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Abstrocl 
This paper intt-oduces the concept of equitable pedagogica l 
spaces and discusses the potential educational gains that 
may result from the creation of physical learning 
environments that are designed to facilitate equity of 
instruction. lncor pornting Monahan's concept of 'built 
pedagogy', and i nformecl by work in constructivist 
educationnl theory by Dewey, Gudner, Vygotsky, Friere and 
Bruner, the paper explores the potential for 'space' to play a 
significant role in supporting the nuthentic personalisation 
of student learning in schools. 

Figure 1: Group work ond colloborottve reseorch oclivity seltings 



Introduction 
'l'he oorm 'equity' is frequently associated with discussions 
regarding education and schooling. Such discussions often 
focus on the provision of schooling that is non ·discriminatory 
and inclusive of people of diverse ethnicity, religious 
following and socio-economic ch-cumstanco (Singh & Taylor, 
2007). Sometimes 'equity' enters discourse concerning the 
quality of facilities that schools are able to offer their clients 
- tbe students. Rarely is 'equity' associated with the diverse 
instmctional needs of individuals. 

This paper explores the ways schools may better 
cater for the individual needs of learners. In addition, it 
seeks to extend educational discout"Se regarding issues of 
social justice by considering the concept of equity through a 
lens that views space as a powerful tool that may be 
ha1·nesscd to imp1-ove stude11ts' learning experiences. 

The paper examines whether the quality of learning 
experiences in schools can be improved through the creation 
of learning environments that a1·e intended to facilitate 
equity of instruction at the micro level of tbe 'learning 
sitLtation'. It is suggested here that tbe ,·e·organisation of 
physical spaces in schools may facilitate a dramatic shift in 
the ability of schools to authentically personalise student 
learning. 

Background: instruction. the learning environment ond 
built pedogogy 
'l'bc Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 
Australians (MGEETYA, 2008) states, 'Goal 1: Australian 
schooling promotes eqwty and excellence'. Wl1en elaborating 
on this goal, the Declaration advances the position that 
schools must 'promote personalised learning that aims to 
fulfil the diverse capabilities of each young Austrnlian'. 
'Personalisation' and 'catering to individual differences' have 
become buzz words in schools ove1· recent years, but can 
schools provide a personalised learning experience for 
students within a system that is historically·based on 
'equ~lity'? 

Equality of both instruction and learning 
environment has been one of the fundamental tenct.s of 
schooling and school building design sii1ce tbe 'classroom' 
emerged di,ring the Tndusti·ial Rovolution (Lnckney, 1.998). 
For more than 200 years the factory production· line 



metaphor has informed not 011ly the design of school 
cunicula, pedagogies and assessment practices, but also the 
design of the school bttildings that have supported these 
education models. As Western societies and economies 
continue to evolve from centres of manufacturing to become 
dom inated by information services, the vast majority of 
schools appear to have maintained the Henry Ford 
production-line approach. 

Changing perspectives on educatiooa I provision, 
influenced by globalisation, technological advancements and 
the exponential 1·ate of information production, has meant 
that tbe requirements of school facilities are being reviewed. 
Stephenson, in a publication entitled 'Educational 1'rends 
Shaping School Planning and Design: 2007' (p.l), believed 
that: 

Growing numbei:s of educators and policymakers 
have begun to ,·ealise tha• 'iden\ical' school 
facilities do not t1·anslate into 'equal opportuni•y' 
for st\ldents. While some students fmiction 
measurably better in one kind of environment. 
others perform more effectively in another; the 
difl'crences depend on student talents, nbilitics, 
and needs. 

Only a few people within the education community 
are engaged in discourse regarding tbe impact of physical 
space on the learn ing cxpei-icnces of students. Broader 
consideration of school spatial settings and spatiality - space 
created through the interaction of the physical and the social 
(McGregor, 2004) - may advance the capacity of schools to 
meet the indiviclual needs of students. The influence of space 
in schools needs to be considered alongside the standa1·d 
eclucational mechanisms of curriculum, pedagogy and 
assessment. 

