the potential impact of instructional 

spaces on student learning (De Gregori, 2011; Byers, Imms, & Hartnell-Young, 2014; McClintock & 

McClintock, 1968), a historical understanding of challenges experienced by teachers and learners in open-

plan schools (Clausen, 2014; Gislason, 2009; Hunt and Yarusso, 1979) and a lack of literature suggesting 

best uses for flexible-use spaces in schools, present an urgent need to understand the nature of teaching 

and learning within contemporary open-plan learning environments. As more of these schools are 

designed and constructed we must consider not only the colour of the lime green walls and the 

dimensions of the glass garage doors but also the quality of the experiences of the individuals teaching 

and learning within them. Considering these experiences will allow for contextually relevant designs for 

the use of the space to be explored.  

The literature review for this study revealed a number of challenges experienced by teachers and 

students in past open-plan schools including: lack of support for teachers from administrators; limited 
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funding for access to technology; a sense of powerlessness over the space felt by teachers; smaller 

teacher–student ratios; insufficient access to technology; and external pressures from educational 

stakeholders such as parents and school boards related to student’s academic success (Bennett & Hyland, 

1979; Brooks, 2011; Hunt & Yarusso, 1979; Marshall, 1981; Sigurðardóttir & Hjartarson; 2016). As this 

study is positioned in the early stages of a resurgence of open-plan schools, its design does not aim to 

locate these same challenges within the contemporary context. Rather, I bracketed my historical 

knowledge as much as possible while collecting and analyzing the data. Revisiting the literature now, 

with a better understanding of present day contemporary open-plan schools, there are a number of 

similarities. My study substantiates the collaborative nature of teaching in these schools (Bennett & 

Hyland, 1979; Provincial Committee, 1968), as well as the combination of both risk-taking and tentative 

responses of teachers negotiating this significant change in the physical space of teaching and learning 

(Clausen, 2014; Hunt and Yarusso, 1979).  

Four major themes can be drawn from this study and considered more deeply to understand the 

nature of teaching and learning in this open-plan school. Teachers presented the necessity of collaboration 

in order to overcome challenges imposed by the physical classroom environment. Many of the decisions 

teachers made about their use of the space was grounded in the intentions of empowering students to be 

independent and responsible learners. The choices made in both planning and practice were often made 

experimentally – taking what they had learned from past experiences and professional research to take 

risks in hopes that student learning would improve. Additionally, the decisions made by teachers often 

presented tensions related to practice that was expected to be highly effective in traditional school 

buildings and yet it appears to be incompatible with the environment in this open-plan school. These four 

themes: (a) the necessity of teacher collaboration; (b) empowering students; (c) experimentation; and (d) 

contradictions between progressive teaching and learning practices and more traditional educational 

methods, extend themselves across both of the Pods and their narratives. In the next section I describe 

each of these in turn, with reference to the literature. 
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The Necessity of Teacher Collaboration  

 Teacher collaboration is unavoidable in a learning space that contains over 80 students and is 

only superficially divided. The necessity of collaboration was deemed one of the most essential indicators 

of an open-plan school’s success (Clausen, 2014). In the present study teachers in the open-plan school 

found the need for both coordination as well as collaboration. Coordination, in this context, refers to 

maneuvering individual schedules and plans around one another, while planning and teaching with each 

other characterizing collaborative behaviours by teachers. It was during times of collaboration, rather than 

coordination, that teachers reported the most success in their teaching practice. Teachers utilized digital 

technology to enable more effective scheduling and planning. In addition to this, they explored 

collaborative teaching, planning and assessment practices – working with colleagues to negotiate the most 

effective use of the open space of the Pod for guiding the instruction of such a large and diverse group of 

students.  

By expanding and opening the environment, structural limitations of teacher collaboration 

imposed by traditional school structures (such as doors and walls) can be removed (Clausen, 2014). At 

Pleasant Avenue Public school in the 1960s, Clausen recounts the series of events leading to the 

construction of one of the first open-plan schools in Ontario. The case of Pleasant Avenue reveals how a 

project intended to enhance teaching practice in team scenarios resulted in the teachers themselves 

seeking (and receiving) funding to open the physical environment in which they were working. 

Interestingly Clausen’s story of the Pleasant Avenue school concludes, following a discussion of other 

schools built in this style that were not as successful, cautioning that in order for the open-plan design to 

prosper team teaching must be in place at the same time. He explained that, “Even those experiments that 

have achieved some fame and good reputation are susceptible to failure without a strong, continuing 

network of advocates who understand and share a philosophy towards this form of education” (2014, p. 

85). 
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 The connection between open spaces and collaborative teaching practice is reflected in more 

recent research as well. Alterator et al. (2013) suggest that teachers working in open-plan schools feel the 

need to become more flexible and work as a collective in order to overcome the challenges that arise in a 

classrooms with so much room for unpredictability. In addition to a group approach to overcoming 

challenges, Alterator et al. (2013) suggest that there is an increase in interaction between teachers in open-

plan classrooms. The teachers in this study find it easier to support one another both during and outside of 

instructional time due to the openness of the space and their ability to see one another at all times.  

Technology as a collaborative tool. The use of technology as a collaborative tool was 

demonstrated by teachers in both Pods. In the beginning of the day in the Grade 3–5 Pod, Laura sends a 

text message to Kerri asking her a favour related to their plan for a class later that morning. This text 

correspondence is intended to illustrate my observations of the 3–5 Pod teachers heavily using digital 

communication both during and outside of class time to coordinate and plan their teaching. Teachers in 

the school described that they were in constant contact with their colleagues, referring to their emails, text 

messages, and use of collaborative software such as Microsoft OneDrive to create learning material and 

document student learning.  

This example of collaboration demonstrates the use of digital communication amongst teachers. 

In order to coordinate lessons that are taught in tandem, as well as to coordinate how the space will be 

arranged and used from day to day, these teachers rely on digital technology as a supplement to their 

ongoing in-person interaction. Their conversations are easily shared not just between two teachers, but 

among all teachers in the Pod – a benefit that ensures no teacher is left out. The use of digital 

communication enables teachers to access one another regardless of where they are or what might be 

going on around them. With few limitations on their access to one another for support, this form of 

coordination can be seen as a means of relationship building among the teachers.  

Collaborative lesson development and implementation. The necessity of collaboration among 

teachers was also demonstrated through their methods for developing lessons. The teachers first worked 

independently, each drawing from their unique expertise.  Then they shared the lessons amongst one 
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another to guide the instruction of all students in the Pod. This process enabled teachers in the school to 

give each other feedback prior to, during, and after lessons with the intention of improving student 

engagement and accessibility.  

Teaching common lessons, coupled with the visibility and proximity in a Pod, can lead to 

conversations about and constructive critiques of each other’s practice. The teachers in this school share 

many common experiences throughout the day and are able to ask for input or feedback from their 

colleagues knowing that there is a shared understanding of the context as well as the content of the lesson. 

A challenge that arises is the fatigue that is sometimes associated with constantly being on display while 

teaching.  

The teachers in this school respect each other and aspire to grow in their practice. The visibility of 

one another in the space, however, can lead to an exhausting awareness of oneself, as well as ones 

colleagues’ behaviour. While the lessons are shared amongst the teachers, each of them brings their own 

approaches to the Pod and for this reason (along with the unpredictability of the students and 

surroundings generally) no two lessons are the same. At times these differences, which exist across the 

Pods, lead to disagreement between teachers. In an open-plan school, the idea of the teacher reigning over 

their own classroom with a closed door is moot; all of their practice becomes public. 

