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User Experience in Libraries

Modern library services can be incredibly complex. Much more so than their
forebears, modern librarians must grapple daily with questions of how best to
implement innovative new services, while also maintaining and updating the old.
The efforts undertaken are immense, but how best to evaluate their success?
In this groundbreaking new book from Routledge, library practitioners,
anthropologists, and design experts combine to advocate a new focus on User
Experience (or ‘UX’) research methods. Through a combination of theoretical
discussion and applied case studies, they argue that this ethnographic and humancentred design approach enables library professionals to gather rich evidencebased insights into what is really going on in their libraries, allowing them to look
beyond what library users say they do to what they actually do.
Edited by the team behind the international UX in Libraries conference, User
Experience in Libraries will ignite new interest in a rapidly emerging and gamechanging area of research. Clearly written and passionately argued, it is essential
reading for all library professionals and students of Library and Information
Science. It will also be welcomed by anthropologists and design professionals
working in related fields.
Andy Priestner manages Cambridge University’s pioneering FutureLib innovation
programme, employing user experience and design thinking to develop new library
services across the university. He is the founder of the UX in Libraries Conference
and provides training and consultancy on the subject to institutions across Europe.
Matt Borg was an academic librarian at Sheffield Hallam University for fourteen
years, during which time he was responsible for a new research-based approach to
user experience. He is now a Solutions Expert at ProQuest’s Ex Libris, where he
works to bring new technology to libraries across Europe, as well as a freelance
trainer in UX techniques.
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14 What makes an informal
learning space?
A case study from Sheffield
Hallam University
Bea Turpin, Deborah Harrop, Edward
Oyston, Maurice Teasdale, David Jenkin
and John McNamara
This case study will explore what makes an informal learning space. To do this we
will consider the evidence-based practice at Sheffield Hallam University and the
5-year redevelopment project which transformed learning centre spaces. Redevelopment projects are expensive, long-term investments, and you need to maximise
the chance of meeting current and future student needs and expectations. The
research underpinning this case study explored learner preferences within informal learning spaces. In the course of this chapter we will focus on the following
aspects: (1) the development of a robust research methodology and the creation
of a typology of learning space preference attributes; and (2) the translation and
implementation of research outcomes into practical design solutions which support
the preferences of learners and enhance the user experience.
There is no universally agreed definition of informal learning spaces, so we
elected to define them as ‘non-discipline specific spaces frequented by both staff
and students for self-directed learning activities’. These spaces can be within and
outside library spaces.
Sheffield Hallam University is based across two campuses. The larger campus is
located in the heart of Sheffield city centre, and the smaller campus is in the leafy
suburbs and is predominately a one-faculty campus. Both campuses offer near
equitable provision in terms of the types of informal learning spaces provided,
including learning centres, open access PC laboratories, catering outlets, cafés,
atrium spaces and hallway spaces. The architecture differs significantly between
the campuses, and both present benefits and challenges in equal measure.
All of the different types of on-campus informal learning spaces were part of our
research which commenced in late 2008 and, due to its scale, continued in tandem
with the early phases of the redevelopment project.