Monahan's (2002) concept of 'built pedagogy' 
provides a window through w hicb to view the influence of 
space on educational practices. He defined built pedagogy as 
the 'architectural embodiments of educational philosophies' 
and described bow the creation of school spaces was 
intrinsically tied to the pedagogical philosophies thnt 
i11fo,-med educational practices: 



l3uilt pedagogics opct·ato along a continuum 
between discipline and autonomy. On the 
disciplinary side, they can restrict learning 
possibilities by not allowing for certain 
movements or flows. For example, desks bolted to 
the ground make Oexible interpretations of spatial 
use extremely difficult, and they im1>0se directions 
for how space should be used. In the middle o( the 
discipline/autonomy spectrun1, there are built 
pedagogics that enable but do not require flexible 
behaviors: movable partitions and desks illustrate 
space left open to interpretative use. Pinally, on 
the autonomy end, open classrooms invite and 
almost demand that imlividuals appJ'Opi·iate space 
to their perceived needs. (Monahan, 2002, p. web) 

In the discussion of equit.abfo pedagogical spaces 
belo,v, you will see that these environments provide a range 
of purposeful spaces that enable individuals to flow between 
activity settings where they may pursue personalised 
learni ng tasks. Subsequently, learners may appropriate 
smaller spaces within each activity setting through the 
movement of non·fixed furnishings. 

A very short history of spotial innovation in schools 
Over time there have been small pockets within mainstream 
education systems that bave resisted traditional practices 
and sniaces. These groups have created a range of alternative 
environments in which to conduct activities of ~aching and 
learning. Innovations in school spatial design, however, have 
so far been no match for the widespread acceptance of the 
'classroom' as a suitable environment for educating students. 



The development of the open plan classroom was one 
significant attempt to try something different. This design 
co11cept was infot·med by the open learning movement of the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. Popularised by the RducationaJ 
E'acilities Laboratories in the United States (Marks, 2009), 
the open plan classl·oom 'experiment' ct·ossed international 
borders and, for a time, was widely accepted as best practice 
design in some areas of Australia, Britain, Canada, the USA 
(Beck, 1980; Rodwell, 1998) and Israel (Klein & Eshel, 1980). 
The movement's influence faded during the late 1970s and 
the eai-ly 1980s and the production·line concept of the 'cells 
and bells classroom' came back into vogue. 

Although perhaps not considered mainstream, 
schools alignecl with the Reggio Emilia education movement 
continue to innovate with regard to the design of le,i.rn i ng 
environments. The evolution of the spaces in these schools 
bas come about following careful consideration of early 
childhood education approaches and the development of an 
educational philosophy that is strongly allied with the idea 
of learner·centred education. The designs of these $Chools 
are founded on the notion that students shou ld have a 
significant intluence on the types of activities in which they 
engage. This has resulted iu learning cnviionmcnts that are 
composed of diverse activity settings, rather than uniform 
cl11Ssrooms. Significantly, the students are able to move 
between different settings - often as required - to engage in 
a wide variety of learning activities; from reading and 
writing, to painting, digit11l design, play making, music 
composition, group discussion and so on. 

Spatiality in schools 
Spatiality is clefmed as 'space created th,·ougb the 
interaction of the physical and the social' <McGregor, 2004) 
or as 'the social production of space' (Soja, 1989). Studies by 
human geographet-s Fielding (2000) and Jacobs and Jacobs 
(1980) give us insight into the role that spatiality can play in 
crnating productive learning sit11ations for students. 

Based on research into students' geographic 
experiences ,11 primary schools in the United I<ingdom, 
Fielding suggested that the role of space in schools should be 
more closely considered and that understandiJ1g the 
dynamics of children's geographies may lead to significant 
impt'Ovements in pedagogic practices. Fielding identified 



schools as 'hot beds' of moral geographies and suggested that 
schools m·e places were mol'al codes dictate 'bow and where 
ch ildi:cn ought to leam and behave' (Fielding, 2000, p. 231). 
lfo concluded that the playing out of these codes has a 
significant influence over children's geographies, thus 
affecti ng their use of space and their learning experiences. 

