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Collaboration, Space, Co-Design 
and Stakeholders

COLLABORATION MATTERS

As today’s system of education prepares students in 
the age of  innovation, the skills of collaboration are 
viewed as a core competency for academic, workplace, 
and personal success. Moreover, research shows 
teachers play a primary role in developing the activities 
and culture necessary to advance a student’s capacity 
to collaborate. What is less clear is the ways in which 
non-core classroom spaces, intentionally designed 
to accommodate collaboration, can better support 
teachers and students on their collaborative journey.

SPACE MATTERS

The purpose of this study is to add to the rich body 
of research that connects the impact of physical 
environments on the perceptions, behaviors and 
performance of those learning in them.1 In this case, we 
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look to develop a deeper understanding of collaborative 
spaces (see Figure 1), the process of collaboration, 
and the spatial design elements needed to attend to 
the full range of collaborative activities. If, as research 
suggests, the alignment of educational approach and 
space contributes to better student outcomes,² then 
this study aims to contribute to a better “fit” between 
collaboration-centered pedagogies and collaborative 
space. 

CO-DESIGN MATTERS

In addition, the purpose of this study is to enhance the 
design process with school clients using the resulting 
Top Ten Takeaways for Co-Design Conversations.  
Research affirms the benefits of a participatory process 

ABOVE: Well-afforded, agile learning commons and circulation spaces, 
adjacent to classrooms and labs, make it apparent that the purpose is 
collaboration and provide students with a sense of belonging and agen-
cy to choose where and how they work.
Samueli Academy  |   K-12  |   2015
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of design. Based on the findings from this study, the 
list of Top Ten Takeaways provides topics to spark 
co-design conversations that lead to a well-designed 
collaborative learning environment.

STAKEHOLDERS MATTER

Finally, it is critical that  well-designed collaborative 
spaces become well-utilized spaces. To that end, 
a Toolkit for K-12 Collaborative Spaces is under 
construction to address the concept of leadership 
and ownership within the space – the ways in which 
stakeholders are empowered to access the space as it 
was intentionally designed.

Central Question of the Study
In what ways does the designed environment help or 
hinder the process of collaborative learning?

Method of the Study
The study was designed to draw from both research 
and practice and involved seven phases (see Figure 2):

PHASE ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW

An initial review of research on the process of 
collaboration in the K-12 educational environment 
was conducted to ground the study in current 
understanding and to reveal any potential gaps in the 
literature.

PHASE TWO: EDUCATION DESIGNER’S PERSPECTIVE

A focus group of education interior and landscape 
space designers contributed to the growing 
understanding regarding the complexity of the 
activity called “collaboration” and how it intersects 
with the built environment.  

PHASE THREE: SCHOOL LEADER’S PERSPECTIVE

Five school sites were identified to explore the 
perspective of K-12 education leaders (teachers and 
staff) and site stakeholders. These sites were chosen 
based on the original design intent of the physical 
space to foster the activity of collaboration. Surveys 
were administered to education leaders at four sites,³ 
an interview with key stakeholders was conducted at 
one site, and an in-depth workshop with education 
leaders was held at one site.⁴

SEVEN PHASES OF THE STUDY  Figure 2
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PHASE FOUR: STAKEHOLDER’S SPATIAL 
EXPERIENCE

Four of the identified school sites were visited for 
field observations of stakeholders in the school 
space (staff, teachers, students, parents, community 
members).⁵ The observation protocol focused 
on the use of spaces intended for some range of 
collaborative activity. This included collaboration 
areas open to thoroughfares, informal touchdown 
spots, enclosed rooms for meetings or team breakout 
time, and outdoor learning areas.⁶ 

PHASE FIVE: DATA CODING AND ANALYSIS

Data analysis of the surveys, site observation field 
notes, the workshop, focus group, and key interview 
occurred throughout the data collection phase and 
allowed for identification of themes as they arose. 
Coded data was further synthesized to find patterns 
and relationships and to suggest possibilities for 
a convergence of understanding regarding the 
complex intersection of built spaces and the activity 
of collaboration.

