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Renovating old spaces for innovative practice

Lecture theatres account for a significant 

percentage of large group teaching spaces 

on most university campuses. These spaces 

afford traditional methods of teaching, i.e. 

one-to-many lecturing, but are generally seen 

to constrain other methods of large group 

teaching. Approaches designed to facilitate 

active learning can be problematic when 

students are limited by the design of the 

room (Park and Choi, 2014).

And yet: universities continue to build these 

rooms. Increasing student numbers require 

that existing lecture theatres are still the 

location of the majority of large group, face-

to-face provision. 

Universities wishing to maintain yet enhance 

students’ face-to-face learning experiences 

must ask themselves:

How can we improve the design of existing 
lecture theatres to support newer approaches 
to teaching and learning?

The problem

Affords:
• Good sight lines for all 

students

• Flexible seating use

• Turning to face one   

another

• Discussion

Constraints:
• Screens at the front   

suggest lecture format

Feedback/critique:
• Limited space on 

desks

• Limited space for 

turning

• Lack of electric 

power points

• Wide room limits 

student grouping 

with small numbers

• No whiteboards

Affordances:

The relationship between 
the properties of an 
object or system and the 
user (Gibson, 1979)

Perceived affordances:

‘The designer cares more 
about what actions the 
user perceives to be 
possible than what is 
true.’ (Norman, 1988)

Constraints: 

Closely related to 
affordances, these signify 
what is not possible (e.g. 
the plug can only be 
inserted one way) 

Bad design:

When affordances 
and/or constraints give 
conflicting information 
about use

User-centred design

User-centred design was an idea first 

developed by Don Norman and expanded 

on in his book “The Design of Everyday 

Things” (1988). He argues that good design 

requires:

1) Simplification so that actions are 

intuitive;

2) The ideas underpinning design – how it 

works and results of actions are visible;

3) Accurate mapping between intended 

results and actions;

4) Understanding and exploitation of 

system constraints.

His later work also acknowledged the 

importance of aesthetics: “Attractive things 

work better.” (Norman, 2004)

Flipped classrooms: traditional 
lecture theatres do not easily 

afford collaborative work

Flipped classrooms: the lecturer 
can work with smaller groups 

Re engineering: This lecture 
theatre at the University  of 

Leeds has been redesigned to 
afford group interaction

This computer lecture theatre has 
been designed to constrain 

students’ use of screens – also the 
lecturer can see what the 

students are doing!

SCALE-UP active learning 
classroom at The University of 

Minnesota

A conceptual space offering 
different affordances (Rietveld 

et al, 2015) 

Other possible solutions

Some ideas from users

Task
Design an active 

learning space 

within the 

constraints of an 

existing lecture 

theatre (i.e. large 

room, raked floor… 

what does it need? 

what challenges 

arise?
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An example of space design