Research methodology
The catalyst for this robust, evidence-based research stemmed from a Learning
Centre department working group which looked at how the learning centres were
being used by students. This group comprised staff from the Learning Centre
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department, wider support services, including IT, and representation from the
Students’ Union. Investigation was also undertaken by way of visits to other
higher education institutions and feedback obtained from an ongoing learner
engagement strategy. In addition, the appointed architects, Alexi Marmot Associates (AMA), had prior experience in learning spaces research (AMA Alexi
Marmot Associates in association with Haa Design, 2006; JISC, 2006), and so
this was utilised and considered a meaningful factor when awarding the redevelopment contracts.
Data collection
The aim of our research was to investigate what makes successful higher education
informal learning spaces. Our objectives are summarised as follows:
to determine learners’ behaviours, attitudes and preferences in relation to
where, what, when, how and why they use informal learning spaces; and
to enable evidence-based decisions in the redevelopment of the learning centres and contribute to informal learning space design internally and externally.
The research used mixed mode methods, was longitudinal and broken down into
two distinct phases. In brief, Phase I included all Sheffield Hallam University
learning centre spaces, while Phase II looked at a stratified random sample of
non-learning centre, informal spaces. Both phases used identical methods and
were piloted.
The quantitative data, collected in the form of non-participant observational
sweeps, with predefined criteria recorded using a ‘five-bar gate’ tally, sought to
establish who, what, where and when, in relation to learners’ behaviours and activities in informal learning spaces. In Phase I, the observational sweeps were undertaken on three different dates during a 4-month period. Phase II was undertaken
1 year later and one date was selected. On each date, the sweeps were carried out
at four intervals throughout the day. The dates for the observational sweeps were
randomly selected within the 4-month period, which was chosen to cover peak
assignment hand-in dates and examination periods.
This research was followed up with qualitative data collection exercises
which included coordinate mapping (learners drawing on a map where they
had been or planned to go that day) or photographic mapping (learners taking photographs of preferred spaces based on a list of questions). Both exercises concluded with a 5- to 10-minute semi-structured interview which was
recorded. The qualitative research focused on why learners exhibited and held
particular informal learning space behaviours and attitudes, and in doing so
sought to ‘illuminate the people behind the numbers and put faces on the statistics’ (Patton, 2002, p. 10). Phase I generated 80 interviews (20 interviews
per qualitative exercise at each campus). Phase II generated 160 interviews (20
interviews per qualitative exercise, repeated twice at each campus). Combined,
this generated 240 interviews.
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Data collection was undertaken by ourselves and other colleagues from Sheffield Hallam University. (Some examples of the data collection templates used can
be found on the UX in Libraries website – see http://uxlib.org.)
In addition, we undertook a broad literature search to try to identify possible theoretical frameworks which underpin informal learning space design and
evaluation.
Data analysis
The quantitative data was transposed into Microsoft Excel and used to calculate the
maximum and mean usage of spaces and aspects such as percentage occupancy;
percentage of learners working in pairs; percentage working in groups; and size
of group. The results were also used to create a series of colour-coded maps. The
qualitative data was coded using a thematic, emergent coding scheme, as described
by Robson (2011, pp. 474–6). From the data, there surfaced a number of themes
which were important to our learners and therefore our spaces. Using this data,
we generated a typology (a system of classification) of learning space preference
attributes. The typology comprises nine attributes which are not hierarchical. The
typology is designed to inform evaluation and decision-making activities relating
to informal learning space design in higher education. These attributes, and a brief
description of each, are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Destination – where learners go to study;
Identity – the ethos of a space and how a learner feels it should be used;
Conversation – spaces for collaboration and interpersonal communication;
Community – support and a sense of common purpose which can be found
in shared learning spaces;
Retreat – privacy and sound levels;
Timely – just in time and on demand, planned study, short and long stay;
Human factors – ergonomics of study spaces and their physical attributes;
Resources – access, what and how resources are used;
Refreshments – food and drink.