 This disagreement is not necessarily negative. In the 6–8 Pod the teachers stay with the same 

group of students for the majority of the day. They have formed these groups based on student abilities 

and needs rather than their grade level and there are times, as illustrated by Christine and Olivia’s 

disagreement during the morning meeting, that lessons are altered to suit the varying needs of different 

group. The teachers share the workload by doing the preparatory work on lessons and then sharing them; 

however, it is understood that changes will be made by their colleagues in order to best suit student needs.  

 The space becomes a part of the teachers’ collaboration in terms of its visibility, and also in terms 

of its physical use. The flexible-use spaces that are built into each of the Pods are used as additional 

classroom spaces by the teachers. At times they are selected as breakout rooms for small groups of 

students to work, and other times as the only “enclosed” studio available for teachers to work with a 



 

 83 

traditional sized group of students and to limit distractions during lessons. The teachers in the school take 

turns using the flexible-use rooms with students to ensure that everyone is able to experience the brief 

reprieve from the pandemonium sometimes experienced in the other areas of the Pods. The educators 

coordinate the use of the flexible-use spaces, however aside from the occasional co-taught lesson in these 

spaces there is not a great deal of collaboration in their use. In fact, these spaces are often the only place 

in the school where teachers do not experience the necessity to collaborate with their colleagues.   

 Collaborative assessment. Due to the proximity of all teachers to the students, report card 

writing was another area where teachers collaborated, from a place of both intention and necessity. In the 

3–5 Pod, because the teachers share the students throughout the day in various different subjects they 

began to share notes and student feedback with one another to ensure that they are all successful in 

meeting the reporting deadline. This did not come about in a planned way; in fact, the teachers are 

attempting to complete the reports as they would in a traditional school with a set of only one smaller 

group of students. The teachers have begun, as portrayed in the narrative, to recognize that in sharing 

instructional responsibilities they must also find ways to collaborate on their assessments.  

 The ways that collaborative assessment can be conducted across the Pods can be considered on a 

spectrum, with the 3–5 Pod teachers somewhere in the moderate stages of working together and 

maintaining independence, and the 6–8 Pod teachers working together far more than they are working 

independently. At the end of the day in the 6–8 Pod, the four teachers sit together and go through every 

single student in the Pod, deliberating on and negotiating each student’s grades. The grades are assigned 

to students using input from all of the teachers which, as the conversation between Olivia and Christine 

suggests, sometimes must be considered from multiple points of view. In both the 3–5 and 6–8 Pod 

instances, where assessment was done collaboratively, the shared responsibility left teachers expressing 

greater confidence in the accuracy of their assessment as well as the sense of having a reduced workload.   

Research has shown that teacher collaboration in an open-plan school design is an essential 

element (Alterator et al. 2013; Clausen, 2014). Teacher proximity to one another coupled with the 

removal of physical barriers between them during the day both allow for and encourage them to work 
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together. The findings from this study suggest that collaboration between teachers in an open-plan school 

is sought out of necessity in order to develop lessons, create assessments and, more broadly, to meet the 

demands of teaching in an open-plan learning environment.  

Empowering Students  

 In Ontario, as well as internationally, open-plan school design has been linked to the laudable 

educational goal of empowering student independence (Gislason, 2009; Nair, 2014; Provincial 

Committee, 1968). Early proponents of the open design such as the Provincial Committee on Aims and 

Objectives of Education in the Schools in Ontario (1968) expressed the belief that opening the physical 

environment of classrooms and encouraging collaborative and team teaching approaches would facilitate 

a more “child-centered” focus driven by “individual discovery” (p. 179). Teachers have reported 

increased student resilience and flexibility in early open-plan schools (Clausen, 2014). There were also 

reports that teachers grouped students based on their ability rather than their grade, which teachers found 

to contribute to an increase in academic achievement (p. 77). These early statements on the potential of 

open-plan school designs to empower students have been echoed more recently by both researchers and 

school architects (Byers, Imms & Hartnell-Young, 2014; Nair, 2014).  

  Contemporary advocates for open-plan schools suggest that student empowerment will also be 

positively impacted by the space. Nair (2014) suggests that the flexibility of the physical space as well as 

the open potential for teaching strategies enable students to have greater control over their learning. 

Teachers have reported elevation in student engagement during learning in open-plan learning 

environments in comparison to traditional learning environments (Byers, Imms & Hartnell-Young, 2014). 

The findings of the present study suggest that it is not clear whether the open-plan environment empowers 

students in these ways. Presently, the teachers are managing student’s physical presence in the space. 

They wish to emancipate the students - give them opportunities to develop independence, responsibility, 

and self-advocacy. Across the school, however there is evidence that this aspiration has not yet been 

actualized as students struggle to adapt to noise levels, the constantly evolving physical layout of the 

space, and their scheduled place within it. There is also a concern coming from students that in adapting 
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to this space they are interfering with their development of skills necessary for future learning (i.e. high 

school) that may take place in an older, more traditional school building.  

 Physical empowerment. While the Pods are used flexibly in the sense that furniture moves and 

subjects are not taught consistently in any dedicated area, the teachers in both Pods aim to provide 

structure for students using a schedule. The schedule causes confusion however, amongst some students 

in the school. In the Grade 3–5 Pod this is exemplified by interactions with the large whiteboard that 

contains information regarding the times, locations, and subjects of events taking place in the Pod 

throughout the day. Ben’s outburst as he tries, unsuccessfully, to make it to the correct studio on time in 

the morning demonstrates the confusion observed and heard about from students attempting to navigate 

the large space throughout the day.  

 Both Pods were filled with mobile furniture: desks, tables, chairs, and even shelving. The 

flexibility of the furniture’s positioning aligns with Nair’s (2014) beliefs about student control over their 

physical space contributing to a sense of control and ownership over their learning. The teachers did 

create opportunities for students to make choices about their seating independently in both Pods. Some 

students were eager for opportunities to sit with peers and support one another while working through 

challenging activities while others sought out the quietest and most isolated spaces. Many students, when 

given the opportunity to make autonomous choices about where (and on what) they completed work 

seemed to feel empowered.  

 Empowerment was not always the result of the flexible seating arrangements in the Pod. Some 

students expressed a desire for ownership over some part of the space, and others seemed only further 

confused and distracted when asked to choose any seat from the multitude of options. Talia was distressed 

to discover that her favourite quiet space in the Pod had been relocated and taken over by some of her 

peers. Christine, her teacher, realized once confronted by Talia that moving the furniture with no student 

input had resulted in the removal of power over the space for some students. Ben in the 3–5 Pod 

experienced another episode of confusion when he is asked to find a seat where he can still see Laura. 

Frantically searching for an available seat that fits the requirements and is also comfortable for him 
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proves to be nearly impossible for this student. He eventually concedes defeat to the room by sitting down 

to work on the floor.  

 The teachers also expressed the desire to give students ownership over the space. There was some 

discussion by teachers as to how the flexible-use spaces might be used on a “as-needed” basis by students. 

The vinyl flooring and sinks available in the flexible-use spaces suggesting the possibility that these 

spaces in the Pods hold potential as the home for materials students may need during independent work 

times (i.e. math manipulatives, or art supplies). This notion that the flexible-use spaces could be open and 

available to students whenever they needed them was only beginning to be conceived by teachers, 

however it held great potential for empowering students across the school. 

