
introduction 

One of the outcomes of the pandemic has 
been the rapid adoption of school-based 
technology in a compressed period of time. 
Most students now have mobile devices, and 
schools have been teaching in a rotation of 
remote, in-person, and hybrid learning 
models. The infusion of technology and the 
experience of more flexible learning models 
has district administrators planning to 
permanently implement blended learning 
moving forward—blending the best of online 
and face-to-face instruction.

The massive disruption of schools has led to 
innovation and adoption of new teaching 
strategies and tools. For most districts, the 
future of K–12 will also include a virtual 
learning academy to accommodate the 
students who thrived in a virtual setting. 
Supporting flexible learning models will 
outlast the pandemic.

Equipping students with mobile devices, 
connectivity access, and more robust digital 
learning resources have significantly 
impacted instruction and learning. Increasing 
levels of technology have made the 
traditional arrangement of desks and 
front-of-the-classroom focus unnecessary. 
What is being created in its place are 
dynamic, flexible, and mobile learning spaces 
that support student-centered teaching, 
collaboration, and engagement.

Flexible learning environments 
boost student engagement

There is a clear shift from traditional 
pedagogy to a focus on creativity, 
collaboration, critical thinking, and 
communication. These and other skills, such 

as computational thinking, growth mindset, 
resilience, and leadership are critical for 
students’ academic and career success. 
Active learning environments are better 
suited to supporting the development of 
these skills than are traditional classrooms. 
In pursuit of these skills, students will also 
develop highly valued social skills that allow 
them to engage and collaborate with others 
successfully.

Flexible learning environments use movable 
walls and modern, modular, multi-use 
furniture to reconfigure learning spaces 
based on the learning objective. Desks, 
tables, and chairs on casters are easy to 
move and quickly reshape the learning space 
to accommodate quiet activities, small 
group, or whole group activities. Use soft 
seating for reading or working in pairs. These 
flexible options boost student engagement 
and improve outcomes by:

Providing students voice and choice 
about where and how they learn 
best.

Creating more opportunities for 
students to create and collaborate 
with peers.

Actively engaging students in the 
creative learning process.

Reflecting the diversity of the class.

Supporting a variety of learning 
styles.

Providing space for student 
reflection on their learning.

Supporting teachers in changing 
their pedagogy.

Actively engaging learners has been 
associated with increases in students’ 
academic and behavioral performance. To 
create a classroom environment that 
engages all learners, instruction should be 1) 
contextually and culturally relevant for all 
learners and 2) be differentiated to meet the 
diverse learning needs within the classroom.

research supports 
rethinking classroom 
design

When flexible furniture is paired 
with professional development, 
there is an impact on students. 
“Students who experienced 
flexible furniture reported 
greater satisfaction with the 
learning environment than did 
peers with traditional 
furniture.”   Researchers have 
suggested that changes to the 
learning environment include 
teaching practices, integrating 
technology, and modifying the 
physical environment.

student engagement.”   Robert 
Dillon, director of innovation 
for the University City school 
district in St. Louis, Missouri 
says that, “Brain research tells 
us that movement in class 
matters, choice matters.”

In one study, the findings 
suggested that “having an 
architectural design that 
facilitates movement and 
choice through flexible 
furniture can begin to blur the 
lines between instructor and 
students creating an 
environment that creates 
authentic community among 

students and 
teachers.” 

The desire to teach 
students the skills 
they need to be 
successful in college 
and career are at the 
heart of K–12 
curriculum updates. 
Although most 
schools have 
traditional 
classrooms that are 
designed for direct 
instruction, there is 
growing pressure 
for teachers to 
change their 
instructional 
strategies to include 
more opportunities 
for students to 

practice the 4Cs: creativity, 
critical thinking, 
communication, and 
collaboration. When working 
together, professional 
development to change 
pedagogy along with more 
flexible physical spaces allow 
teachers to provide more 
opportunities for students to 
collaborate, communicate, be 
creative, and to engage in 
critical thinking.

the 5 most important elements 
of active learning spaces 

Retro-fitting all traditional schools and 
classrooms at once is not realistic. However, 
it is possible to create more flexible space 
within the classrooms, libraries, and student 
gathering spots we already have by 
implementing one or more of the following 
ideas.

Creating new learning environments 
and supporting new pedagogy, 
curriculum, and personalization 
with technology will drive higher 
levels of student engagement and 
academic achievement while 
allowing students to work at their 
own pace. 

Flexible functionality of redesigned 
learning spaces allows 
reconfiguration of the space 
throughout the day depending on 
the learning objective or whether 
students need to work alone, in 
pairs, or in a small group. 

These responsive learning spaces 
allow brainstorming, collaboration, 
and a variety of meeting 
configurations that reflect the 
campuses and workplaces of today.

Active learning spaces gives 
students voice and choice to 
facilitate how they learn best and 
promote ownership of their 
learning.

The activities in active learning 
spaces foster the development of 
the 4Cs and other technical and 
social skills that students need for 
successful learning outcomes.

According to the Miami-Dade Office of 
School Facilities, they have systematically 
renovated classrooms, cafeterias, and gyms 
and other aspects of school infrastructure. 
One of the architects involved in the project 
noted one of the emerging trends in 
education, and that is the transition from 
seat time to engagement as a metric of 

learning. “You really have to understand how 
people learn, so that the time in the 
classroom is productive as opposed to just 
doing the time,” said architect Jose 
Murguido. “If the learning environment is 
static, it will result in disengagement in 
young people.”