For further details about the typology, see Harrop and Turpin (2013).
Rationale for methodology
Our decision to use quantitative non-participant observational sweeps was
informed by Roberts and Weaver’s (2007) research which evaluated the Learning Gateway at the University of Cumbria by exploring the interactions between
learners and their environments, and which sought to capture learners’ current and
future learning preferences.
The coordinate and photographic mapping exercises were designed to elucidate
why learners exhibited and held particular informal learning space behaviours
and attitudes, but were intended to be complementary and yield different types of
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responses. Our evaluation of Phase I revealed the qualitative ‘why’ aspect to be
the most complex question, and prompted us to repeat the qualitative exercises
twice in Phase II. This adaptive approach is referred to by Robson (2002, p. 87) as
a ‘flexible element’ in a research strategy.
The use of semi-structured interviews in both qualitative exercises was purposeful as we felt that this approach enabled participants to have more latitude in
response, whilst at the same time retaining focus.
The photographic mapping exercise was adapted from a study undertaken by
Nancy Fried Foster and Susan Gibbons at the University of Rochester in the US
(2007). In particular we selected it because Briden’s (2007) evaluation revealed
anecdotal evidence that the approach increased participation as learners found the
method more engaging. However, Briden also identified the time lapse between
learners taking photographs and the follow-up interview as problematic. Consequently, at Sheffield Hallam University, photographs and interviews followed on
immediately from one another and we accompanied the learner throughout the data
collection exercise. This approach had the added advantage of ensuring learners
did not take photographs of other learners without their permission. Overall, the
photographic mapping succeeded in providing a type of visual sociology as it
enabled participants to ‘move from the concrete (represented by the literal objects
in the image) to the socially abstract (what the objects in the photo mean to the
individual being interviewed)’ (Harper, 1984, p. 21).
The same study at the University of Rochester also used a near identical ‘mapping exercise’ (Clark, 2007), where learners were given maps of the campus and
asked to record where they went on one given weekday. This information was then
supplemented by interviews. To maximise the reliability of responses, learners
were only asked to comment on their movements on the day of the research. The
strategy was amended at Sheffield Hallam University to reduce the quantity of
descriptive data and shift the focus towards why learners were exhibiting particular
behaviours and attitudes.
Presenting the findings from our research was challenging, as was working
within time frames that allowed them to be easily fed into the redevelopment of the
learning centres. Of particular use was a 2008 study by Sheffield Hallam University
to evaluate a newly built learning centre space on level 4 of the Adsetts Learning
Centre, using what were called ‘research diaries’. A key lesson from the authors’
evaluation of their own research was that the use of verbatim student comments
provided a ‘powerful contribution to ongoing institutional initiatives’ (Aspden and
Thorpe, 2009, p. 1). In the context of our research, photographs and maps could
easily be shared with colleagues to offer a visual snapshot of learners’ behaviours
and attitudes. The option to readily integrate this information, alongside verbatim
student comments, was pivotal to our decision to use the typology described earlier.
Using a typology to present the findings enabled a collection of attributes to be
associated with learners’ informal learning space preferences. It also allowed indepth analysis and discussion of each attribute whilst still responding to the research
aim as a whole. Presently, we have identified one example (Beagle, 2004) of research
on informal learning spaces where a typology is used as a means to distinguish a
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learning commons from an information commons. Walton (2006) and Watson (2007)
use similar approaches, although their findings are organised into themes.
Once we had decided on our research methods, a research protocol was submitted to the Learning Centre department working group which looks at how the
learning centres are being used by students. Ethical approval was not required as
our research did not collect information of a personal or sensitive nature. Digital
signage and posters were displayed to make learners aware of the quantitative data
collection, and participants in the qualitative exercises were asked to complete a
consent form. All data collected was anonymised, and personal information from
the consent forms was kept confidential and separated from the research data.
Critique of methodology
The decision to use three data collection methods, with each having large sample
sizes, maximised opportunity for data triangulation and sought to achieve reliability
and validity. A consequence of this was the challenging quantity of data gathered
from the research. The volume of work could have been mitigated through extension of our research team; however there was concern that a larger team may not be
as effectual and the same depth of understanding of the data may not have resulted.
The five-bar gate tally, which was used as the instrument for the quantitative
data collection, was problematic because we were unable to tie spaces to the specific activities being undertaken at them. The research did not collect data during
overnight periods, so if learners’ preferences varied pre-10 a.m. and post-7 p.m.
sweeps and they did not report these preferences in the qualitative data collection exercises, then this information would not have been recorded. During data
collection exercises, we felt we were readily identified by learners as staff from
the Learning Centre department. This was despite not needing to interact with
participants during the quantitative data collection and not identifying ourselves
or making participants aware of the context of the study until the qualitative exercises had been completed. During the coordinate mapping exercise, the learner
was accompanied throughout the data collection exercise and the data was entered
onto the maps on the learner’s behalf, as the maps were internal documents and
not felt to be user friendly. It would have been possible to reduce the risk of the
‘Hawthorne effect’ (Payne and Payne, 2004, p. 108) – individuals modifying or
improving an aspect of their behaviour in response to their awareness of being
observed – by recruiting a data collection team not containing Sheffield Hallam
University staff. However, this would not have been financially viable. We also felt
that involvement in data collection made staff feel closer to the project and more
able to assimilate the findings.
As a case study, the findings are generalisable to learners at Sheffield Hallam
University during the time frames of the data collection. Whilst it is impossible to
assert that our findings are generalisable, or externally valid, outside of the context
of Sheffield Hallam University, our research adopts Denscombe’s (2003, p. 43)
stance that ‘the extent to which findings from the case study can be generalised to
other examples in the class depends on how far the case study is similar to others
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of its type.’ In this respect, generalisability could have been attained, as research
published about other higher education institutions’ informal learning spaces
cite elements comparable to our findings (e.g. Herbert, 1998; Elliot Burns, 2005;
Walton, 2006; Foster and Gibbons, 2007; Watson, 2007; Bryant, Matthews and
Walton, 2009; Dugdale, 2009; Lippman, 2010; Matthews, Andrews and Adams,
2011). Bassey (1981, p. 85) suggests ‘relatability’, as opposed to generalisability,
is of greater merit when reflecting on the research design and methods involved
in a case study. He goes on to say it is more important that an individual is able to
relate to an external case study and interpret the findings for their own decisionmaking purposes, rather than simply using research able to claim generalisability.
Advocating Bassey’s stance, our research at Sheffield Hallam University is valuable and is intended to strengthen dialogue with others involved in educational and
learning spaces research; but the applicability of the findings should be interpreted
at a localised level. Bassey concludes that any findings with relatability extend the
boundaries of knowledge and are therefore valid for educational research.