Fielding described unequal institutional power 
relations as having moulded the behaviour of school children 
for many years. He described the degree to which ch ildren 
are included as active paxticipants in the use of space as 
being largely dependent upon the structuring of the 
teaching, learning and management within a school. Jacobs 
and Jacobs (1980) considered similar issues and contended 
that tho inclusion of students as managers of school spaces 
fihou Id become pa..t of the school curriculum so that 
children's spatial literacy may be developed, along with their 
ability to exert cont.rol over their environment. 

Equitable pedogogicol spoces 
What might constitute an equitable pedagogical space? In 
other words, what might a teaching and learning 
environment that supports a personalised learning 
experience for students look like and how might it be used? 

'l'he architectural drawiJ1gs shown throughout tnis 
paper, incl uding the plan diagram below (Figure 3), provide 
a visual example of how an equitable pedagogical space 
might be interpreted spatially. 
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Agure 3: Ascol Vole Pnmory School Mulll·Age Le0<nlng Centre (Prep
Year 6) - school refu,bishmenl project ( 100 sludenls) 

Introducing 'equitable pedagogical spaces' 
An 'equitable pedagogical space' is a learn ing environment 
in which students have the opportunity to pursue learning 
through the range of learning modalities that will best fulfil 
their educational needs. These environments physically 
demonstrate an acknowledgement that each student comes 
to school with different intei·ests and talents, and thei·efore 
requires a different overa ll learning experience. Some 
student,s may require additional direction and support in 
some 11i-eas, while others may thrive when given the 
opportunity to be more self·du·ected. Equitable pedagogical 
spaces encourage and enable students to learn in ways that 
aUow them to attain their personal academic and social 
potential. 

Equity i~ achieved when the diversity of student 
needs across a cohort is being met and when each student 
has the opportunity to engage i.t1 learning that is appropriate 
to them. [n addition, equitable pedagogical spaces play a role 
iii breaking down divisions between learning at school and 
learning outside of school, so that students can make hetter 
~-onnections between what they are learn ing and the 
relevance of tnat learning in a wider context. 



. 
Rgure 4: community hub-school/wider communily inlerfoce octivlly 
setting 

Equitable pedagogical spaces support teachers in 
personalising the learning experience for each student. 
Personalisation may be supported by providing students 
with access to a range of activity settings in which they may 
engage in diverse learning expe1·iences. 'l11ese settings may 
be teacher or student led, depending on the immediate 
,·equi.remcnts of the students. 

rn equitable pedagogical spaces, the power 
relati,mships between student.~ and teachers are such thaL 
students ai·e commonly able to move between settings on an 
us·needed basis. In these environments. teachers play a 
number of different roles. They may act as instructo,·s, 
guides, mentors and facilitators. 1'eachets are requit·ecl to 
change roles depending on the needs of the students. 
Generally, equitable pedagogical spaces require teachers to 
work in teams so that they can respond to the diverse needs 
of the students. 



Figure 5: Sclen lific e,cplorotion ond conslrvction octivlty selling 

In one example of how this may work, one teacher 
might oversee a luge group of students working on projects 
or extended tasks within a particular set.ting. Concurrently, 
in intercoruiectecl spaces, a second teacher might provide 
instruction in a tutorial situation to a smaller group of 
students working on developing a particu lar skill, while a 
tlurd teacher may sit with two or three students to discuss 
the way forward regarding a particulal' aspect of their work. 

'!'be tracking of student progress and achievement in 
equitable pedagogical spaces requires the development of 
iiidividual learning plans and formative assessment 
practices. 'l'he creation of student p<>rtfolios may be one 
method of collecting evidence of the work that students do 
both as individuals and as members of gl'oups. 