PHASE SIX: TOP TEN TAKEAWAYS

A list of ten key findings from the study is provided to 
spark productive conversations between designers 
and educators. The aim of these conversations is to 
strengthen the understanding of “the why, the what, 
and the how” of collaborative spaces during the co-
design process and to preserve the design intent and 
“spatial story” even after occupancy.

COLLABORATION SPACE MAPPING

On-site observations of the spaces in use, during Phase 
Four of the study, were noted on floor plans of the space 
and translated into heat maps.

Students working together between class

Student working privately behind bookshelf

One-on-one teacher-student instruction

Hi-top table used by students each session

Higher surfaces used for teacher-student collaboration

Students utilizing white board space for group learning

Student reading quietly on tablet

Students checking out tables for group work

Group of students working together on the floor

Interaction Hotspots

1

2
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ABOVE: This space exhibits “afforded” and “attentive” spatial elements 
that help outdoor spaces support collaboration, including space to gather 
socially or work together, and ample room to move about (see Table 3) 
Tarbut V’Torah STEAM Building  |   K-12  |   2019
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PHASE SEVEN: A TOOLKIT FOR K-12 
COLLABORATIVE SPACE

Input from the survey and focus group conducted with 
education space designers influenced the translation 
of the study findings into practical application. 
A Toolkit for K-12 Collaborative Spaces is being 
designed to include a brief summary of the study 
findings and provide suggestions for  productive 
in-person and virtual activities for designers and 
education practitioners as they work towards creating 
collaborative learning spaces.

Findings from the Study
The study offers for consideration three major 
findings that reflect the participants’ understanding 
of the activity of collaboration, spaces designed for 
collaboration, and stakeholder use of collaborative 
spaces, as well as researcher observations (Figure 3). 

1. Why is collaborative learning important? 
Collaboration benefits both the learning and the 
developmental process.

2.  What spatial design features help and hinder the 
process of collaboration? 
Five key spatial elements support collaboration. 
Collaborative spaces need to be apparent, available, 
attentive, agile, and afforded. (Table 3 &  Figure 5).

3. How do schools ensure well-designed 
collaborative spaces are well-utilized spaces? 
Well-utilized collaborative spaces involve a cultural 
readiness that supports user agency. 

NOTED LEARNING/TEACHING ACTIVITIES 
AND OUTCOMES INVOLVED IN 
COLLABORATION  Table 1

Group

• Classroom-
Classroom Interaction

• Constructive Feedback
• Discussion/

Peer Interaction
• Efficiency/Productivity
• Exhibitions/ Presenting
• Hands-on, Tinkering, 

and Design
• Interactive Brainstorming
• Mentorship/ Leadership
• Interdisciplinary Work
• Teacher-Led  Discussion

Individual

• Academic 
Skill Acquisition

• “Aha” Moments
• Communication
• Creativity 
• Critical Thinking
• Deeper Learning
• Filling Learning Gaps
• Idea Generation

• Peer Learning 
and Encouragement

• Sharing Expertise 
and Ideas

• Student-Community  
Interaction

• Teacher Lecture
• Teacher-

Student Interaction
• Teacher-Teacher 

Peer Learning
• Team Projects

• Independent Work
• Knowledge  

Acquisition
• Preparation for 

Group Work
• Reflection
• Restoration
• Teacher Skill 

Development

THE WHY, WHAT AND HOW OF COLLABORATION Figure 3
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HOW?
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Findings from the study highlight 
not only the “why” and “how” of 
collaborative learning but also 
“what” spatial design features 
help and hinder the process. 
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developmental 

processes



THE SPACE TO COLLABORATE   RESEARCH BRIEF  |  LPAred 5

Finding #1: Collaboration 
Benefits Both the Learning and 
Developmental Process
The study revealed commonalities regarding 
why collaboration is important in the learning 
environment. Two major themes emerged: 1) 
collaborative learning benefits a range of learning 
and teaching activities and outcomes (see Table 1); 
and 2) collaborative learning supports a range of 
human needs and development (see Table 2).