The learning centres redevelopment project
The project scope
The learning centres at Sheffield Hallam University provide access to physical
and electronic library resources, learning spaces for a range of study activities,
IT facilities and support for both library and IT services. Both locations include
café facilities, and food and drink are allowed throughout the buildings. All learning centre physical spaces were in the scope of the redevelopment except where
stated later.
The award-winning, purpose-built Adsetts Learning Centre is a seven-storey
building located in the city centre. It provides six levels of open-plan learning
spaces and a central atrium running through the middle of the building. The
entrance is on Level 4. Levels 2 through to 6 house the main printed library stock,
student learning spaces and support services. These were the areas in the scope of
the redevelopment project. Level 1 (comprising the stack), the Level 4 café area
and Level 7 (staff spaces) were not included.
The Collegiate Learning Centre is a smaller two-storey building, offering a
series of interconnected spaces which pull together new buildings and repurposed
environments. Both of the levels were part of the redevelopment project. The staff
workspaces were excluded.
The project also involved the reorganisation of printed materials and redevelopment of the help desks.
The project brief
The original learning centre model developed at Sheffield Hallam University was
driven by an educational philosophy which recognised that students learn best
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when they are actively engaged in learning and that they are more likely to succeed when they have the maximum number of choices as to how they engage in
learning. The breadth of opportunities provided for individual and collaborative
learning and the integrated approach to services and resource provision were what
made these learning centres distinctive when they were introduced in 1996. Their
approach was sector-leading and had largely stood the test of time since then, but
the purpose of the redevelopment project was to refresh and update the concept,
to accommodate evolving learning styles and preferences, as well as developments in information provision, within refurbished and reconfigured buildings.
Furthermore, as the number of formal and informal learning spaces across campus
was increasing, there was a recognition that the distinctive role of learning centres
needed to fit into a broader, coherent learning landscape. Above all, the project
aimed to ensure that the learning centres stayed true to the original brief described
by Bulpitt (1996) of creating a building that conveys the excitement of learning
and discovery to students.
As this project was a refurbishment of existing buildings, working sympathetically within the current architectural designs was essential, although
there was some scope to make limited structural changes. The project also
provided an opportunity to maintain and improve the environmental control
systems.
The project: a phased approach
The redevelopment was carried out over 4 years. The majority of the building work
took place in the quieter summer months, whereas the planning and design work
was undertaken during term time. Work started in 2010 with the conversion of a
relatively small area that was previously a staff workspace in the Adsetts Learning Centre into new learning spaces for students. This work also provided the
opportunity to introduce a new automated book return facility and a redesigned
and extended help desk. The project was completed in 2013 with the opening of
the newly redeveloped spaces at the Collegiate Learning Centre. The phases of the
project are shown in Figure 14.1.
The phased approach enabled the learning centre services and materials
to remain available throughout the project. Additional funding and resources
were required to move materials from areas being developed to open areas and
to provide alternative facilities when these were required. As far as possible,
work was undertaken outside of opening hours or at quiet times to mitigate
disturbance. This was feasible at this time because opening hours were more
restricted during vacations. Today the learning centres are open 24 hours a day,
365 days a year.
Having several phases proved to be fortuitous in providing opportunities to learn
from and build on the ideas implemented previously and to develop the project in a
dynamic way. It also enabled a deeper understanding of the results of the research
and allowed time for refinement and reflection.