Equitable pedagogical spaces and educational theory 
A driving force behind reform in educational thinking during 
the past century has been the collective works of prominent 
figures such as Dewey, Gardner, Vygotsky, Friere and 
Bnmer. '!'heir philosophical and theoretical work has 
promoted approaches to education that may be described as 
const.ructivist. Constructivism calls for personalii;ed 01· 

lcarncrcent1·cd educational frameworks that enable 
students to develop theit· own understandings, rather than 
require them to learn solely via teacher-led instruction. 
Strommen and Lincoln provide the following outline o( the 
constructivist approach: 



A brief ovcrvic.\v of constructivist ideas reveals 
their utility. One foundational premise is that 
children actively constmct their knowledge. 
Rather than simply absorbing ideas spoken to 
the1n by teachers, or rather internalizing the1n 
through endless, repeated rote practice, 
oonstruc1ivist theory posits that children actually 
invenc their ideas. They assimilntc new 
informaLion to simple. pre·existing notions to 
modify their undersl8.llding in light of new data. 
In tho process. their ideas gain in complexity and 
po\vcr; \Vith appropriate support, children develoµ 
critical insight into how they think and what they 
know about the world as their understanding 
incteases in depth and detail. C',onstructivism 
emphasises Lhe careful study of the processes by 
which chjJd1•ei1 create and develo)) their ideas. Its 
educational applications Jie in creating cur1·ic:uJa 
that match O,ut also challenge) children'• 
understanding, fostering further growth and 
development of the mind. <Stommen & Lincoln. 
1992. p. 468) 

As contemporary educators increasingly adopt 
constructivist approaches to teaching and learning, 
equitable pedagogical spaces ai·e required to facilitate 
learning that i.q in keeping with this philosophical approach 
- traditional homogeneous classrooms will not suffice. 

Equitable pedagogical spaces can support learning 
that is aligned with Dewey's ideas of democratic education 
and experie11tial learning (1966; 1971). These environments 
sup))ort 'freedom and initiative' rathe1· than 'guidance and 
conb-ol', and enable students to explore their interests. As 
Dewey noted, howcve,·, the students' interests a1·e a ~tarting 
point and arc not ends in themselves: 

lnterests in reality are but attitudes townrds 
possible exp·eriences; they are not nchieventent.a: 
their worth is in the leverage they affo1·d, not in 
the aocomplisbmeot they represent. .. Continuous 
initiation, continuous starting of activitie1:1 that do 
not n1·rive, is. for all practical purposes, as bad as 
the continual re11rcssi.on of initiative. (Dewey, 
1971, pp. 15· 16) 



Equitable pedagogical spaces fac_ilitate learning in 
Gardiner's Multiple Intelligences educational model (l999). 
To ensure students explore their strengths and weaknesses 
as learners, they can be encouraged to engage in 
verbal/linguistic, logical/mathematical, visual/spatial, 
body/kinaesthetic, musicalfrhythmic, interpersonal. 
intrnpersonal, and naturalistic learning modalities while 
working across the range of activity settings within the 
overall learning environment. 'rhe settings in equitable 
pedagogical spaces are interconnected so that students can 
see what others ate doing, with the expectation that they 
will become excited by the activities of othet's and wish to 
pursue new experiences and engage in new learning 
opportunities. 

Furthru· to this, these environments are designed to 
support the dialogical cha1·acter of learning by facilitating 
collabol'lltion and dialogue between students and students, 
and students and teachers. The desire fo,. language·based 
collaboration is informed by Vygotsky's concept of the 'zone 
of proximal development', or 'zo·ped', in wh ich a student's 
'empirically rich but disorganised spontaneous concepts 
"meet" the systematicity and logic of ad.ult 1·easoning' 
(Vygotsky, 1986, p. x-xxv). To this end, the creation of 
opportunities for dialogue is vital for t.hc development of 
students' detailed understandings of new concepts and 
aspects of knowledge. As described below by Kozu lin in tbc 
introduction to Vygotsky's 'nwught and Lnngu11g11, 
conversation between student and teacher is an import.ant 
vehicle for learning: 

As n result of such a ·n1eetint(, the \veaknesscs of 
spontaneous reasoning are con1pensated by tho 
slrent>ths of scientific logic ... The final product of 
this child·adull cooperation is • solution, which 
being internalized, be<:omea nn integral part of the 
child's own reasoning (Vygoblky, 1986, p. xx.xv), 

Frie1·e (1970; 1973) advocated that learning for 
students shou ld be integral with their daily lives. not 
founded on tbe perspectives of the dominant culture. He 
promoted democratic education, calling for a breakdown in 
the traditional didactic tcachcrstudent relationship and the 
development of a recipl'Ocal affiliation where all members of 
a learning community act as both teacher and learner. 