Participants viewed the capacity to collaborate as 
part of a fundamental 21st century skillset (e.g., 
collaboration, communication, creativity, critical 
thinking) and, in the school environment, as 
beneficial to a wide range of learning and teaching 
activities. 

Although most frequently associated with the 
group activity of teamwork (e.g., peer learning, 
shared projects), collaborating also included 
elements of individual pursuits such as reflection 
and independent preparation for group work. This 
view aligns with current research which broadens 
the definition of collaboration to encompass a hub 
of activities – individual and group – in support of a 
shared goal (see Figure 4).

Collaboration was also closely connected to 
pedagogical practice.  Participants frequently 
referenced the importance of collaboration to 
project-based learning, design thinking, and “hands-
on” learning educational strategies.  

COLLABORATION AS A HUB OF ACTIVITIES Figure 4

Although most 
frequently associated 
with the group 
activity of teamwork, 
collaboration 
demonstrated in 
the study also 
included elements of 
individual pursuits.

Group Activity Examples

Individual Activity Examples

COLLABORATION
A hub of individual and  

group activities in support  
of a shared goal.

Reflective and  
“Aha” Moments

Communication, 
creativity, and 

creative thinking

Independent,  
Pre-Group Work

DEVELOPMENTAL NEEDS AND SKILLS 
INVOLVED IN COLLABORATION  Table 2

Group

• Relaxed Interaction
• Sense of Belonging
• Social Engagement

Individual

• Emotional Wellness
• Empathy 

and Understanding
• Enjoyment and Fun
• Novelty

• Social Wellness
• Supporting Each 

Other

• Leadership
• Mastery
• Perspective
• Physical Movement
• Self-Expression

Hands-On  
Tinkering  

and Design

Teamwork and 
Interactive 

Brainstorming

Beyond benefits to academic 

skill acquisition and workforce 

readiness, participants also 

viewed collaboration as a 

process fundamental to social-

emotional wellness and part 

the developmental journey. 
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Beyond benefits to academic skill acquisition 
and workforce readiness, participants also 
viewed collaboration as a process fundamental to 
social-emotional wellness and part of a person’s 
developmental journey (see Table 2). The building 
of social skills is often associated with collaborative 
learning, but in this study the act of collaborating 
was also linked with an individual’s emotional 
well-being.⁷  In addition, participants spoke to the 
ways in which collaborative activities enhanced 
opportunities for physical movement.

Noted collaborative activities (see Table 1) involved 
conscious attention processes (e.g. discussion, 
feedback, knowledge acquisition) and unconscious 
attention processes (e.g., reflection, restoration, 
“aha” moments).    

While not named as such by participants, these 
noted activities point to both the brain’s focused and 
diffuse network modes used in the learning process 
(see Figure 4).⁸

ABOVE: Group discussion activity used in Phase Two and Three of the 
study to understand why design teams or school clients are asking for 
collaboration and developing collaborative learning environments.

BELOW: Workshop activity poster used in Phase Three to develop a 
common understanding of collaboration, make connections between the 
learning activities and physical space design, and explore strategies for 
empowering the use of collaborative spaces.
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Finding #2: Five Key Spatial 
Elements Support Collaborative 
Activities
The study revealed five key spatial themes that 
categorize how participants understand and utilize 
the built environment in relation to the activity of 
collaboration (see Table 3). Participants noted 
what types of spatial elements within the learning 
environment contributed to successful collaboration: 

1. Apparent in Purpose 
The space is well-defined and cues the expected 
behaviors necessary  for collaboration.  Users can 
readily see the explicit purpose of the space. 

2. Available in Adjacent or Proximate Location and 
Ease of Scheduling 
The space is accessible for regular use via its 
adjacency or proximity to core learning spaces or 
easily able to be reserved if non-adjacent.  Users 
can readily access the space with appropriate levels 
of supervision.

3. Attentive to Human Needs 
The space attends to individual humans 
needs.  Users experience appropriate levels of 
personalization  and acoustic, visual or kinetic 
distraction are minimized.  

4.  Agile in the Flexibility of Use 
The space supports a broad spectrum of activities 
and is flexible in its arrangement. Users can easily 
and appropriately modify the space and furnishings 
based on the task at hand.