Figure 14.1 Phases of learning centre redevelopment

• Collegiate Learning
Centre Redevelopment:
• Level 1 Meeting rooms
• Level 1 Group study
area

• Adsetts Learning
Centre Redevelopment
Phase 2:
• Level 2
• Level 3

• Adsetts Learning Centre
Redevelopment:
• Level 4 (ex-staff area)

• Collegiate Learning
Centre Redevelopment:
• Level 0 café and social
learning spaces

Phase 2: Summer
2011

Phase 1: Summer
2010
• Adsetts Learning Centre
Redevelopment
Phase 3:
• Level 4 (quiet study)
• Level 5
• Level 6

Phase 3: Summer
2012

• Collegiate Learning
Centre Redevelopment :
• Level 1 main areas
• Level 0 Computer labs

Phase 4: Summer
2013
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Translating learners’ needs into design
The challenge at Sheffield Hallam University was to weave the findings from the
learning spaces research into the Learning Centres Redevelopment Project, along
with the knowledge, experience and expertise of staff from AMA, the Learning
Centre department and the Estates department.
The designs for the learning centres evolved using a collaborative and dynamic
process and allowed many facets to be considered. There were two key areas to
consider: first, how to make the overall environment of the existing learning centre
buildings better suited to the students’ learning experience; and second, how to use
the learning spaces research and experience of those involved in the redevelopment project to devise new layouts and spaces within these buildings.
Improving the overall environment
At both learning centres, the approach was to return to the original building concept and to make more of the design features of the spaces. For example, in the
Adsetts Learning Centre, opening up the atrium allowed daylight to penetrate
further into the floors, while keeping enclosed rooms to the edges kept the central
areas free from restricted views. Improved circulation routes and aspects across
the levels resulted in the building being more navigable and welcoming, and was
a return to a clear planning arrangement associated with the original intent of the
Adsetts Learning Centre.
Improving the quality of light was a prime consideration as the design process
developed. A simple but important change was to paint the learning centre ceilings
white and install new low-energy light fittings to realise the full height and scale of
the spaces, giving the feeling of bigger, simpler and more pleasant environments.
This was supported by new controls for the lighting and the environmental systems.
Although there was much debate about how big the printed collections might be in
the future; currently access to the books remains important, so we decided to locate
the collections in the same place on each floor. This ensured easy access and localised study facilities. The floor loading was already sufficient to allow the books to be
located almost anywhere, and the design of the new lighting supported this concept
while allowing for replanning in the future without major changes being necessary.
Fundamental to all of the planning and design ideas was that the layouts and
services would not only suit the needs of the students now, but also seek to design
for the future. However, planning spaces suitable for an unknown longer-term
future is immensely hard, so we were particularly mindful of designing layouts
which could be recalibrated relatively easily, minimising the need for large-scale
works in the near future.
Planning and designing spaces at building, discrete
space and workspace level
The project considered the desired overall look and feel for the buildings, then
how discrete spaces could be created, and finally the design of each desk or study
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workspace. This layered approach to planning and designing spaces and how it
was supported by our research evidence is described next.
Learning spaces at the building level
The design of the learning centres’ study spaces needed to ensure that continued provision was made for learners to engage in different activities and to offer a range of
attractive environments meeting different preferences. How to provide these different
environments and the proportion of space allocated to each were key decisions in the
design process. Another overarching principle was to maintain or increase the number
of study spaces. The circulation spaces and footprint of the printed stock were also
considered, and a balance was reached that allowed for easy movement around the