F,quitable pedagogical spaces make possible the social 
structures requ ited to meet Friere's ideals. These 
C-nvironments make a statement that says that the 
knowledge and understandings that each member of the 
learning community brings to school i~ import,rnt 11nd should 
be shared. 

Ultimately the ct·eation of equitable pedagogical 
spaces is driven by the wish to create learning cultures that 
can support the academic and social development of every 
student. Bruner's (1996) work on the impact of culture on 
learning supports this goal. He described how learning, or 
meaning making, involves situating experiences within 
cultural contexts. He suggested that the cu ltural 
situatedness of meanings enables them to be readily 
communicated with othe1·s. and that this ability to 
communicate meanings is what mnkes them usefu l to the 
Learner. He expands on this idea below: 

It is cultw·e t.hat provides the tools for organising 
and understanding our worlds in communicable 
ways .. .learning and thinking a1-e always situated 
in a cultural ~tting and ahvays dependent upon 
the ut.ilis.ation of cultural resources. Even 
individual variation in the nature and use of mind 
can be attdbu~d to the ,•aried o))porLunities lhal 
d.ill'erent cultural •eLlings provide. (Bruner, 1996, 
pp. 3·4) 

Tn a post·Fo,·dist society, student-5 need to bo able to 
apply lheir knowledge, skills and conceptual understandiogs 
in a wide variety of settings. Thus, it is vital that the 
cultures in which students learn are in keeping with the 
broader cultures in whicb tbey live so that wbat they learn 
can be applied, and ·readj]y communicated, in diverse 
contexts. Learning that is applicable only to formal 
assessments is not pru-ticularly useful to the student if that 
learning has no greater purpose or does not provide 
knowledge, skills and conceptual u.nderstandings that are 
usefu l beyond school. 

Equitable pedagogical spaces are intended to assist 
students to build independence as learners ru1d to develop 
their meta ·cogn.itive understandings of themselves as 
learners. The development of sk ills for life·long learning is 
essential in today's ever-changing world. Student 



participation in social systems in which they are active 
members of leaming communities and empowered 
participants within today's I<nowledge Society can only 
enhance their future prospects in a world that is demanding 
ngility and adaptability in the workplace and in daily life. 

Instructional models suited to equitoble pedogogicol 
spoces 
Equitable pedagogical spaces are well aligned with 
contemporary instructional models. including the Principles 
of Learning and 'l'eaching {P·t2) <PoLT) model (DEECD, 
2009a) and the E5 model <DEECD, 2009b), both of which are 
endorsed by the Victorian Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development. 

Par>1llels betwtlen the philosophical pos1t1ons 
underpinning equitable pedagogical spaces and PoLT can be 
seen in the six basic principles of PoLT listed below: 

l. 'rite learning environment is supportive and 
productive. 

2. '!'he lea.rning environment promotes independence, 
interdependence and self·motivation. 

3. Students' needs, backg,·ounds, perspectives and 
interests aro reflected in the learnia\g program. 

4. Students an challenged and supported to develop 
deep levels of thinking and application. 

5. Assessment practices are an integral pl)rt of teaching 
and learning. 

6. Learning connects strongly with communities and 
practice beyond the classroom. 

Like PoLT, the E6 instructi,mal model advocates 
constructh•ist app1·oaches to education. The basic E5 
framework is set out below: 

1. Engage 
2. Explore 
3. Explain 
4. Elaborate 
5. Evaluate 



The implementation of constructivist instructional 
models such as PoL'l' and E5 is requu·ed in order to make 
the most of equitable pedagogical spaces. Disjunctions 
between physical learning environments and pedagogical 
practices are likely to oecur if teacher ·led pedagogies are 
consistently employed in these spaces. Such disjunctions 
may lead to frustration on the part of teachers and students 
alike and a breakdown in the quality of education provided 
to students. 