5. Well-Afforded in Terms of Configuration, Building 
Features, and Resources 
The space has the necessary configurations, 
building features, and resources to support a range 
of activities and needs. Users have what they need 
to successfully collaborate in the space.

BELOW: Adjacent to core learning spaces, several flexible collabora-
tion areas are accessible to students and attend to fundamental human 
needs, such as relaxed interaction and physical movement. The variety of 
furniture to group and regroup makes it apparent that the purpose of the 
space is collaboration..
e3 Civic High School  |   K-12  |   2013

ABOVE TWO IMAGES: The two examples of classroom furniture 
set-up for different activities demonstrate the agile qualities of “space 
flexibility” and “use flexibility.”
Samueli Academy  |   K-12  |   2015
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NOTED SPATIAL ELEMENTS FOR SUPPORTING COLLABORATION  Table 3

SPATIAL CONFIGURATION

Type of Space

• combinable space via 
movable partition

• core classrrom zones

• enclosed 
meeting rooms

• hallways & stairways

• informal nooks

• makerspaces

• open interior 
spaces for medium-
sized groups

• outdoor space

• project team rooms

• quiet/personal space

• social gathering spots

• teacher 
enclosed areas

• think tanks

Size of Space

• ample room to 
move about

• room to easily group 
and regroup furniture

• spaces to 
accommodate 
medium-sized 
(8-12) and larger 
groups (12+)

AGILE to Accommodate a Spectrum 
of Flexibility

Time flexibility allows 
the primary purpose of 
the space to shift over 
the long-term, future life 
of the space..

Space flexibility 
allows users to easily 
transform the space 
based on the day-to-day 
needs, including use of 
movable partitions.

Use flexibility permits 
different activities to 
occur within the space

Movement flexibility 
provides a fluidity of free 
movement by users.

Tandem flexibility 
provides for use of 
adjacent spaces at the 
same time.

ATTENTIVE to Fundamental Human and 
Health Needs of Users

Accounts for the 
individual needs of the 
user including comfort, 
personalization, privacy, 
and quiet.

Attends to a healthy 
environment including 
access to the outdoors, 
lighting, natural light, 
physical safety, room to 
move, ventilation, fresh 
air and views.

Addresses the issue of 
acoustic, visual, and 
kinetic distractions.

Provides a level of 
control over air quality, 
ventilation, lighting and 
sound amplification.

AVAILABLE to Users in Terms of Accessibility, 
Visibility, and Hours of Use

Literal connection: 
accessible in terms 
of adjacency.

Visual connection: 
attention to line-of-sight 
for adult supervision.

Available in terms of 
hours of use and ease of 
scheduling.

APPARENT that the Purpose of the Space is 
for Collaboration

Explicit in signaling the 
purpose of the space 
for collaborative activity.

Clear expectations and 
signage for the use 
of, and behaviors in, 
the space.

Identified with names 
suggesting the purpose 
of the space.

Variety of furniture 
shows opportunities to 
group and regroup.

SPATIAL FEATURES

Element

• glass doors and walls

• higher ceilings

• movable partitions

• roll-up doors

• shades or blinds

• sound proofing

• storage

• student display areas

• visibility between 
interior spaces

• windows and views

Equipment

• charging stations

• digital devices

• power outlets

• supplies

• shared display

• tables for students

• variety of furniture 
in type, height 
and movability

• wi-fi

• writable surfaces

AFFORDED with Resources to Maximize Agility
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STUDY FINDINGS SPECIFIC TO THE FIVE SPATIAL 
ELEMENTS

APPARENT
Participants frequently noted the need for 
collaborative spaces to be explicit in signaling to the 
user the purpose and behavioral expectation of the 
space. Spaces for collaboration were often identified 
with names suggesting the purpose of the space 
(e.g., “the commons”, the “collab”, “the village”, “the 
pathways”).

Observations noted the use of a variety of furniture 
to suggest opportunities for group work and different 
group sizes, but the use of signage and protocols 
was limited across the school sites. One school site 
provided name signage for the common area. 

