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Abstract
This paper explores the effect teaching in a ‘creative space’ has on students’ engagement with the learning process, their motivation to explore, experience and discover (i.e. to be creative), and on them becoming more active, autonomous learners.  The presentation will examine the notion of creative space, how it has been made a reality as part of the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning at the University of Bedfordshire, how it differs from teaching and learning in a typical classroom environment and the impact it has on students and staff.
Socio-economic changes affecting Higher Education are having a considerable impact on the nature of the curriculum and the way in which teaching is carried out.  The student body is becoming increasingly diverse and a greater premium is being attached to the development of so called higher order skills such as creativity.  This is being further affected by an increase in the use of advanced technology.  Furthermore, our greater understanding of the teaching-learning relationship with the lecturer’s role becoming increasingly one of a facilitator of the learning process also increases interest in exploring innovative and stimulating practices to meet the needs of diverse groups of students.  

Staff, students, technology and the curriculum come together in the physical environment and the way in which it is configured (see, for example, ‘Spaces for Learning’ – a research report prepared for the Scottish Funding Council). A literature review (Alexi Marmont Associates, 2005; Goodall, R., 2003; Learning and Skills Council, 2005; JISC, 2006) indicates that the physical environment is one of the important aspects of learning, especially in learning by doing, creativity problem solving and reflective practice. Creative space can give a sense of surprise and challenge, and the switch from ‘ordinary’ teaching may influence students’ attention, motivation to learn and their way of thinking. It also supports the notion of playfulness and fun as essential factors in innovative and creative thinking (De Bono, E., 1986). Offering both advanced technology and a place with its own unique atmosphere, a creative space can be an environment which invites social interactions, enhances group work and stimulates the free flow of thoughts (especially with the use of specialist brainstorming software such as FacilitatePro which allows complete anonymity).  

It is not an easy task to measure the effectiveness of any learning space as there are many variables: teacher style, learning techniques, the method of delivery, etc. This presentation will report on the initial findings of using such a space in a variety of subjects in an attempt to make a difference to students’ learning and their creative capacity
Keywords: Creative space (‘C-space’), creativity, motivation, students’ experience.

Use of Creative Space in Enhancing Students’ Engagement
Overview

This paper concentrates on the notion of ‘creative space’ and its different uses in a Higher Education environment. The C-space (Creative space) is one of the professional spaces in “Bridges” - the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) at the University of Bedfordshire. There are seventy four CETLs  in the UK, which are Higher Education Funding Council  for England (Hefce) funded national initiatives. Each Centre has a leading theme, and Bridges’ is to support Personal, Career, and Professional Development of undergraduate students. The name “Bridges” is not accidental (picture 1) as the centre aims to bridge the gap between students’ learning experiences and the world beyond university, smoothing transitions into the workplace and opening opportunities.

The relationship between learning and space is central to “Bridges” and it has its own professional working environment comprising three different learning spaces: 

· The S-space (Social Learning Space) – designed to enhance learner engagement in a relaxed setting (pictures 2,3,4)

· The F-space (Formal Space) – a ‘boardroom’ which may be used for seminars and small-scale lectures and includes a range of technologies to support learning (picture 5)

· The C-space (Creative Space) – designed to free teachers and learners from constraints of the traditional classroom. The facilities include surrounding white, writable walls, laptops with specialised networking software (FacilitatePro) for brainstorming and other activities (pictures 6,7,8,9).

This paper will concentrate on evaluating the impact of working in the C-space as a core element of Bridges Learning Space (BLS). However, Innovation Labs  (iLabs) like this, need to be complemented by similarly attractive, welcoming environments which provide opportunities for social interactions and cooperative learning. Therefore the role of the other two spaces and their relationship to the C-space should not be underestimated, but is beyond the scope of this paper.

The idea of developing the Innovation Lab derived from the notion that delivering an applied curriculum in the context of an institution committed to widening participation and employability required an alternative approach to teaching other than merely traditional lectures and seminars. Furthermore the development of virtual learning environments further supports a move away from a didactic approach to curriculum delivery. Employers value higher order problem solving, creativity, and critical thinking skills that undergraduates need to develop. The learning environment and the way in which it is used can have a significant impact. Investigations and visits to similar resources which suggested that designing a creative environment could be of high value for the University, its staff and students. The capital funding for the CETL was used to create a small, model environment, and the Bridges Learning Space was formally launched on the 16th March 2006. In effect the operation of the Centre and its creative space is an experimental initiative and therefore all the findings discussed in this paper need to be treated as initial ones.