building and access to printed resources while ensuring the desired number of spaces.
Learners expressed a preference for a variety of different learning spaces
depending on the task they were undertaking and the environment they found supportive. One key aspect was individual or collaborative study and the related issues
of sound and feel. Learners expressed preferences for quiet and silent individual
study environments; spaces for individual study in a more vibrant environment
which included stimulating background ‘buzz’ or opportunities for people-watching; and spaces which supported varying degrees of collaborative work. The quantitative arm of our research provided data on the numbers of learners studying
individually, in pairs and in groups of different sizes. Learners were also observed
undertaking individual work alongside colleagues and friends, which we termed
‘working alongside’. The redeveloped spaces were therefore designed to support
individual study in silent, quiet and vibrant environments and learners working
alongside colleagues, working in pairs and working in groups of various sizes.
The research data also highlighted the spaces prior to the redevelopment that were
heavily utilised and those which were underutilised. Alongside evidence from
space booking statistics, this data contributed to decisions about the proportion of
space allocated to each of the different types of environment.
In both learning centres, bookable spaces and open access spaces are now provided, supporting learner preferences for planned study, on-demand study and
studying for long periods. Quick access areas near the entrances and printers support the need for short-stay, just-in-time learning activities. The proportion of
bookable spaces and open access spaces varies depending on the type of space
and the expected levels of demand. For example, meeting rooms are in very high
demand, so the majority of these are bookable. In contrast, while some individual
silent study spaces are available to book, many are open access.
Having decided on the types of environments required and the proportion of
each, the areas of the buildings in which these could be most effectively located
were considered.
Discrete spaces within buildings
The experience of our learning centre staff was that it was difficult, if not impossible,
to provide a functioning quiet or silent area that was not clearly separated from the
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collaborative spaces and circulation areas. Prior to the redevelopment project, quiet
and silent spaces, particularly in the open-plan Adsetts Learning Centre, were not
separated from other spaces and were therefore ineffective, and so improving this
situation was one of the aims of the project. The open-plan nature of the Adsetts
Learning Centre also resulted in large spaces with no clear identity, where there was
little privacy, sound travelled, and circulation routes were unclear. Whilst wanting to
keep the spaces as open as possible and provide good lines of sight and natural light,
our solution to all these issues was to create discrete spaces, thus providing effective,
functioning and attractive areas for the different types of spaces within the buildings.
This was supported by our research which indicated that spaces should have a clear
identity, a purpose conveyed by the design, and should live up to learner expectations.
The different levels of the buildings were an obvious option for creating discrete
spaces. In the Collegiate Learning Centre, floor levels are divided into smaller
areas and rooms, offering a ready-made option in most cases. The open-plan nature
of the Adsetts Learning Centre presented more of a challenge. To address this,
ceiling-height glass walls were used to create discrete spaces for silent areas, quiet
areas and group meeting rooms, and to differentiate the main bookable areas from
open access areas. Lower height half walls (160 cm high) now break up what were
previously large open-plan areas. These also double as whiteboards and places to
mount large LCD screens for use by groups of learners. Wooden acoustic walls
perform a similar function, providing a barrier to sound and creating discrete learning spaces and, in one instance, a room housing a special collection of print materials. These also provide an attractive design feature; in one location it includes
a video wall displaying student work and in another, built-in display cabinets for
exhibiting art. Figure 14.2 shows an outline plan of Level 2 of the Adsetts Learning