AVAILABLE
Monitoring in the space was of concern when 
collaborative spaces were non-adjacent to core 
learning spaces.  Without line-of-sight for adult 
supervision, collaborative spaces were experienced 
as underutilized.   

Observations noted a range of literal and visual 
connection to collaborative spaces across the school 
sites from broad to moderate to limited application.  
Broad application of availability included the 
adjacency of six classrooms to a common area, glass 
walls providing visual connection and line-of-sight 
from all classrooms, and ample space for multiple 
teachers using commons at the same time.   

ATTENTIVE
While a range of comfort needs were important 
within the collaborative environment, ventilation/
air quality and natural daylighting were considered 
important or very important to nearly all of survey 
respondents (ventilation/air, 98%; daylight, 96%).  
Similarly, the ability to control environmental 
comfort was ranked as important or very important 
to most respondents (air quality and ventilation, 87%; 
amount of light, 93%).   

Critical to a successful collaborative environment 
was the ability to attend to the diverse neurological 
needs of the users. This was most often couched in 
the terms of addressing distractions, particularly 
acoustic, visual, and kinetic (e.g., elbow room, 
movement in circulation areas). The concern for 
the sensory aspect of the environment aligns with 
concern research on the importance of sensory 
processing in learning.9 

ABOVE: Clusters of dedicated classrooms surround and open up to 
shared learning commons with sliding glass walls, providing visual 
and literal connection to agile, well-afforded collaboration spaces, and 
demonstrate tandem flexibility.
Eastwood Elementary School  |   K-12  |   2017

Students were frequently observed choosing to use 
and gather in areas with comfortable furniture (e.g., 
soft chairs, stools, sofas) and easily movable furniture. 
They were observed lounging in/on and rearranging 
these seating options to meet their needs for comfort, 
privacy, social engagement, relaxed interaction, and/
or minimal distractions. Students were also observed 
gravitating most often to seating closest to windows 
with access to natural daylight.

AGILE
Participants’ views on the agility of collaborative 
spaces aligns with current research regarding 
flexibility as a spectrum of use involving time, space, 
use and movement.10  

Examples of time flexibility were noted or observed 
where the primary function of the space permanently 
shifted to accommodate a new purpose that was less 
collaborative in nature. However, while this was noted, 
the data did not reveal insight into the importance 
of flexibility over the long term for the participants. 
Space and use flexibility were key features mentioned 
by participants and described as the ability to 
transform the space based on the learning activity 
and/or conduct a variety of activities within the space 
as configured. Space flexibility was most often noted 
as the ability to easily rearrange furnishings such as 
tables and chairs and provide for a variety of grouping 
sizes. Movement flexibility – the freedom to move in 
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and around the space – was also a desired feature, but 
not to as great a degree as space and use.

Findings from this study broaden the discussion of 
flexibility to include the need for tandem flexibility – 
the simultaneous use of adjacent spaces (see Figure 
5). Tandem flexibility was frequently described in 
conjunction with issues of monitoring and line-of-
sight.  While the study did not focus on the use of 
virtual tandem spaces (i.e., distance or dispersed 
collaboration via technology), ubiquitous access to 
digital technologies was noted as essential to the 
collaborative process. 

Space, use, and movement flexibility was observed 
across the school sites.  Students were frequently 
observed moving sofas and low stools into different 
configurations for groups of various sizes. Most of 
the observed activities involved small groups of 2-6 
students. Two of the four sites used adjacent spaces 
for activities taking place in both the classroom and 
common area. While time flexibility was not directly 
observed, it was reported that the primary purpose of 
select spaces shifted over time at two schools.  

AFFORDED
Participants recognized that collaboration in the 
learning environment is best supported through a 
variety of configurations and appropriate size of 
space. The desire for room to move within the space 
aligns with research that affirms the role of physical 
movement as a restoration attention activity.

More medium-sized and large group spaces were 
frequently mentioned as desirable, but sometimes 

lacking. In addition, there was an expressed need 
for quiet spaces for students and spaces in which 
teachers could meet more privately for conversations 
with peers, students, and parents. Observations and 
participant comments also revealed challenges to the 
implementation of “anytime, anywhere” collaboration 
if spaces were not well-configured or under-
resourced.   