The notion of the C-space

According to Ruth Goodall (2003, p. 1) the iLab concept has three components:

· “A dedicated space (at a minimum a single room) that in no way resembles normal working conditions. The features which characterise it are privacy, multiple media for working, including whiteboard walls and technology to capture thoughts and ideas, and a distinctive design of layout and decoration.

· Co-operative ways of working which encourage the contribution of all. This includes computer-assisted collaborative working tools, such as anonymous brainstorming software, and the use of a variety of facilitation techniques to stimulate and capture this contribution. Such tools have the additional benefit of relieving the group of the need to stop and write up as they go – both ideas and plans are captured in the process of working.
· Facilitation techniques to stimulate open, creative thinking, and to lead the group in focusing and extracting useable outcomes from this thinking. ‘What might happen, what might we do?’ is combined with ‘How could we bring this into action and reality?’”

Traditionally iLabs have been used in the business world to support problem solving of strategic thinking. Bridges was keen to explore its use in a teaching context across a wide range of subjects and academic levels. In this context the academic leading the session becomes more of a facilitator of the learning process rather than the resident expert.

Goodall argues that the composition of these three elements is essential and helps the integration of ideas into real planning and problem solving. She also underlines that frequent encounters with the iLab environment can “encourage participants to try different starting points and to ask different kinds of questions … [and] … adopt the ‘habit of innovation’.” (op.cit. p. 1)
This may be important for teams constantly working on finding new solutions, creating new products, and so forth or facilitators who need to be familiarised with innovation techniques. In the educational context, however (as discussed further), it is important not to overuse the environment as its key feature is the sense of novelty and surprise, which can serve as an excellent factor in alerting students, “keeping them onboard”, and motivated. Certainly, the space with its advanced technology is an excellent tool and as such, as one of my informants stated, “it’s a great aid to teaching – [but] it’s the teaching which has the impact” (interviewee 11)
. Therefore, dedicated and conscious teaching, supported by appropriate facilitation techniques and a variety of tasks to suit different learning styles should enhance students learning and the development of their independent critical thinking capacities. One of the facilitation aids available is the anonymous, collaborative software- FacilitatePro (www.facilitate.com) designed to assist in brainstorming, idea generation, organisation, prioritisation, and decision making processes.  The software is being used in the C-space with increasing frequency and is gaining popularity both among students and staff members. One of the student respondents explained that “(…) due to it being anonymous (…) you can think less about how to word things and what should go up and spend more time thinking about the topic.” (S6) and many others responded enthusiastically to the software, praising anonymity, freedom of speech and ability to overcome fears of misunderstanding, embarrassment, criticism or evaluation. As one of the lecturers who frequently uses FacilitatePro stated “it is useful for extracting opinions on personal or embarrassing issues where students would otherwise be reluctant to speak out. Also good for gaining consensus and making decisions via the voting mechanisms” (19). Moreover, it seems to be a good medium for communication for non-native students for whom formulating ideas in a language foreign to them takes longer and who are often disadvantaged in oral thoughts work, as well as for those coming from cultures which do not value oral debates as much as most Western countries do.  

The future aim of the Bridges Learning Space is to support academic staff in their development of facilitation skills in order to help them use the space to its potential and the students’ advantage. 

Since its opening the CETL has been gradually attracting more and more attention and is now extensively utilised – although not always for teaching. However, there is still more work to be done in the area of promotion and staff training in order to “see it in full operation” as another interviewee states (5). She also felt that the C-space “is a fantastic space  and (…) the whole concept and look is inspiring and [she] loves it”. The key question though is not whether working in such an environment is enjoyable but whether it enhances, or changes, the learning. 

The sample and data gathering

The C-space, just as other spaces in the CETL is open to university staff (both academic and support), educational and non-educational partners as well as external users. However, the CETL’s efforts concentrate on encouraging the university’s academic staff to use the C-space in a creative and inspiring way with their students and other lifelong learners. In order to achieve this aim, the CETL team welcome various initiatives, not just teaching activities, and encourage experimentation to increase facilitators’ interest in the C-space. Initially the CETL team, its fellows, and associates led a range of open days, workshops, training sessions, presentations and forward planning sessions, which increasingly encouraged others to use the C-space for their own purposes and with different participants. 