Equitable pedagogical spaces demand a gi·eater 
complexity of use than traditional classrooms. When shifting 
from traditional approaches to teaching and learning, 
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment practices all require 
careful restrncturing if authentic personalisation of student 
learning is to be achieved. Teachers require time and 
professional learning in order to make these transitions. 

Exploring the designs of equitoble pedogogicol spaces 
Whel\ designing equitable pedagogical spaces it is important 
to ensure that spatial designs are created in unity with 
educational theory aod the anticipated teaching practices 
th.at will occlll' in these environments. Schools need to 
ensuro that teachers arc well supported with p1·ofessiom1I 
lea:rning oppor tunities so that they may quickly eome to 
understand their role as leaders of education in these 
environments and can manage the complexities surrounding 
the use of these spaces as sites of const.ructivist learning. 

Many schools will not have the room or budget to 
cl'eate learn ing environments like those presen~d in the 
images shown in this article. With some modification, 
however, existing classrooms can be joined or reconfigured to 
create new conttsxts for learning that arc aligned with the 
equitable pedagogical spaces concept. 

The c,·eation of large open s1,aces will not suffice. As 
demonstrated by the open plan classroom experience of the 
1970s, a lack of spatial differentiation leads to a b1·eakdown 
in the: quality of the learni ng experience due to a lack of 
spatial context and misunderstandings regarding how 
spaces should be used (Rodwell, 1998). 

Although the equitable pedagogical spaces concept is 
most readily applicable to primary schools, as shown in the 
images in this paper, it can also be applfod to secondary 
school~. Implementing equitable pedagogica l spaces into 



secondary schools that operate on a program of subject 
specificity would involve significant modification to the 
schools' organisational structtu·es, but with the 
implementation of an integ1·ated apptoacb to learning, such 
SJ)aces are suitable. 

Bea1·e (2000a) commented that education based on 
year groups, subjects, specialist teachers, hierarchies, linear 
progression, and graded criteria is already passing. [n 
designing schools for the new century, he suggested that it 
might be quite inappropriate and socially dysfunctional to 
let obsolete ideas about learning that are based on outdated 
concepts continue unchallenged. In the 21"' Century, Beare 
envisages learning becoming inet·easingly modularised, 
rather than organised inro discrete subjects: 

8ducators as II group will find themselves 
responsible for mentoring o group of learners, 
directing them sequcntinlly into proj~ts or 
modules of activities, and keeping track of 
progress and outcomes. It is obvious tbat n 1>roject 
about volcanoes, for example, can simultaneously 
resulL in deepening 1·eading skills, learning so1ne 
physics or mathematics, and acquiring some 
knowledge about geography and geology. It is 
probably silly, if not impossible, 1.0 label such n 
project Language or Science, Maths or Geography. 
(Beare, 2000b, p. web) 

Flgvre 6: Arlisttc explomllon and conslrucllon aclivily selling 



Conclusion 
As schools seek to better align their educational a pp roaches 
with current and future societal cil'cumstances, the 
environments in which students learn sl10uld be configured 
in ways t hat t•eflect broader societal cultures and contexts. If 
schools are to support students to become life·long learners 
who are capable of exhibiting agility and adaptability in tho 
workplace and in their everyday lives, then students need to 
he educated in envil'01llllents that are consistent. with the 
wider cu I tu.re~ in which they reside. 

Aligning the concept of built pedagogy {.\fonahan, 
2002) with contemporarily accepted educational theory for 
the creation of modern learning environments can support 
young people to become bcttor-proparcd for the ever
chiinb'Ulg global society of the 21" Ce11tury. Further aligning 
these spaces with new forms of spatiality will enhance the 
likelihood that students will become more engaged as active 
1>articipants in their own learning and that learning fol' each 
student can become mol'e authentically personalised and 
equitable. 

By making the time to engage in discourse about the 
spaces in which students learn, and working towards the 
creation of equitable pedagogical spaces, schools may bettor 
equip themselves to cater for tbe djverse interests and 
capabilities of the students in their care. 
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