Hearing students. The depictions of the power dynamics experienced between teachers, 

students, and the physical space of each Pod are not limited to seating; rather, noise is also an ongoing 

challenge. Noise in each of the Pods is inevitable; however, the teachers in the space work hard to ensure 

that students feel comfortable being noisy and also being heard. The half-walls between the studios allow 

the majority of ambient sounds to travel between the two spaces when different groups are occupying 

each side. The layout of the studios around the Pods do not offer a great deal of seclusion, and students 

who are quiet often fade away into the background of the ongoing soundscape.  

Teachers make many efforts to modulate the hard-to-control noise levels in the Pods in order to 

give students the opportunity both to hear and to be heard. Kerri makes difficult scheduling decisions to 

ensure that the 25 students in the Grade 3–5 Pod who will be playing ukulele during music class are 

separated from the rest of the students, especially those who will be writing a social studies test during the 

same time period. This effort to remove distractions is also made by Christine in the 6–8 Pod who 

explains to Talia that the reason they stay in the Finch Studio is to help each of the students by removing 

as many distractions as possible. Both of these scenarios present noise as both a distraction as well as a 

mechanism of disempowerment for the students. It is important to note that the challenge of noise is an 

issue in traditional schools as well (Choi, van Merriënboer, & Paas, 2014), however with the removal of 
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walls as sound barriers I argue that it presents a more significant challenge in open-plan schools such as 

this one.  

Student empowerment for the future. While teachers aim to establish structure for students, 

both in the schedule and in their use of space, there are still some students who feel that an open-plan 

learning environment is somehow not best for them.  Talia expresses fear for her future in high school 

when she realizes that the building she will be learning in the following year is not set up like the Pod at 

all. Rather, she will be back in rows in front of a black board the way she had been before coming to this 

new open-plan school in September of her Grade 8 year. This instance of realization for students, 

especially in the 6–8 Pod, that they will soon be attending schools constructed in the traditional design is 

characterized by an anxiety of not knowing whether the tools and strategies they are developing to 

become powerful learnings in this environment will help them when they attend school in a more 

traditional setting.   

The recent transition for these students and teachers from a traditional school design to this open 

and flexible one has been challenging as it brings with it more change than students and teachers normally 

experience from one year to the next. The schedule, the seating options, the noise, and thoughts of future 

learning that may not take place in a school that looks and feels like this can lead to confusion, frustration 

and largely a sense of disempowerment among students. That being said, teachers’ efforts to create, 

structure and incorporate student interests and needs into their use of the space offered back to students a 

sense of belonging in and control over the space.  

Teacher Experimentation  

 Teachers in this study often found that experimentation in their decision-making related to lesson 

planning, student grouping, and the arrangement and use of the space led to favourable outcomes for both 

themselves and students. Past and current literature on teachers working in the open-plan school model 

does not explicitly suggest that teacher’s willingness to experiment with their practice is an important 

criterion indicating success (Clausen, 2014; Bennett & Hyland, 1979; Gislason, 2009; Hunt & Yarusso, 
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1979; Marshall, 1981). With that being said, teachers in contemporary open-plan schools have reported 

taking chances to explore changes to their practice (Byers, Imms & Hartnell-Young, 2014) in order to 

ensure students are learning in these environments. Due to teachers’ general lack of preparedness for 

teaching in an open-plan environment and the considerable societal pressures put on teachers to educate 

children (Hunt and Yarusso, 1979; Thomas, Pavlechko, & Cassady, 2019), these changes to practice can 

be understood as taking considerable risks.  

In the present study, teachers experimented every day in an attempt to facilitate student learning as 

effectively as possible. The teachers came together as pairs or threesomes to team teach larger groups of 

students in settings that were not arranged in any way like traditional classrooms. Lessons were developed 

by teachers to look more like a small-scale university lecture than a math lesson for students in the school 

in order to move away from teaching smaller groups of students separately. This risk in lesson style and 

location could have resulted in a number of unfavourable outcomes such as losing control of student 

behaviour or failing to ensure individual understanding. However, I equate the teachers ongoing efforts to 

trial new ways to teach in these open spaces as a form of experimentation. The teachers expressed 

optimism that these experiments have been advantageous and with ongoing adjustments may be more 

effective than teaching math in separate studios based on their grade as they would in a traditional school 

(i.e., in separate divided classrooms). 

Teachers also engaged in experimentation in the flexible-use spaces. These rooms were identified 

by the teachers as different from the rest of the studios in the space and deemed valuable for meeting 

student’s special education needs, as well as for very noisy lessons (music) or very messy lessons (art). 

Experimentation with these specific spaces explored ways that the teachers could minimize distractions 

and enhance the learning experiences of students by separating them from the rest of the Pod.  

Recalling the first theme of collaboration, the reason these teachers are able to take these types of 

risks and experiment with relative freedom in their day to day practice is the trust that they share with 

their colleagues. In the findings, I portrayed this trust through descriptions of lesson planning and 

assessment processes. The teachers have built relationships with one another that are strong enough to 
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share control over decision making related to what is taking place in the Pod. A lesson is planned by one 

teacher in the group and often taught by the others who trust its strength. There are times when the 

teachers place greater trust in their colleagues view than their own. This is demonstrated during the Grade 

6–8 teachers report card writing meeting when Olivia places her trust in Christine’s assessment of a 

student’s ability in Math over her own. The chances the teachers take to explore and experiment with new 

practices are predicated on the agreement that what worked well in their past teaching experiences will 

not work in this space.  

Tensions Between Progressive and Traditional Teaching Practice 

While research has been conducted on open-plan schools in both the past and the present there is 

not a formula that dictates what the best teaching practices are in these learning environments. Teachers 

working in these spaces must challenge conventional approaches to teaching in a number of different 

situations throughout the day (Deed et al., 2015). This ongoing tension between the comfort of what 

teachers know to be effective practice and what is possible within the space was, in part, a reason given 

by past research for the demise of early open-plan schools (Bennet & Hyland, 1979). One response to the 

open classroom environment by teachers in the past was creating superficial barriers to mimic traditional 

classrooms (Bennet & Hyland, 1979). This was contradictory to the open and collaborative intentions for 

the space. Throughout this study there were many examples of teachers taking risks (as described above); 

however, it also became apparent that there were ongoing tensions between traditional school structures 

and the practice that is afforded by an open-plan school. The teachers in the school are doing the best they 

can in a negotiation with the physical space, however interruptions by specialist subject teachers (i.e. 

French), students special education needs, and lesson structure were all significant examples of traditional 

contradictions to their attempts at redesigned practice in this study.  

Subject teachers. The teachers’ and students’ proximity to one another in the open spaces affords 

reimagined student organization. Traditional school designs segregate students based on their age and 

grade, a system in which the teachers in this study have had a great deal of experience. They reorganize 
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their students at the risk of hindering them rather than helping, but their adherence to this arrangement 

suggests that they generally find it to be advantageous.  

One school structure that carries through and appears to cause varying levels of difficulty in the 

Pods is the scheduling of part-time French and music instruction. These times are important in part 

because of their content and its value for students, and also due to their role in allowing the core group of 

teachers’ time to have their preparatory/break period during the day. In a traditional school the transition 

between subjects and teachers is often subtle and cause for little-to-no concern. In this school however, 

this transition poses a significant challenge to scheduling as Kerri depicts in a scene of frustration when 

trying to accommodate the daily transition in the 3–5 Pod. This change brings an additional two to three 

teachers into the Pod for the core groups to collaborate with, and is a determinant factor in how the space 

can be used during those periods.  

The French, Music, and Art teachers are assigned groups of students based on the student grades. 