The data gathered during the initial stage of operation comprises samples of various groups to represent the variety of participants and includes:

· The first users’ academic and non-academic staff sample (19 responses, coded by numbers), including managers, heads of departments, programme co-ordinators, careers staff, student support workers (from the chaplaincy and student advisory centre), lecturers and the CETL team. This group comprises many frequent users, who explore and experiment with different uses of the C-space and become more and more confident facilitators in the flexible learning environment.

· New staff (mostly academic with a few support staff members) after their first exposure to the CETL spaces (24 responses, coded as NS).
· Students who used the C-space in the short period of time between the opening and the summer break (7 responses, coded as S and number).
· Students from Computing and Information Systems (CIS) department (1st year students, 11 responses, coded as CIS).
· Students from CIS department (2nd year students, 4 responses, coded as CIS)

Both computing students groups participated in their sessions in the C-space for the first time in September 2006.

· Research students (PhD, MRes, and others) from a variety of research institutes (17 responses, coded as R).
The whole 83-respondent-sample therefore comprises 43 staff responses and 39 student responses, although some of the students are also university employees working on a variety of projects as well as undertaking some teaching.

The first users’ academic and non-academic staff responses were gathered through a survey sent by e-mail (the individual interviewees’ responses are referred to in this paper through numbers in brackets) and personally directed towards individuals to increase the response rate. The rest of the participants’ responses were gathered immediately after an event by means of FacilitatePro. Therefore these answers are anonymous and collective and cannot be traced by person. The statements obtained via FacilitatePro are cited exactly as they were produced, without any amendment. The questions asked in the short surveys were open ended and covered the topics of:

· perceived influence on user experience

· possible uses for the C-space

· perceived differences in teaching and learning in the C-space (as opposed to an ‘ordinary’ classroom).

The wording of questions was altered slightly to accommodate students’ and staff experiences. The participants were also invited to share their views on any other aspect of their experience in the C-space.

More in-depth, follow-up interviews are scheduled for the future in order to capture and explore further opinions of the first time users. 

The initial findings

The findings are generally positive: the C-space is seen both by staff and students as a superb space in terms of:

· aesthetics - described as “clean, nicely furnished/ decorated -  and doesn’t feel like classroom” (3), “better space than most of our other teaching spaces and something different” (9), “air conditioned” (11), “unique environment, modern + efficient” (S2), “warm (…), comfy, well equipped (…)” (R), “presentable” (3)

· its unique atmosphere - “it is a positive experience in an informal environment” (R), “the room influences creative thinking” (CIS), “more open in that interaction is possible. Meaning a much more enjoyable time” (CIS), “much more personal less bookish/boring makes me feel open to comment honestly” (CIS),  “it’s a DIFFERENT experience! The way the walls can be written on, the technological equipments available and the round tables make it a creative space indeed! I am sure that it can enhance student’s learning experience” (NS), “C-space can have potentially a huge impact on Students Experience in that many classrooms do not have the kind of environment that can facilitate creative thinking and expression. I like the idea that a lot of it can be anonymous as many will hold back for fear of being laughed at etc.” (NS), “more intimate environment than the traditional classroom setting” (NS), “add excitement and a new perspective to delivering education” (NS), “more conducive to learning, stimulating (S1), “it keeps you amused and awake! Two things very necessary to create a good learning experience” (S2), “(…) take them out of the confines of having knowledge imparted to actually contributing to the learning process themselves” (10).

· a range of uses - most of the respondents mentioned that the space is excellent for group discussions, seminars, tutorials, team work, workshops and training sessions. Many of them underlined the opportunity of involving students in creative thinking, problem solving, planning for the future and presenting their ideas, especially with the use of writable whiteboard and anonymous software FacilitatePro. Some of the representative ideas for use include:  “design new game ideas, like characters, weapons, cars, etc.” (CIS),  “while in the designing stage of a game” (CIS), “I think the c-space is most useful in the brainstorming and first part of planning and also in evaluating (especially being able to do it anonymously)” (S6),  “for developing skills and understanding related to PDP, career development and employability” (17), just to cite a few.