In terms of building features, participants in the study 
recognized the importance of interior windows and 
glazing (e.g., glass walls and doors) for daylighting, 
to provide critical line-of-sight to adjacent activity 
spaces and to build on a culture of collaboration and 
learning on display. Yet, the benefits of the learning 
view were sometimes paired with a concern for 
attention distractions caused by the adjacent use of 
space:11  1) students’ off-task activities; 2) students’ 
unmonitored activities; 3) incompatible activities (e.g., 
collaborative group work alongside quiet activity); 
4) kinetic distraction (e.g., elbow room, movement in 
circulation areas); or 5) unclear expectations of the 
shared use of space. Findings suggest the challenge 
of interior windows may be less about distraction 
and more about a culture of readiness to utilize 
nearby spaces.12   

Comments also referenced the need for blinds or 
shades on window for reduction in glare, increased 
privacy, or for safety in the event of an intruder.  

Digital technology, writable surfaces, movable 
tables rather than desks, and enough power outlets 
were commonly considered essential to equipping a 
collaborative space. 

AGILITY AS A SPECTRUM OF FLEXIBILITY Figure 5

Findings from the study broaden the discussion of flexibility to include the need for tandem 
flexibility — the simultaneous use of adjacent spaces.

TIME
FLEXIBILITY

Primary purpose of 
the space can shift 

over time.

SPACE
FLEXIBILITY

Easily rearrange or 
reconfigure space 
based on learning 

need at hand.

USE
FLEXIBILITY

Conduct a wide 
variety of activities  
within the space as 

configured.

MOVEMENT
FLEXIBILITY

Freedom of 
movement in and 
around the space.

TANDEM
FLEXIBILITY

Simultaneous use 
of  adjacent or 
other space.
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The observed behavior and activities in collaboration 
spaces indicated high use of the affordances of glass 
walls/slider doors between classrooms and shared 
spaces and a variety of furniture. In addition, areas 
identified as shared learning commons provided a 
greater variety of furniture (e.g., a mix of hi-top tables, 
sofas, low chairs, cubes) compared to other areas. Most 
often, thoroughfares were observed in use for passing 
through, to restroom or other destinations, but some 
were used for individual and small group activities (e.g., 
using writeable wall surfaces) and social interaction (e.g., 
during lunch and break periods). Whiteboards, laptops/
Chromebooks, and cell phones were the most frequently 
observed low-tech and high-tech resources used.

Finding #3: Well-Utilized 
Collaborative Spaces Involve a 
Cultural Readiness and Agency
The study revealed the interwoven nature between  the 
educational approach, physical environment, and the 
people in the space. Participants commented beyond 
what they needed in a collaborative space, to include how 
the spaces could best be utilized. Collaborative spaces 
require a cultural readiness that supports user agency.

Research across multiple scientific fields connects the 
process of learning to an individual’s motivation and 
self-determination.13 The desire for autonomy, choice, and 
purpose is innate to humans and, when fostered, leads 
to increased motivation and engagement. Agentic 
spaces can lend support to inner agency  by providing 
choice and permission within the collaborative space. 
Even small self-determined decisions build upon a 
person’s ability to shape their own life and move them 
towards the life they want.

Well-utilized collaborative spaces involve a cultural 
readiness and agency. Embedded in a culture of 
collaboration and trust, users understand how to 
effectively collaborate and can make decisions regarding 
how they best utilize the space.

Three major themes emerged from the study regarding 
a cultural readiness to use collaborative spaces:  

1) Leadership to develop collaboration as a frequent 
educational practice

2) Training for teachers and scaffolded learning 
for students in the use of collaborative spaces as a 
pedagogical tool

3) Trust in students to use the space responsibly.  