By providing students a choice 
of seating and location, the 
actual physical shift encourages 
peer interaction, fostering 
collaboration and empowering 
students to build their own 
knowledge—all elements of 
active learning. “In fact, when 
classroom layouts are designed 
thoughtfully, learning 
environments have been shown 
to facilitate student-centered 
teaching leading to improved 
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Transforming a 
Media Center to 
Multipurpose Use

New Albany High School 
in Indiana budgeted to 
transform its existing 
media space into a 
multi-purpose room. They 
included students in their 
plans to redesign the 
space. Within the space, 
all furniture is movable, 
including the library book 
cases. This makes the 
area modular and able to 
accommodate a wide 
range of activities. The 
former media center is 
now a common area that 
seniors use during 
lunchtime to eat and meet 
with their senior 
counselors. The multipur-
pose space is also used 
for theater events, 
meetings, and community 
gatherings. Teachers also 
use the space for 
individual classes.
“The design and the 
furniture itself has really 

worked out well for us 
because in a school, the 
more multipurpose an 
area can be, the better,” 
said Principal Dr. Michelle 
Ginkins. “We can move 
the furniture around, yet 
it’s high quality enough 
that it stays put if you 
don't want it moved 
around.”

The high schools worked 
with MiEN to furnish the 
innovative space with 
modern flexible furniture 
and other elements. “In 
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process.”
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Creating an Engaging Classroom to 
Prepare the Future Workforce

Principal Danielle Hendry of MySchool@Kent in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, believes that classrooms should not look like they 
did 20 or 30 years ago. “Many of the jobs we’re preparing 
students for didn’t exist just 20 years ago,” she said. “Our 
learning spaces need to reflect the innovative styles of learning 
that we’ve incorporated into our curriculum.”

Key changes included the addition of soft, flexible seating, plus 
a lot of individualized options. When students walk in, they feel 
like they’re in an innovative space and that reflects the type of 
programming offered there. The modernized space facilitates 
learning while giving students a sense of ownership of their 
learning. “Students are collaborating with teachers and with 
each other in new ways,” says Hendry. “All of them are working 
in a way that mirrors how work happens in the real world.”

The school worked with MiEN to adapt a traditional classroom 
to newly imagined purpose. The end result changed how 
students felt about the work they accomplish there. “We had a 
clear vision and a small budget, and MiEN worked with us to 
fine-tune our vision and help bring it to life,” said Hendry.
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Questions to Ask When Evaluating 
Choices for Redesigned Learning Spaces

Does the learning space center on the learner and facilitate collaboration and other 
critical learning skills?

Does the learning space easily reconfigure for various modes of learning?

If a lab, is it flexible enough to support different kinds of experiments?

If a maker space, does it provide multiple configurations for hands-on learning for 
invention, collaboration, and building?

Have your teachers received professional learning focused on teaching in an active 
learning environment?

Is the space flexible enough to support future curriculum changes?

Does the space support students taking ownership of their own learning?

Can the space support multiple types of technology use, including 1:1 devices and 
projection?

Does the space include enough electrical outlets and charging stations?

Does the lighting enhance the space for learning?

Is the air exchange/flow appropriate to the space?

Does the space support diversity and inclusion?

Is the furniture flexible, comfortable, modular and moveable?

Have you chosen white board tables and walls to spur collaboration?

Is there soft seating for reading and reflection?

Are there options for individual as well as group study?

Is the overall look of the space fun and inviting?

Is there sufficient accessible storage space?

CRITERIA NOYES
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how to use Federal cOVID stimulus Funding

The federal government, in three stimulus funding bills, has made a once-in-a-generation invest-
ment in public education. Particular focus of the legislation is on preparing healthy environments for 
returning students and addressing any achievement gaps. Here is a summary of the PK–12 funding 
totals and their timetables:

CARES Act

CRRSA

American Rescue Plan

CONGRESSIONAL BILL SIGNED INTO LAW PK-12 ALLOCATION DEADLINE TO SPEND

March 2020

December 2020

March 2021

$13.5 billion

$54.3 billion

$122 billion

December 30, 2021

September 30, 2022

September 30, 2023

Much of the funding has been distributed to 
states based on federal funding formulas, 
such as Title I. However there is specific 
language, particularly in the American Rescue 
Plan, that allows districts to use these funds 
on school campus buildings and grounds.

Leading school facilities expert and advocate 
Mary Filardo has reported the recommenda-
tions from the National Council on School 
Facilities as to how these monies should be 
spent:

States should allocate at least 1% to 
assist districts with facilities assess-
ment and data management.

Districts should allocate at least 
15% of the federal stimulus funding 
(minus 20% for learning recovery) 
for healthy school facilities.

The U.S. and states’ departments of 
education should encourage use of 
COVID relief funds to address 
deferred maintenance and repairs in 
schools and grounds.

States and districts should engage 
communities in setting priorities for 
healthy facilities.

Where the allocated funds are not 
enough to meet the urgent needs to 
operate healthy schools, districts 
should have the flexibility to 
increase facilities funding with 
other federal funds.

allowable Uses for Stimulus 
Funding for Facilities

Assessment of facilities: equipment, 
systems, furniture, fixtures, health 
and safety, and environmentally 
sustainable buildings and grounds.

Maintenance planning: routine and 
deferred maintenance to ensure all 
facilities components, including 
furniture and fixtures, are working as 
designed.

Repair, upgrade, and replacement: 
equipment, fixtures, and furniture in 
support of healthy, safe, and equita-
ble facilities.

Modifications to support physical 
distancing: create outdoor spaces 
for learning and gathering.

about mien

The MiEN Company produces innovative 
furniture that creates spaces to promote 
student engagement and creative thinking 
while reflecting a school’s culture. Created 
by education market experts, the 
award-winning designs are flexible and 
adaptable incorporating mobile and collab-
orative features that support today’s school 
and learning concepts.
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8    Retrieved from https://essentials.edmarket.org/2021/04/federal-relief-funds-what-can-be-used-for-facilities/
9    Ibid.