In the school there is an attempt to ensure that all students in any given grade have French at the same 

time between studios connected by a half-wall. Because the other teachers in the Pod are not necessarily 

grouping students based on their grade, this occasionally contradicts the ways in which they have 

organized the students through transitions where lessons must end so a portion of students in a group can 

move to French, Music, or Art. These specialty subject teachers are also not involved in the regular 

planning practices of the Pod teachers, further removing them from the decision making and cohesion of 

how the space is used. The very conventional way in which these subject teachers appear in the Pods 

disrupts the teachers’ ability to move towards practices they believe are best suited to the open space. 

Special education. The teachers in the school are constantly responding to the needs of the 

students in their Pod. While each teacher is technically responsible for a small group of students (e.g. they 

must only report on between 20-30 students) they work together throughout the day to construct a strong 

and supportive community for all of the students in their Pod. Their consideration of the diverse needs of 

students has presented another tension in their use of space: special education. The psychological and 

academic needs of students in any school (open or traditional) are diverse and require careful 
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consideration from teachers in order to ensure that they are met. Variables such as separation of space, the 

reduction of extraneous stimuli, and increased access to teacher support are all important to consider 

when arranging the physical environment of students with exceptional behavioural or learning needs 

(Minner & Prater, 1989). The at times distracting physical arrangement of this school have challenged the 

teachers when accommodating these students and brought forth the need for creativity.  

The teachers have made the decision to group students by their ability rather than their age or grade 

as they would be in a traditional school setting. In the Grade 6–8 Pod the four teachers each take 

responsibility throughout the day for smaller groups of the 94 students in the Pod. Each of these groups 

contain students of all three grade levels; however, their strengths and the level of teacher support they 

require varies. The students in Christine’s group, for example, have been identified by the teachers as 

students who require the most support. By placing these students together in a group smaller than the 

other three, Christine is able to work with these students in the flexible-use space to minimize their 

distractions as much as possible and provide them with the support they require. This arrangement seems 

to function effectively in accommodating the needs that these students have (i.e. quiet, fewer peers) 

however it contradicts the very nature of the very open, noisy, high visibility space.  

 Lesson structure. Another example of the tensions between established and progressive practices 

in the school is a struggle by the teachers to manage the ways in which students use the space. With 

seating and workspaces that encourage students to work in groups, these teachers often struggle when 

asking for work to be completed independently. Kerri challenges Charlotte who asks for help from a 

friend while working on a Social Studies test that was intended to be independent. There are times in the 

Pods where the general expectations held by teachers of students are challenged by the space. In this case 

independent work is difficult, as a student knows her friend who is sitting across from her in an already 

noisy space has information that she needs. It is understandable here that teachers are making efforts to 

“manage” student behaviour in the space based on their past experiences of how students “should” 

complete a test. However, linking back to the theme of student empowerment – which in my view does 
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have the potential to grow in this open environment – new practices that place more power in students’ 

hands to determine their own needs and support one another are often left unrealized.  

 Teachers make many efforts to use the space in innovative ways, but there is a pattern that repeats 

throughout the day and demonstrates the shift between where they are comfortable and where they are 

not. Teachers come together using the central spaces, expanding into studios and mixing groups of 

students together which often results in noisy, unusual learning configurations. Between lessons where 

the teachers embrace non-traditional practices there is a pattern: the tendency of teachers in the school to 

retreat to the peripheries of the Pod. This is exemplified by teachers sealing them inside the Finch and 

Trillium studios, closing garage doors, and bringing students out of the learning commons and Poppy 

studio to work close to a teacher in one of these bordering spaces.  

 Finding balance between periods of direct instruction, and periods where students are asked to 

work either independently or collaboratively is arguably very important. However, it is also critical to 

consider why and for what the teachers choose to separate students and take a more traditional approach 

to lessons. When they do, is it because students need direct, smaller group instruction? Or is it related to 

the teachers’ level of comfort in taking risks and attempting new practices, versus reverting to the more 

traditional practice that they know best?  

There is desire expressed by teachers in the school to develop their practice in a way that enables 

students to use of space more freely. Lessons are planned that integrate times where students are able to 

spread out and find places in the Pod that fit each of their unique needs. Unfortunately, due to the shape of 

the Pods doing this sometimes creates safety concerns as teachers are unable to see all students from 

anywhere in the Pod. The flexible-use spaces exemplify this issue as they are both situated off to the side 

of each Pod in such a way that it is difficult to see what is going on there from even the most public areas. 

As such, the flexible-use spaces are often excluded from spaces students are able to work during these 

open working periods and are associated most often with lessons involving direct instruction due to the 

ability to shut them off from the distractions in the rest of the Pod. 
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 Seeking solutions for these tensions between established and new teaching practices is essential 

in navigating extensive change such as the shift in physical environment that the teachers in this study are 

experiencing. Finding balance in long-standing features of schooling such as accommodating specialized 

teachers, deciding when it is effective to separate groups of students in traditional “class” groupings, and 

conducting assessment that require students to work silently and on their own heavily characterize the 

nature of teaching and learning in this case study.  

Revisiting Research Questions 

 This chapter has presented inferences about teaching and learning in the case context of this study 

and presented them through four themes. These four themes are: (a) the necessity of teacher collaboration; 

(b) empowering students; (c) experimentation; and (d) contradictions between progressive teaching and 

learning practices and more traditional educational methods. In the section that follows I will summarize 

these findings into answers to the three initial research questions put forward by this study.  

Nature of teaching and learning. The primary research question this study sought to answer 

was: what is the nature of teaching and learning in the context of this open-plan school? The findings 

presented in this study suggest that teaching and learning are collaborative, highly experimental, and 

deeply concerned with the physical management of students in the space (i.e. explicit scheduling dictating 

where both staff and students will be throughout the day).  

Collaboration characterized the nature of both teaching and learning in the context of this school, 

both inherently and by necessity. Studies by Alterator et al. (2013), Saltmarsh, Chapman Campbell, & 

Drew (2015), and Sigurðardóttir and Hjartarson (2016) have suggested that open-plan schools require 

both teachers and students to work collaboratively due to their visibility and constant proximity to one 

another. The findings of the present study saw numerous examples of the unavoidability of collaboration 

for both teachers and learners in the space. Collaboration between teachers was found to be necessary for 

the successful use of the space. The educators used technology to communicate and connect with one 

another in an ongoing way, lessons were planned and enacted through collaboration, and assessments 
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were conducted by teachers in a collaborative manner. Teachers expressed that this collaboration amongst 

them was vital for their successful negotiation of the space as a site for teaching and learning.   

As there is not yet literature on best practices in open-plan schools, the teachers and learners in 

this space took a highly experimental approach to their days at the school. Deed et al. (2015) have 

explored existing practices within open-plan schools, however there has yet to be current empirical 

research published on the best pedagogy for these environments. Teachers in this study experimented and 

took risks related to lesson planning, student groupings, and the arrangement and use of the space led to 

favourable outcomes for both themselves and their students. These risks were seen as necessary as many 

of the teachers felt that practices that were highly effective in a traditional school building would not be 

successful in the open-plan space. While not all experiments in practice undertaken by teachers in the 

school were successful, their efforts involve a high degree of creativity in addition to collaboration with 

one another that is based on trusting relationships.  