The few negative comments referred to the lack of natural light and air (“I find the actual room a little bit compressive because it is underground with limited natural light”), the temperature and the size of the groups that the space can accommodate (6, tables, 24 laptops). However, the space was designed to ensure a confidential atmosphere, with minimum external distractions due to its detached location, which was a priority for many of the lecturer respondents. Both the location and the facilities, according to many respondents, helped students focus their minds, stay alert, and encouraged creative thinking and reflection. The space is air-conditioned and needs to be adjusted to participants needs. The size of the audience, however, is flexible only up to some point, when the use of IT is not essential. It was designed to accommodate fairly small groups to ensure effective communication, interaction and create a sense of intimacy within a group, maintaining a professional image at the same time (“Problem is can’t fit many in so would have to run multiple sessions which would be very time hungry but I can see the room has to be this size to keep the student : staff ratio good” (NS)). 

Many of the users raised the way in which the space improved the university’s professional image, as well as respect and value, as important elements of both student and staff experience. Such perceptions are expressed by the comments below:

“certainly their experience of using the C-space helps improve [students] impression of the university. Some students asked for more visits!” (18), “(…) it is modern and feels like the space should be respected which in turn I feel makes the student feel like we are respecting them and that their learning matters to us” (12), “(…) it makes the students valued by taking them there as it is new and important looking” (8), “treated as an adult and so it works two ways and so we begin to grow as an individual” (CIS), “It also makes what you are working on feel more important and their for [therefore] deserves more effort” (S6), “will no doubt improve the perceived quality of the learning experience for the students, by allowing better flexibility and interactivity, as well as technology” (NS).

The physical environment, as literature review indicates (Alexi Marmont Associates, 2005; JISC, 2006; Learning and Skills Council, 2005), is one of the important aspects of learning. With the increasingly diverse student body and fast socio-economic changes affecting every aspect of life, including the way we teach and learn, there is a growing need to provide spaces that satisfy various needs, accommodate different learning styles, influence students’ attention, motivation to learn, and their way of thinking. Students need to become more active, self-directed, autonomous learners, responsible for the development of their knowledge and skills. Teachers, on the other hand, become partners, facilitators and often co-learners in a lifelong learning process. One of the informants recognises the space as “a very challenging [one] because it changes the perspective of teaching. No more a “distant” lecturer, but a mentor who is part of the system in a continuous and dynamic feedback loop of learning” (NS). Students also recognise the changing dynamics of the teaching-learning relationship and expect more such blended learning approaches. The C-space bridges the gap between a traditional classroom, often ill-suited for modern learning purposes, and the space required by the “new” kind of learners. “It gives the impression that everyone is teaching as well as learning, (which is true), the way it is set up gives a degree of equality between the participants” (R). 
Interactivity and the ability to work at participants’ own pace is another highly appreciated feature. With the use of technology, writable walls and multimedia, the students are able to focus and ponder on particular things that interest them and later discuss the issues with others. As one of the students underlined, the space gives “a chance to share views anonymously yet still be able to have a conversation and spark of each other” (S6). The students expressed also their feeling of increased participation, inclusion and involvement as important elements of their experience in the space. There seems to be a strong connection between these elements and the perceived feeling of freedom of speech, relaxed atmosphere, and enhanced group work experience. Another important feature emerging from the students’ views is the feeling of safety, which help them overcome their fears of being judged, criticised, laughed at or not knowing the right answer (“it gives you freedom to write whatever you are feeling at the time, and not be pressured to always thinking if you are giving a good or bad answer”(CIS), “(…) easier to contribute ideas or views that are a less conventional (…)” (S6), “they can feel free to speak out what they want to say and not feel embarrassed” (R)). Moreover, there is also a perception that “’ordinary’ classrooms are totally uninvolving and (…) students ‘fall asleep’ and go out of the classroom without having learnt much” (R). Some students mentioned that the space is good for “learning new useful skills”, “(…) new skills that are not to do with the main units” (CIS), which seem to match staff thoughts on the use of space for Personal Development Planning modules and extra curricula activities, which introduce students to new ideas, skills and learning tools, like, for example, practising interview skills during assessment centres.

Two most distinctive, enthusiastically welcomed features of the C-space are the whiteboard, which provides the users with a convenient, fast, efficient way of capturing their ideas and the anonymous, brainstorming software. The writable wall also adds additional aspects of fun, humour and playfulness, which according to many authors (De Bono, E., 1986; Michalko, M., 2006) are essential in developing innovative and creative thinking and problem solving skills. 