Figure 14.2 Adsetts Learning Centre Level 2 learning spaces showing the additional walls
and half walls
Note: Previously walled areas around the perimeters are shaded.
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Centre. New ceiling-height glass walls separate the silent study spaces from the
quiet area and protect them from the stairs and circulation routes. Half walls and
acoustic walls are also used to differentiate spaces and create smaller areas with
a more defined feel.
In addition, mobile transparent screens are offered in some areas and further
enable learners to create their own discrete spaces.
Desks and study spaces: supporting a range of preferences
One of the key findings from our research was that learners have their own list of
preferences and requirements. This applies at the desk and study space level as
well as at the more macro level of where to study and preferred environment. To
cater for these preferences, a variety of study spaces supporting different activities and preferences are provided. While offering these choices, the look and feel
of the overall design has been maintained by using consistent styles of furniture
and colour palettes. Examples of study spaces are shown in Figure 14.3 which
depicts the furniture layout in part of Level 5 in the Adsetts Learning Centre. This
illustrates different shapes, sizes and orientations of tables and desks in an area
designed for learners working in small groups or alongside colleagues. Where
individual spaces are co-located in a collaborative environment, a range of spaces
suitable for working together or in proximity is available. For group work, booths
and round tables of various sizes are available to accommodate groups of different sizes.
Further variety in the spaces is provided through chairs of different designs:
formal task chairs; relaxed, softer seating; and chairs with and without arms. The
vast majority of these desks and chairs are the standard height for a workstation.
There is a small number of low-level coffee tables with accompanying seating in
waiting and meeting areas on Level 4. This type of furniture was seen to be underutilised in the research findings, and therefore very limited numbers were included
in the redevelopment project.
One of the outcomes of our research was that in spite of the explosion in mobile
devices, many learners still expressed a preference for using a fixed PC. The quantitative research corroborated this, showing that spaces with PCs were heavily utilised. The number of spaces with PCs was therefore maintained and in fact slightly
increased as part of the project. However, it was clear that laptops and other mobile
devices were also being used and were likely to increase in popularity, so spaces
without fixed PCs were also provided. These spaces could be used by learners
preferring to work with their own devices or with Learning Centre laptops. Some
learners expressed a preference for working with papers and books and for space to
spread out, and were observed working with a large number of papers or creating
large pieces of work such as posters. The desks and tables without PCs also cater
to those wishing to undertake this type of activity.
In spaces designed for group work, some are equipped with a PC and a large
wall-mounted LCD screen, while others have two fixed PCs. Our research showed
that, prior to redevelopment, spaces without power were very underutilised, and

Figure 14.3 Furniture plan of part of Level 5 of the Adsetts Learning Centre
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so now every space has easy access to a power socket which is either mounted on
the desk or located on an adjacent wall or power pole. Desktop power is provided
on desks both with and without fixed IT equipment, thus supporting learners wishing to use a PC in conjunction with mobile devices, as well as allowing for the
removal of the fixed IT equipment if mobile devices become the preferred choice
in the future.
Many learners expressed a preference for not being disturbed, not disturbing
others and not being overlooked. While this preference partly related to sound
levels, it also related to privacy. Different levels of privacy are achieved through
desks and study places situated behind walls or screens in discrete areas and in
locations ranging from out-of-the-way corners to higher traffic areas. Between
study spaces, desk-mounted screens of heights between 20 cm and 70 cm also
provide different levels of privacy. There are some spaces without desk-mounted
screens to facilitate and encourage collaboration. Personal safety was also a
key consideration, and so whilst more private spaces were provided, care was
taken to ensure that they were visible from the main circulation areas – something judged to be particularly important at night when the buildings are less
populated.
The design aimed to provide comfortable, functional and attractive study spaces
that did not appear too densely populated and offered sufficient space for learners’ needs. The space allocation was one of the key factors in achieving this. Our
research demonstrated that learners often use IT and other resources in conjunction, and refreshments and personal belongings are also evident in their learning
spaces. During the observational sweeps, it was noted that existing individual
desks were too small for all of these possessions to be accommodated comfortably,
and so such desks are now a minimum of 110 cm wide and are in many cases wider,
providing a more generous allocation without reducing the number of learning
spaces. In addition, fixed PCs, where present, are mounted underneath the desks
to liberate more space on the desktops. Apportioning a similar allowance for each
person in a group work setting would however create tables that would be too
big to facilitate collaboration. This principle was therefore only applied to spaces
intended for individual study.
Another key preference that the project sought to address was that natural
light and ambient, well-lit spaces were important to many learners. The layout of
workspaces was therefore designed to make use of natural light, to provide views
across the space and to the outside, and to avoid blocking light from windows and
other light sources. Brightness was also considered in the furniture selection, and
resulted in the purchase of white desks and tables, light-coloured desk-mounted
screens between desks, and chairs with mesh backs that allow light through. New
internal walls were painted white to reflect light or constructed from glass to allow
light to permeate deeper into the spaces. The overall brightness of the learning
centres was enhanced through using accent colours of green, orange and blue,
reflected in feature walls, large signage and the soft furniture. (Photographs and
commentary illustrating the aforementioned aspects of the project can be found
on the UX in Libraries website – see http://uxlib.org.)
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Typology checklist
In constructing our typology of learning space preference attributes, we aimed to
contribute to the dialogue about learning spaces by suggesting that when designing
such informal spaces our nine non-hierarchical attributes should be considered. It
was also clear that it would be useful to extend the practical usability of the typology by adding a checklist. In part this was driven by the questions we asked ourselves during the design process and recognition that communicating the findings
was challenging, and that this may be a way to facilitate this. It is envisaged that
the typology and checklist could be used to support future redevelopment projects
at Sheffield Hallam University. Furthermore, it is hoped that this tool could be used
at other higher education institutions; however, at present it is not known if they
are truly transferable. The checklist is presented in Table 14.1.
Table 14.1 Typology checklist
Attribute