The nature of teaching and learning in the context of this case is also significantly influenced by 

ongoing attempts to manage the movement, sound, and behaviour of others in the space. This finding was 

interesting as during the review of literature this was not a prominent theme. Within the context of this 

study, however, teachers and students in the school had numerous concerns about the schedule: how it 

was arranged, where it was displayed, and how it presented information to those reading it. Due to the 

layout of the studios noise levels were often high, recognizing this teachers often made scheduling and 

planning decisions to ensure students could both hear and be heard. The population of each community 

Pod made it necessary to both coordinate and enforce some level of consistent scheduling and material 

use in order to better support teaching and learning in the school.  

Pedagogy. The second research question this study considered is: what pedagogy do teachers 

enact in this open-plan school? The findings and discussion presented above demonstrate pedagogy that 

is: (1) frequently searching for balance between independent work, collaborative work, and direct 

instruction; (2) constantly negotiating the individual needs of students in the space (i.e. special education); 

and (3) rooted in intentions to empower students. 
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The teachers aim to find balance in how they themselves use the space, in addition to how they 

support students use of the space through the structuring of their lessons. In seeking balance between 

periods of direct instruction, independent work or collaborative work for students there is a desire 

expressed by teachers in the school to develop their practice in a way that enables students to use the 

space more freely. Occasionally, noise, the plans of other teachers, and visibility influencing safety 

concerns limit how the apace can be used.  

The pedagogy of the teachers in this case was found to be strongly linked to responding to the 

unique learning needs within the school. The ways in which lessons were structures, as well as how the 

Pod spaces were used were often dictated by the psychological and academic needs of students.  By 

grouping students by ability rather than grade, and physically separating students in need of the highest 

level of support the ways the teachers plan, teach, and interact with the physical space of the classroom is 

strongly tied to responding to the needs of their students – needs that appear to be not naturally met by the 

open-plan environment.  

The final goal found to be guiding teachers’ pedagogy in the school were intentions to support 

students empowerment. The teachers hoped to encourage greater independence and responsibility for 

students success in the space. Teachers made attempts to physically empower students by allowing them 

to move furniture, and to sit where they like. There was hope, expressed by teachers, that in the future 

students could be taught to use the space more freely, providing students with greater ownership over 

their learning environment.  

Pedagogical challenges. The third and final research question put forward by this study was: 

what pedagogical challenges exist in the context of this open-plan school? The findings of this study 

present several key challenges experienced within this school. These include: the everyday need for 

teacher risk taking; structural tensions to the way the space can, and should be used (i.e. specialty 

teachers); and finding ways to empower students to feel confident and independent in the school.  

The every day need for risk taking, and decision making that characterize the nature of teaching 

and learning in the school generally go against teachers past experiences in traditional schools. While the 
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experimentation taken on by teachers in the school is largely positive, it was also found to present 

challenges for the teachers. As I shared in the discussion of this study, the physical visibility within the 

Pods, due to both the openness and the glass, can lead to an exhausting feeling that one is always 

preforming, preparing for peer adjudication though not knowing when it will come. This tiring fact of 

teaching in the space is negotiated by ensuring times of the day where teachers and students are separated, 

and allowed to, when possible, close doors and conduct their class “rooms” in a more private way. It is 

unfortunate that this challenge creates this need as it limits the ways in which the space can be used.  

There are very significant structural tensions to the way the physical environment of the space is, 

and could be used. Presently the school that is the focus of this case operates structurally very much like a 

traditional school. There are scheduled recess, gym, and eating times and throughout the day Pod teachers 

are granted a break from their teaching duties to plan while specialty subject teachers (i.e. French and 

Music) teach the students for an hour or so. This structure for a school day may be highly effective in 

traditional schools, however in this context it presented a challenge to how the Pod teachers could 

structure and organize their days creatively. Additionally, the specialty subject teachers are not involved 

in the regular planning practice of the pod teachers in the school, which removes the potential to make 

community-based decisions regarding how the space is to be used. As it stands, he conventional way in 

which the subject teachers appear in the Pods appears to disrupt the teachers’ ability to move towards 

practices they believe are best suited to the open space design. 

While teachers aim to empower students to take control of their learning and feel confident and 

independent in the vast openness of the Pods, power over the space actually presents itself as a challenge.  

The lack of experience in spaces such as this one leaves students, similar to teachers, without the tools 

and strategies that are necessary for learning in an open-plan environment. Students must learn to work 

independently, ask for help when they require it, and find places in the space where they can focus and 

engage with their work. Unfortunately, students expressed anxiety regarding whether or not the tools and 

strategies they are developing to become powerful learnings in this environment will be transferrable 

when they leave for high school and return to learning in a more traditional setting. Teachers’ pedagogical 



 

 97 

efforts to create, structure and incorporate student interests and needs into their use of the space, however, 

aims to mitigate these feelings of anxiety and provide students with a sense of belonging and control over 

the space. 

 Change, in any circumstance, is generally regarded as difficult. The teachers dedicate significant 

time to collaborating digitally as well as in person in order to negotiate how the space will be used, and 

for what purposes. There are ongoing challenges to empowering students to take control of their learning 

and feel confident and independent in the vast openness of the Pods. Despite ongoing efforts of teachers 

to provide them with choice in seating and how they use the space in a physical way as well as offerings 

of diverse lessons in many different styles, students still present feelings of confusion and frustration from 

day-to-day. Due to the lack of instructions for best practice in the space teachers engage in 

experimentation, risk taking, and decision making that goes against their past experiences in traditional 

schools. These experiments, while fruitful at times, also bring to light the realization that there are 

significant tensions in the way the physical environment of the space can, and potentially should be used 

that come in the form of the incorporation of specialty subjects, sensitivity to special education needs, and 

the enduring ubiquitous structure of traditional lessons.  

Limitations  

Although important findings have emerged from this study, there were constraints to this study’s 

design and analysis some of which I have mentioned in Chapter 3 under “Issues of Validity and 

Reflexivity”. These considerations include: the length of time in the field collecting observations, the 

selection process for student participants, and my own researcher and teacher bias influencing 

observations and analyses. During the process of data collection and analysis I kept these constraints in 

mind, keeping a bracketing journal for my own reference and considering carefully both the quality and 

quantity of the data that was collected in the field. In reflecting on the study following my analysis there 

are a few additional limitations that are important to note. 
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As intended, the findings from this study will be used to inform design decisions regarding the 

utilization of flexible-use spaces in this open-plan school setting. Certainly, if this case study had been 

conducted outside of the broader design research study the dataset could have been expanded and other 

perspectives on the design of the school itself could have been considered. The broader project provided 

access to the unique case of this particular open-plan school, and while the initial purpose of this project 

was to explore the nature of teaching and learning involving flexible-use spaces in a newly established 

open-plan school that purpose shifted in focus during the course of the study to contextualize teaching and 

learning in the entire Pod. The shift in focus during the study lead to limitations in how the current study 

was able to look at issues beyond the local environment adjacent to the flexible-use spaces. For example, 

the interview and focus group questions were written from the lens of the broader study which was 

interested in how educators can make optimal use of the flexible-use spaces with a particular focus on 

technology supports and STEM related concerns. The interviews and focus groups therefore generated 

data on topics that narrowed the perspective that I was able to take in my analysis. In an effort to member-

check emerging findings but also to elicit somewhat broader concerns the participants were given a 

“report” (Appendix E) regarding my observations of teaching and learning in the space, and conversations 

with students during the focus group.  These reports were used as a means of elicitation to uncover 

teachers’ explicit thoughts on my description of the characteristics of teaching and learning in the Pods 

and to generate insight from teachers regarding their thoughts on how the space was being used and why 

it was being used in that way. 