People have always tried to express and exhibit their ideas in a ‘visible’ form of wall writing (graffiti, children’ early drawings, slogans in public places) and therefore, it is not surprising that the C-space users responded positively to opportunities of wall writing: “you can write on the walls and not get fined!” (CIS), “love the way you can write on the wall!” (NS), and expressed many similar comments. Moreover, some participants pointed out other aspects, such as group dynamics, inclusiveness active participation, creativity and ease of discussion, just to name a few:

· “Helps to get students engaged actively. Classroom discussions tend to be dominated by a minority of students. This activity gets everyone involved. Standing up changes the dynamic of the situation. Good also for building up a process – eg draw a representation of your proposed project. Then a bit later after a discussion go back to your drawing and write reflective comments (about any changes that may be needed)” (19),

· “[Whiteboard] introduces the students to the concept that problem solving and creativity can come together to use the left and right hemispheres of the brain. The space is (I think) a bit like a place where you could envisage “Zen meditation” taking place – to creatively free the mind to make connections that help facilitate creative solutions and learning” (15),

· “Active participation is the key – wall drawing/ writing and engagement with Facilitate make the learning experience much more engaging across the class – likely to make students want more of this kind of learning opportunity.” (8).

Increased creativity, problem solving, and various thinking skills are the themes emerging from all the answers given by the participants and facilitators who believe that taking part in activities delivered in the C-space help them become more creative, productive, and open to novelty. The C-space gives more room for exploration, experiencing, and experimentation than a traditionally set classroom as it is easy to brainstorm, vote, re-evaluate ideas, reflect, work on solutions in a flexible, open to re-arrangements way. Some of the respondents noticed that the very experience of being in such a different place make them “become different people” (CIS), try things that they would not otherwise attempt, “liberate them from inhibitions” (19), and it also “[allows them to] see a lot about people through various creative tasks… one of which is of course drawing” (CIS). This, in turn, gives the lecturers an opportunity to get to know their students much better, learn about their ideas, problems, styles of learning, see them in another light, and create the atmosphere of intimacy, which is lost due to the limited amount of contact hours in contemporary teaching. One of the researchers saw the space as “(…) an informal environment, where we all feel more creative, more open to sharing our problems, our opinions, experiences etc. It is known that the more comfortable one feels the more likely they are to respond and think creatively” (R). Therefore, the space is often perceived as bridging the gap between the lecturers and the students, creating the sense of a common, shared direction, and providing a platform for open, honest discussions with “teacher-learner formality significantly reduced” (7).

Another, important issue raised by many informants is the opportunity to accommodate various learning and teaching styles, which “allows (…) to use an alternative range of strategies with students” (NS). “Students can experience a greater variety of T&L methods – especially those that lend themselves to the development of practical skills (…)” (17). Moreover, some students found the space particularly well-suited for their needs to express themselves in a variety of ways and, as one of the students stated, “it provides for people who have different learning and working styles to the norm” (S6). A dyslexic said she “found that this room meets [her] style of working better. (…) if things are bright, colour and big it really helps.” 

Summary

The responses analysed show clearly that the visual and aesthetical aspects together with the unique technology, writable walls and flexible layout are among the biggest strengths of the space, which “has a ‘learning ambience’ and offers an opportunity to practise professional conduct” (17).

The most commonly used adjectives throughout all the responses - such as: creative, positive, interactive, enjoyable, exciting, flexible, productive, engaging, involving, encouraging, inspiring, stimulating, fresh, functional, comfortable, relaxing, informal, personal, active - create a very positive and cohesive view of the C-space, perceived as an excellent space for learning in a more unconventional way. The enthusiasm and excitement expressed especially by the student informants is promising and seems to confirm the CETL’s expectation that the C-space could have a positive influence on the students’ experience and their engagement with learning processes. However, to find the best uses of the C-space and other CETL spaces more in-depth analysis need to be conducted in the future. At the moment the Centre is still at an initial stage of operation, working towards encouraging lecturers to use the spaces creatively and interactively, and exploring the opportunities. Facilitation training needs have been identified and will be responded to as a part of the CETL’s ongoing efforts towards achieving excellence in teaching and learning.
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Picture 1: Bridges
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	Pictures: 2, 3, 4 Social Learning Space (S-space)
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Picture 4: Social space (S-space)
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Picture 5: Formal space (F-space)
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Picture 6, 7, 8 : Creative space (C-space)
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Picture 9: Writable wall
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