Observations also confirmed that well-designed 
collaborative spaces did not automatically 

translate into well-utilized spaces, particularly 
when a collaboration-centered pedagogy was less 
established. Post-occupancy competing needs (e.g., 
increased enrollment, different student or staff needs, 
maintenance issues, circulation patterns) challenged 
the original design intent of some of the collaborative 
spaces. Furthermore, at times, the lack of permission 
or unclear permission hampered the use of spaces 
originally designed for collaboration. Whether 
because of competing needs or unclear permissions, 
the study revealed that the “spatial story” of 
intentionally designed collaborative spaces can be 
lost during post-occupancy.

Into the Field: Top Ten Takeaways 
for Co-Design Conversations
The purpose of the Top Ten Takeaways is to draw 
from and apply the study findings to strengthen the 
“spatial story” of collaborative spaces both in the co-
design process and for post-occupancy. Through ten 
conversation topics grounded in “the why, the what, 
and the how” of collaborative spaces, designers and 
school clients can co-create a deeper understanding 
of the benefits of collaborative spaces, key spatial 
features, and the adaptive side of the design work – 
readiness for the use of the space. In addition, these 
takeaways and other relevant research are being 
developed into a formal Toolkit for K-12 Collaborative 
Spaces as a resource for use with the client as well as 
leave-behinds to provide to the client. 14 The end goal 
is both well-designed and well-utilized spaces.

ABOVE: The open-concept, variety of movable furniture, and availabil-
ity of high-tech and low-tech resources allows students to collaborate 
on projects, choose where they want to work, and access adjacent 
classrooms.
Fabra Elementary School  |   K-12  |   2016



THE SPACE TO COLLABORATE   RESEARCH BRIEF  |  LPAred 12

For Designers: Top Ten Takeaways

It’s more than teamwork. 

Collaboration is a multi-faceted activity within 
the environment. Look for opportunities to 
expand the discussion beyond teamwork and 
towards the role of independent pre-group 
work, individual reflective and “aha” moments, 
and interactive brainstorming. 

It’s more than a 21st century skill. 

Collaboration benefits more than the academic 
learning or preparation for the workforce. 
Probe for ways for spaces to support social 
and emotional well-being and offer individual 
respite from the more focused cognitive 
processes. 

Cue the purpose. 

Consider how the space can “tell the story” 
of collaboration through signage, furniture, 
configurations, and resources. 

Keep it nearby and in sight. 

Regular use of collaborative spaces is more 
likely when there is adjacency or proximity to 
core learning spaces. Without ample line-of-
sight, space is at risk of under-utilization. Ease 
of use is needed. 

Attend to young human needs. 

Collaborative spaces attend to our individual 
sensory response. Young humans (and their 
adults) experience appropriate levels of 
personalized comfort and acoustic, visual, or 
kinetic distraction are minimized.

It’s more than flexible furniture. 

Consider the agility of the learning spaces as a 
spectrum of flexibility.  Broaden the concept of 
flexibility across time, space, use, movement, 
and the tandem use of adjacent spaces 
supporting collaboration.

It’s more than a classroom zone. 

Collaboration is supported through spatial 
variety beyond the classroom, including 
adjacent small group spaces, quieter spaces, 
spaces for teacher privacy, and outdoor 
learning areas. Size of space is also a factor. 
Collaboration is an anytime, anywhere activity.

Outfit for collaboration. 

Successful collaboration requires a variety of 
necessary building features and equipment.  
Ensure resources including digital technologies, 
writable surfaces, movable tables rather than 
desks, and enough power outlets leverage the 
design. 

Shed light on interior windows. 

Interior windows and glazing (e.g., glass 
walls and doors) can offer opportunities for 
daylighting, provide critical line-of-sight to 
adjacent activity spaces, and build on a culture 
of collaboration and learning on display. Often 
paired with concerns regarding distractibility, 
the challenge of interior windows may be less 
about distraction and more about a culture of 
readiness to utilize nearby spaces.

From well-designed to well-utilized. 

Well-designed collaborative spaces do not 
automatically translate into well-utilized spaces. 
Co-design discussions are an opportunity 
to foster a culture of readiness for the use of 
space. Hampered permission can undermine 
not only the design intention for the space, but 
student and teacher agency within the space.
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