The second significant limitation to this study is the absence of member-checking as part of the 

procedure for writing the narrative analyses for each of the Pods. The analysis for this study was written a 

considerable amount of time after the data was collected at which point a number of the teachers were no 

longer able to participate for various reasons. Moreover, I have written the narratives by creating 

composite characters, each of whom is a dynamic combination of each of the teacher or student 

participants. In doing this I have done my best to protect participant identities, while also not requiring the 

individualized verification that would otherwise be required. 
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Significance and Future Directions 

 The aim of this study was to explore the nature of teaching and learning within the context of one 

of these contemporary open-plan schools. Teacher collaboration and risk-taking, empowering student 

independence, and a search for balance between established and progressive teaching practices are the 

central themes that can be used to describe teaching and learning in this case. The justification for the 

open design of schools in Ontario was well-documented during the 1960s and 70’s, as was research 

exploring their ultimate failure throughout the following 20 years. Lack of administrator support for 

teachers, limited funding for technology and smaller teacher–student ratios, as well as external pressures 

from educational stakeholders such as parents and school boards related to students’ academic success 

were all cited as contributing factors to the open-plan design falling out of favour (Bennett & Hyland, 

1979; Hunt & Yarusso, 1979; Marshall, 1981). This study is situated during a resurgence in the 

construction of open-plan schools that has been contingent on arguments that the design is better suited to 

the educational landscape of the 21st century (Alterator & Deed, 2013; Brooks, 2011; Byers, Imms, & 

Hartnell-Young, 2014; Deed et. al, 2014 ; Gislason, 2009; Nair, 2014).  

The findings of the current study do not lead us to question “why should (or shouldn’t) we build 

open-plan schools?” as there are already schools of this design that have been constructed in recent years 

that are now filled with teachers and students (3XN, n.d.; Nair, 2014; HMFH, 2018). A central question 

that must be asked today is: how is teaching and learning happening in these schools presently? Followed 

by questions such as what is or isn’t working for those teachers and students and why? And what can be 

done to support both educator and student success in these schools? Through observations, interviews, 

focus groups, and further narrative interpretation this study presents a vivid and rigorous description of 

the ways that collaborative teaching, student empowerment, risk taking, and navigating a struggle 

between the known and unknown characterize the nature of teaching and learning in one contemporary 

open-plan school.  
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 There are more pointed questions that should be asked and investigated in order to best support 

the success of students and teachers learning and working in these schools. Modern-day advocates for the 

open-plan school design such as Nair (2014), Brooks (2011), and Byers, Imms, and Hartnell-Young 

(2014), argue that societal changes allowing greater access to digital technology contribute to the increase 

in viability of the open-plan school design. However, I did not identify technology as a key aspect of the 

day to day teaching and learning aside from its role in allowing teachers to easily communicate with one 

another. Further research may interrogate how technology is being used as a tool for education in these 

spaces. Additionally, we might ask whether there are certain types of technology that are more 

advantageous to teachers and students in these schools. And, how the use of technology in open-plan 

schools is different from the use of technology in traditional schools?  

 A separate avenue of research that could be cultivated relates to power dynamics within open-

plan schools. Research conducted in early open-plan schools suggested that a cause of their failure was a 

lack of support from administrators as well as stakeholder communities outside of the school such as 

parent groups (Hunt & Yarusso, 1979). This study did not consider hierarchical relationships among 

teachers, nor did it explore the role of the administrators in decisions made by teachers in each of the 

Pods. With this knowledge from the past it would be worthwhile to explore the power dynamics amongst 

teachers in the Pods, teachers across the school, teachers and administrators, as well as teachers and 

external stakeholders.  

 This study also raised questions regarding the structure of the school day and the contradictions to 

innovative practice that are caused by longstanding traditions and policies such as having specialty 

subject teachers. This tension was accommodated and tolerated by teachers in the Pods, but I wonder 

whether there are risky changes that could be taken to reimagine how this scheduling happens (e.g. having 

a full day of French for the entire Pod rather than 50 minutes each day of the week) in order to reduce the 

limitations it poses to students and teachers alike.  

There would be great potential in a larger qualitative study very similar to this one that would 

consider the nature of teaching and learning in multiple open-plan schools across varied geographic and 
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social contexts. This kind of study has the potential to begin the generation of understanding related to 

effective practice within these non-traditional learning environments. Further, the possibility of 

connecting teachers working in these schools to one another would open new networks of collaboration 

among them, something this study has identified as a key element to teaching in open-plan spaces.  

Conclusion  

 The findings of this case study regarding the nature of teaching and learning within a 

contemporary open-plan school have delivered a substantive description to inform the broader design 

work related to the use of the flexible-use spaces in the school. I found, however, that there were also a 

number of questions that were raised while I was collecting and analyzing data that fell outside of the 

scope of this study. My deepest concerns and considerations relate to the planning for the use of these 

schools, the preparation teachers are provided with prior to working within them, and the potential for 

reimagined structures to support student learning. Additionally, here I will summarize suggestions for 

how future research, outside the scope of a design research project, may begin to consider educational 

designs for the flexible-use spaces in these schools. 

 The architects of the school influenced this study greatly but were not included as participants. I 

lost count of the number of times that I quietly asked myself, “why did they put that there?”, “I wonder if 

they knew that was the perfect height for a kid to climb on?” or, just generally “What were they 

thinking?” when considering decisions made by the architects. The “tunnel” of outerwear and backpacks 

at the entrance of the Grade 3–5 Pod and the limitations it presents to the functionality of the space is one 

example of this. Is it possible that designers of the school did not consider how much space is required for 

100 or more backpacks and jackets? It is necessary that we try these things out with real people as much 

as is reasonable before committing them to 100 years or more of use in our educational milieu. 

When considering the needs of students in the space, the findings of this study suggest that even 

in an open environment that is designed to empower them, students can paradoxically feel dis-empowered 

(e.g. when they can see that resources others have access to through the glass walls). Decisions made 
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about the use of the flexible-use spaces, as well as the Pod spaces more generally, should be 

democratically construed. These activities should be accessible to the whole Pod, or at minimum a portion 

of the population of the Pod where the other portion is aware of when and how they will have the same 

opportunity.   

 There seems to be a gap between what the architects believe would function as a highly usable 

school space, and the needs of actual teachers and students today. The findings suggest that there is a need 

for testing structures put in place by the architects prior to the investment of millions of tax payer dollars 

into the erection of these learning spaces. One suggestion for this might be the temporary construction of 

a Pod space in a lab-like setting (e.g. a warehouse). Within this Pod-lab the architects might bring 94 

students and 5 teachers into the space and observe them, talk with them, and genuinely consider design 

choices that are suited to the real needs of teachers and students. In doing this there may also be space for 

the creation of guides about best practice for future teachers that find themselves in these open-plan 

schools searching for answers to questions of practice.  

 Like recipes aren’t meals, the design of school spaces such as the Pods and the flexible-use 

spaces they include are not educational until they are actually used for education. While it is important for 

these open-plan schools and flexible-use spaces to be tested prior to their construction, it is also important 

for teachers to have the opportunity to experiment with uses that are rooted in their contextual needs. The 

results of this study demonstrate that the teachers who worked in these Pods were continuously trialling 

new ways of arranging the space, time, students and resources to optimize the educational value for the 

students. In order for the flexible-use spaces that have been built into the Pods to be more than the 

promising idea of creative activity that their names suggest, a great deal of experimentation will need to 

happen. The architect’s recipe for the creative and experimental use of these spaces may well be taken up. 

