
Universities were places of relatively slow change in comparison 
with the more frantic world outside their walls, but this is no longer 
true. These establishments are seeing unprecedented changes to 
both their operational models [their organisation as institutions] 
and also their core activities [research and learning]. When 
developing their estates with new buildings, and refurbishments, 
the estates teams leading the projects are often playing a difficult 
game in which the rules are not yet known, and the resources 
limited. This piece explores in greater detail the challenges of 
changing approaches to teaching and learning, and explains how 
architectural processes make an essential link between briefing 
and design necessary to create a futureproof building.

Teaching and learning is changing in response to an increase in 
student numbers, opportunities brought by new technology 
and the changing face of the subjects themselves. For building 
design three of the most significant trends are (1) more, and 
more varied, students, overwhelmingly fee-paying and with a 
new expectation of their educators based on competition, (2) 
increased pedagogical interest in smaller group and peer-to-peer 
learning, and (3) greater variety and use of ICT including lecture 
capture and remote learning as part of a broader context of online 
resources and MOOCs. 

Estates teams at universities are given the added challenges of 
a complex user client comprising multiple stakeholders with 
conflicting agendas, not just students and academics but ICT 
and AV departments and others, and a compressed gestation 
period for major projects. Crucially, the operating context [brief, 
responsibilities, challenges and feedback] an estates and end 
user teams receive can easily, and with the best of intentions, 
be contradictory. This problem becomes almost insurmountable 
when ‘one size’ teaching and learning spaces are to be used 
by students of any faculty or discipline, regardless of teaching 
philosophy or appetite for unfamiliar AV technologies. It is not 

surprising that many Higher Education buildings struggle to 
achieve a resolution of these complex problems. 

Key to dealing successfully with this complexity is a process in 
which designers and User Clients are in meaningful dialogue, 
prototypes are used in the case of significant innovation, and 
the well-considered application of knowledge of specialist 
providers is brought into the game early. These are often exactly 
the contributions that are seen as too difficult, but the more 
experienced project leaders know they are important. The 
following points explain why this is so:

•  meaningful discussion between users and designers is how 
design responds to function. While it can seem risky to some 
project managers, because it often opens up unforeseen 
possibilities, the greater risk is actually not to facilitate it, because 
that will almost certainly lead to a building that disappoints the 
people is was built for, or late changes forced through at a high 
cost. Problem-solving power is increased exponentially when 
these groups work well together.

•  prototyping of spaces and constructions gives highly valuable 
feedback on innovative ideas. While requiring some investment, 
the method provides a richness of feedback that helps a brief in a 
way designs on paper can sometimes struggle to achieve. It is not 
for every project, but is the most effective consultation possible 
when used. Phased projects with thoughtful use of ‘meanwhile’ 
spaces can provide an eye-opening test bed, as can loose=fit 
rooms with ICT and AV adaptability built in for their early life post-
handover, until the preferred use is found.

•  specialist providers in ICT, acoustics, seating, and often many 
others, are important to the success of new buildings for Higher 
Education, but their brief could often be better handled. For 
example, the Head of Estates at the University of Melbourne 
recently claimed “acoustics is the most important single 
characteristics determining where students will gather in a 
building”, but as a discipline it is often asked to repeat standard 
guidance uninformed by project specifics. Early involvement in 
briefing and design workshops can bring out the true value of 
these disciplines, and certainly avoids conflicting parameters as 
the project progresses.
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These trends do not mean that traditional 
lecture theatres are obsolete, but they 
are now only part of a wider collection 
necessary to deliver the desired 
educational model.



Examples would include:

•  a suite of teaching rooms fine-tuned with academics to include 
not just lecture theatres and a variety of flexible classrooms, but 
smaller rooms for peer-to-peer learning: group tutorials, and 
informal spaces for such as Cafe spaces, learning commons, a 
‘study’ with sofas, a quiet study room and other innovations. This 
range gives flexibility not just of group size, but of style: More or 
less conventional, more or less technologically-based.  

•  reoriented and improved lecture rooms, where often simple 
changes in layout provided optimal throw angles for projection 
and lecture capture

•  multi-use rooms, where a classroom could also function as 
a front-facing room for commercial enterprising, a break out 
space for an adjacent lecture hall, or a common room for short-
term courses. This was achieved following a detailed review of 
end users timetables and drivers and achieved many aims on an 
extremely limited budget.

•  student engagement meetings where we discussed a world 
where a student works in bed, not at a desk, with a world of 
knowledge on tap via their laptop, but still feels a practical and 
personal need for face to face contact and group working. Students 
communicated strongly the need for contact, and stressed the 
dangers of lonely working.

Innes Associates are specialists in the design of buildings for 
education and are skilled and experienced at leading dialogue with 
user clients and managing the input of specialist consultants. We 
have developed special techniques that include Client Engagement 
Programming, Day in the Life Analysis and Rapid Masterplan 
Assessments to assist Higher Level estates teams to meet their 
user’s needs and design buildings that stand the test of time.
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In my work on buildings for Higher 
Education I have seen how these 
processes can have a highly positive 
effect on the outcome, and improve the 
end product for users and funders. 