Checklist

Destination
where learners go to
study

• What will be the purpose of the space?
• Which learning preferences will it support?
• How will the space fit with other spaces available to the
learner?
• Is the space in a convenient location for the proposed
purpose?
• How should the space ‘feel’?
• Does the space need multiple identities for different
learners, times of the year, etc.?
• How will the feel and purpose of the space be
communicated?
• How will the identity of the space be maintained?
• Will learners be able to create their own space, for example
by reconfiguring the furniture?
• Is the space for collaborative learning?
• How will collaborative learning be encouraged and
facilitated by the space?
• How will interpersonal communication be encouraged?
• How will the space accommodate different group sizes?
• How will social interactions be encouraged?
• How will the space enable learners to support one another
and/or take a break together?
• How will the space have a sense of common purpose and
offer a shared motivational environment?
• Will the space engender ‘working alongside’?
• How will privacy be taken into consideration, for example
not being overlooked or overheard?
• Do personal spaces need to be clearly delineated?
• How will learners avoid disturbing others or being
disturbed?

Identity
the ethos of a space and
how a learner feels it
should be used

Conversation
spaces for collaboration
and interpersonal
communication
Community
support and a sense of
common purpose which
can be found in shared
learning spaces
Retreat
privacy and sound
levels

(Continued )
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Table 14.1 (Continued)
Attribute

Checklist

Timely
just in time and on
demand

• How will the space support learners undertaking quick
tasks, for example printing out an assignment near to a
deadline?
• How will the space support learners studying for extended
periods?
• Do learners need to plan to use the space in advance, for
example through booking, and/or will there be open access
provision?
• How will ergonomic and physical factors be considered?
Factors include lighting/natural light, outdoor spaces,
temperature, sound, desk sizes, seating and accessibility.

Human Factors
ergonomics of study
spaces and their
physical attributes
Resources
access, what and how
resources are used

Refreshments
food and drink

• What fixed technology needs to be provided – PCs, Macs,
software, printers, large screens, etc.?
• Will laptops and other mobile devices be provided and
infrastructure available to support these and/or learners’
own devices?
• Will it be possible to use fixed devices, mobile devices and
other resources in tandem?
• Will support from staff be provided?
• Is access to print resources required?
• What types of food and drink will be available for purchase
through any outlet and/or self-service vending?
• Will food and drink be welcomed everywhere?
• Should any catering space support learning and how will it
do this?

Conclusion
The research which informed the redevelopment of the learning centres at Sheffield Hallam University was derived from a multifaceted, lengthy data collection
and analysis process. In choosing this route, our intention was to provide a strong
evidence base which sought to be methodologically robust whilst also offering
insights which could be translated into practical learning space design. In this case
study, we have explained how we have applied the findings and resultant typology
within the context of the redevelopment of the learning centres. The research findings were crucial in providing valuable information to inform the redevelopment
project and the creation of the typology of learning space preference attributes
enabled us to achieve the aim and objectives of the research.
Moving forward, our learners’ behaviours, attitudes and preferences will evolve
and our buildings need to stay in step with this. In response, Sheffield Hallam University has introduced learning spaces groups focusing on research, implementation
and strategic University vision. These groups are considering the interrelationship
of spaces across the University and the blurring of informal and formal spaces. A
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team approach involving research, planning, design, estates and management will
help ensure the University gets the facilities it needs, and the learners the spaces
they deserve. Our approach is to be on the side of both the users and the building. To
get them both working well together over time, using an evidence-based approach,
is critical to bringing these long-term benefits to the University and its students.
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