It also could be that the educational meal that ultimately is produced is much more the result of some 

inventive cooking by the participating teachers and their students. 
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Experimentation in the Pods, especially in finding uses for flexible-use spaces will depend on 

teachers’ collaborative efforts, as has been demonstrated by this study. The use of flexible-use spaces will 

need to be coordinated logistically by the community. Moreover, the uses that these flexible-use spaces 

are put to will be best developed through collaboration between the stakeholders in the space which 

includes both the teachers and the students. The high watermark for these uses will be if student 

collaboration can be integral to the uses of the flexible-use spaces as this in theory will be an indicator of 

power sharing between teachers and students, as well as student ownership over the space. 

 The professional support provided to teachers in order to ensure their success in this school was 

minimal. There was no handbook of “how to teach in an open-plan school” handed to them as they 

entered to set up their Pods the last week of August before the students arrived. I was not able to observe 

a staff meeting or any form of professional development during my time in the school, however as these 

schools are uncommon it is likely that professional development offered to teachers would be broad in 

scope and not specific to questions or needs generated by the unique space. There is a need, and a desire, 

for thoughtful professional development that is directed towards supporting the growth of strong teachers 

within open-plan schools.  

 It is important to recognize that the full-time staff who work in the school are not the only 

educators who require professional learning related to optimal practice in the space. During my time 

collecting data there were daily supply teachers, long term supply teachers, temporary educational 

assistants and a number of teacher candidates who rotated in and out of the Pods. This realization points 

to a need for stronger professional learning not just for teachers who work in the school every day, but for 

all teachers – and future teachers – who may find themselves in one of these unique learning 

environments. In order to ensure the long-term success of these schools it is not only essential to educate 

the teachers within them presently, but the teachers who will follow them in the future.  

With this need for professional development in mind, the findings of this study suggest that 

professional teachers will always do what they deem best for the students they are working with and that 

spaces will be utilized to meet the needs of these students. That the flexible-use spaces, as so defined, 
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lend themselves to being enlisted as support for the needs of the students is certainly understandable and 

in many ways to be respected. How the flexible-use spaces can support students with special needs will be 

a complex challenge indeed. It is here most of all that the use of technology to assist students with special 

needs may be most profitable but much experimentation and trialling will be needed to develop 

approaches that might work for these students in this more open educational environment.  

Given the space and educational pursuits reported in this study it would seem there are several viable 

options that could be explored moving forward for how the flexible-use spaces could be productively 

used:  

(1) As collaboration and coordination are important features of teaching and learning in this school I 

would suggest that the flexible-use space could be included in a whole Pod inquiry that would 

involve all students and all spaces and resources. Equipment that is otherwise housed in the 

flexible-use space could be brought out into the rest of the Pod so it could be more democratically 

accessed and so the issue of “tech envy” among students could be avoided. Whole Pod inquires 

could last for a period of a week to a month and would benefit from incorporating the specialty 

teachers in some capacity that integrated their subjects (i.e. French and/or Music).  

(2) People power is needed to make both the flexible-use space work safely and effectively, but also 

to support the development of effective teaching and learning patterns that function well across 

the entire open-plan school. This practitioner would be included in teacher planning meetings as a 

pseudo expert on the culture of the school as well as practice that has been cited as effective in 

these non-traditional environments. Additionally, they could facilitate brainstorming and 

professional development with teachers from across the school to act as agents of knowledge 

mobilization across Pods. Having an individual assigned as an observer and support to each Pod 

and group of teachers during the teaching day could potentially offer access to completely 

reimagined teaching practices.  

 It is essential to consider how we can promote optimal teaching and learning in these open-plan 

schools. Architectural prototyping, professional development, and changes to teacher education are just 
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some suggestions for how this promotion might take form. While history tells us that this school design 

may be destined for failure, the considerable resources that have driven the contemporary open-plan 

school “renaissance” and the number of students whose futures depend on their success drive home the 

need to do everything to ensure that is not their destiny.  
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Appendix A 

Letter of Information and Consent Form – Teachers/Administrators 

Study Title: Collaborative Design Research to Support Space, Material & Educational Technology-Use 

in Flexible-use School Spaces 
 

Names of Researchers: Richard Reeve, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 
 

Vanessa Svihla, Organization, Information & Learning Sciences 

University of New Mexico 
 

Allison McMillan, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 
 
We are asking teachers, students and administrators to take part in a research study that will look at 

designing uses for educational technology, space and materials in flexible-use school spaces (i.e. 

Makerspaces). If you agree to take part, we will interview you for 30 minutes at the beginning of the 

study and again for 30 minutes at the end of the study (i.e. June 2018) in a location of your own 

choosing. We may also ask to record sidebar conversations we have with you (e.g. 5-10 minutes each 

month). We would also like to make audio recordings of collaborative design meeting that you may hold 

weekly/bi-weekly with other teachers in relationship to the evolving design of the flexible-use school 

spaces and the teaching and learning that is to take place in these spaces. In particular, we are interested 

in the discourse your group engages in during these meetings along with the resulting uses of the space, 

materials and educational technology that is made available for use in these spaces. The interviews and 

meetings will be audio-recorded and later transcribed. Total time commitment for participation in this 

study will be two (2) hours along with the meetings you and your colleagues will be holding. There are 

no known risks for taking part in this study. While there are no direct benefits to you as a participant, 

study results will help inform how technology-supported flexible-use spaces can be used in schools. 

 

There is no obligation for you to say yes to take part in this study. You don’t have to answer any 

questions you don’t want to. You can stop participating at any time without penalty. You may withdraw 

from the study up until July 31, 2018 by contacting me at reever@queensu.ca. 

 

We will keep your data securely for at least five years. Your confidentiality will be protected to the extent 

possible by replacing your name with a pseudonym for all data and in all publications unless you indicate 

otherwise on the attached consent form. The list linking real names with pseudonyms will be stored 

separately and securely from the data. Other than myself and my colleagues Dr. Vanessa Svihla and 

graduate student Allison McMillan only a transcriber who has signed a Confidentiality Agreement will 

have access to any of the data. 

 

We hope to publish the results of this study in academic journals and present them at conferences. When 

presenting the findings we may include quotes from some of the interviews and meetings, along with 

other artifacts of the design work that was engaged in during the study (e.g. photos of the space). 

However, unless consented to, we will never include any real name 

with quotes, and we will do our best to make sure quotes do not include information that could indirectly 

identify participants. During the interviews and meetings, please let it be known if you say anything you 

do not want to be quoted. However, given the unique nature of your school there is a remote chance that 

someone who reads the results of this study and is familiar with the specifics of your school may be able 

to determine your identity. To manage this issue participants may be asked to review portions of 

manuscripts/presentations if direct quotes are included. If, during any review, a participant requests to 

have parts of their data removed, we will do so. Finally, a recorder script will be read at the beginning of 

mailto:reever@queensu.ca
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each meeting to ensure everyone is aware of their right to turn off the recorder at any time during the 

meetings. 

 

If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-

535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. If you have any questions about the 

research, please contact me at reever@queensu.ca or 613–533-6000 ext. 77296. 

 

This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice. All your 

questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to participate in this 

research study. 

 

Richard Reeve Vanessa Svihla Allison McMillan 
(reever@queensu.ca) (vsvihla@unm.edu) (a.mcmillan@queensu.ca) 
         

Assistant Professor Assistant Professor Graduate Student 
Queen’s University University of New Mexico Queen’s University 
Faculty of Education Organization, Information & Faculty of Education 
   Learning Sciences    

 

Please keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records and return one copy to the 

researchers. 

 

Your signature below (please choose either A or B) indicates that you have read this Letter of 

Information and have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 

 

A - I wish to participate and grant permission that I may be identified by name as a participant in this 

study: 

 

Signature: __________________________ 

Date: ____________________________ 

OR 

B - I wish to participate but ask that my identity not be included in publications: 

Signature: __________________________ 

Date: ____________________________ 

  

mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
mailto:reever@queensu.ca
mailto:reever@queensu.ca
mailto:vsvihla@unm.edu
mailto:a.mcmillan@queensu.ca
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Appendix B 

Letter of Information and Consent Form – Guardians 

Study Title: Collaborative Design Research to Support Space, Material & Educational  

          Technology-Use in Flexible-use School Spaces 
 
Names of Researchers: Richard Reeve, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 
 

                Vanessa Svihla, Organization, Information & Learning Sciences 

                University of New Mexico 
 

                Allison McMillan, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 
 
We are asking teachers, students and administrators to take part in a research study that will look at 

designing uses for educational technology, space and materials in flexible-use school spaces (i.e. 

Makerspaces). If you agree for your child to take part, they may be selected to take part in a 20 minute 

interview at the beginning and again at the end of the study (i.e. June 2018) in a location of their own 

choosing inside the school. If selected they will also be asked to participate in a 50 minute focus group to 

be held mid-study (i.e. February) to determine how the design of the flexible-use space may work for the 

students. Therefore the total time commitment for participation in this study will be 90 minutes. The 

interviews and focus group meeting will be audio-recorded and later transcribed. There are no known 

risks for taking part in this study. While there are no direct benefits to your child as a participant, study 

results will help inform how technology-supported flexible-use spaces can be used in schools. 

 

There is no obligation for you to say yes for your child to take part in this study. They won’t have to 

answer any questions they don’t want to. You can stop them from participating at any time without 

penalty. You may withdraw your child from the study up until July 31, 2018 by contacting me at 

reever@queensu.ca. 

 

We will keep your child’s data securely for at least five years. Your child’s confidentiality will be 

protected to the extent possible by replacing their name with a pseudonym for all data and in all 

publications. The list linking real names with pseudonyms will be stored separately and securely from 

the data. Other than myself and my colleagues Dr. Vanessa Svihla and graduate student Allison 

McMillan only a transcriber who has signed a Confidentiality Agreement will have access to any of the 

data. 

 

We hope to publish the results of this study in academic journals and present them at conferences. When 

presenting the findings we will include quotes from some of the interviews and focus group meetings, 

along with other artifacts of the design work that was engaged in during the study (e.g. photos of the 

spaces). In terms of the publication of photos we will adhere to the school board’s release form that you 

will have already completed. However, we will never 
include any real student names with quotes or photos, and we will do our best to make sure quotes 
do not include information that could indirectly identify participants. 
If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-

844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. If you have any questions 
about the research, please contact me at reever@queensu.ca or 613–533-6000 ext. 77296. 

 

This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice. All your 
questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to participate in this 

research study. 

mailto:reever@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
mailto:reever@queensu.ca
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Richard Reeve Vanessa Svihla Allison McMillan 
(reever@queensu.ca) (vsvihla@unm.edu) (a.mcmillan@queensu.ca) 
         

Assistant Professor Assistant Professor Graduate Student 
Queen’s University University of New Mexico Queen’s University 
Faculty of Education Organization, Information & Faculty of Education 
   Learning Sciences    

 

 

Please keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records and return one 
copy to the researchers. 

 

 

Your signature below indicates that you have read this Letter of Information and have had any 
questions answered to your satisfaction. 
 

 

I wish my child to participate in this study: 
 

 

Name of Child: __________________________ 
 

 

Name of Guardian: __________________________ 
 

 

Signature of Guardian: __________________________ 
 

 

Date: ____________________________ 

 

 

mailto:reever@queensu.ca
mailto:vsvihla@unm.edu
mailto:a.mcmillan@queensu.ca
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Appendix C 

Sensitizing Concepts for Field Observations 

The “Sensitizing Concepts” or interpretive devices used to guide observational note taking are as follows: 

• A general description of activities happening. 

• A description of the teacher’s role in the lesson/activity. 

• What curriculum area is the focus? 

• How is the Pod-space being used? 

• What materials and or technology is being used, for what purpose, and by whom? 

• How might the space be dictating teacher’s actions and decisions?  

• What kinds of social interaction related to learning are taking place? 
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Appendix D 

Interview Questions for Teachers 

1. What goals do you have for the use of the flexible-use spaces that have been built into your new 

school? 

 

2. Please describe the goals you believe your group will be addressing in your coming interactions 

(prompt: what will you and your colleagues be planning to do in the flexible-use spaces?). 

 

3. What are the outcomes you anticipate will be addressed by your group? 

* At this point teachers will be provided with the short one-page report to read, respond, and suggest 

changes.  

 

4. Please provide your background in terms of participating in collaborative groups such as this one. 
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Appendix E 

Elicitation 

April 2018 Report Given to Teachers During Interview 

 

April 2018 Report 

 

The following points were developed through six weeks of observation which included conversations 

with teachers, interviews with administrators and a focus group with students. We note that 

administration expressed the hope that the flexible-use spaces would be used to support STEM-related 

activities. Students generally expressed interest in both STEM-based and Arts-based uses for the flexible-

use spaces.  

 

Dynamics of space use  

• Students expressed confusion around their understanding of the intended uses of the flexible-use 

spaces 

• Student confusion tended to arise when space use changed from day to day without sufficient 

communication about these changes  

• Managing the interplay between too much structure and too much freedom was observed to be a 

challenge given the highly flexible nature of the spaces  

• Itinerant teacher rotations (e.g. French & Art) tended to add to feeling of spatial impermanence 

for students and teachers 

• Total number of students in each Pod contributed to alternate use of spaces (i.e. flexible-use space 

used as a classroom) 

 

Democratic use of space 

• Open-nature of Pod spaces (i.e. windows everywhere) created tension about what other students 

were allowed to do with materials (e.g. digital technology) 

• Flexible nature of the spaces appeared to limit use of materials (i.e. couldn’t leave space setup 

with materials) 

• Storage options and the variability of the space use limited opportunities for hands-on 

learning/use of manipulatives (i.e. in math or science) 

• Students were involved in some decisions about space use and this was viewed positively by the 

students 

• Extracurricular/outside organizations (i.e. book fair, Boys and Girls club) appeared to present 

limitations to the potential use of the spaces  

• Pod community arrangement required teachers to cooperate and communicate with each other 

when planning and using flexible-use spaces 
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Appendix F 

Discussion Questions for Student Focus Groups 

Overview presentation that the group has been brought together to discuss the various uses that have been 

made of the flexible-use school spaces and to determine how these have been going, what change should 

be considered, and what outcomes may be being achieved. 

 

1. What goals do you think we have for the use of the flexible-use spaces that have been built into 

your new school? 

 

2. Are these goals being achieved? 

 

3. What changes do you think could be made to make sure these goals are achieved?   

 

4. Are there other goals that you think we should consider for the uses of these flexible-use spaces? 

 

5. Are there other materials or technologies that you think should be considered for use in the 

flexible-use spaces in your school? 

 

6. Do you have any other thoughts about how the flexible-use spaces could be used to support 

teaching and learning in your school? 
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Appendix G 

Graduate Research Ethics Board Approval Letter 
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Appendix H 

Graduate Research Ethics Board Renewal Letter 
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