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Reflecting on the past

2008 is the 100th anniversary of 
Lucy Maud Montgomery’s 
‘Anne of Green Gables’
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Has anything really changed?

Images of Lecture rooms
23 May 2008
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

What it is

Some literature on learning spaces

Why it is

How is the space used?

How is the technology used?

How is the facility evaluated?

Acknowledgements

Where to from here?

What I will be talking about is a space
which has changed student outcomes
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

A  multipurpose space within the 
engineering precinct

What it is
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

A  multipurpose space within the 
engineering precinct

Technologically rich social learning space

Student congregate, share ideas, help 
each other and socialise

Used for conferences and presentations 
(outside of normal hours)

Officially opened 13th June 2007
(used from Semester 1, 2007)

Accessed by approx 900  first year 
students

What it is
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

5 Booths
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Central area consisting of tables 
and benches
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Couches and small circular café
tables
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Front counter and kitchen area
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Board room
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Literature on Learning
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Literature on Learning

Seven principles of good practice in undergraduate education

•Frequent student-faculty interaction.
•Co-operation among students
•Provide opportunities for active learning
•Ensure prompt feedback 
•Emphasize time on task
•The communication of  high expectations
•Respect for the diverse talents and ways of learning of the students.  
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Literature on Learning

Actually there are only two issues which make a significant difference 

•Cooperation among students

•Active learning

Kuh, G. D., Pace, C., & Vesper, N. (1997). The development process indicators to
establish student gains associated with good practices in undergraduate education. 
Research in Higher Education, 38(4), 435-454.

Norwani, N. (2005). Learning Outcomes at Higher Learning Institutions: 
Do Institutional Environments Matter? 
2005 Forum of the Australasian Association for Institutional Research., pp42-52.
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Why is it

The motivations for the initiative were:

•The transition of engineering to a project-centred curriculum

•To enhance graduate attribute development

•The enhancement of the first year experience
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Why is it

The expectation of ELC is that it would enhance 
the first year experience by:

•Fostering a sense of belonging and identity

•Providing collaborative learning and networking opportunities 

•Providing a home for physical and virtual resources 
essential to support the transition to and implementation of high 
quality teaching and learning in first year engineering
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

The motivation led to the 
initial concept map
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Initial concept design from 
architect 



Gordon Howell  cefpi 2008

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

As build 



Gordon Howell  cefpi 2008

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

As built 
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is the space used?
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is the space used?

Were the zones used as planned?

Was it used predominantly as a social space?
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is the space used

Was the social zones used as planned

Was it used predominantly as a social space.

Typical morning 
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is the space used

Was the social zones used as planned

Was it used predominantly as a social space.

Typical morning Typical late afternoon
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is the space used?

Video of students’ use of the centre over a 2 hour period.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lmeldc1R7Mg
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is the technology used?



Gordon Howell  cefpi 2008

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is the technology used?
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?

Observations 

Student Journals

Surveys
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?

Student Journals

Each student kept a reflective journal as part of ENG1000 
(700 students in 2007)

The students were to express their view of the centre
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?

Student Journals 

What did they say?

overwhelmingly agreed is was noisy

“ The centre is so loud most of the time… hard to concentrate on study”

“ I find the library too quiet”

“ The centre provides a less intense surrounding for those who find it
hard to study in complete silence”

Steer, J.  2007   
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?

Student Journals 

What did they say?

Positive comments about the physical environment

“ Easy on the eyes” “ Modern”

“ Disturbingly creative furnishings”

“ Colourful lighting” “ Comfy couches”

Steer, J.  2007  
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?

Student Journals 

What did they say?

Special atmosphere

“ dynamic” “ alive” “ positive” “ enthusiastic” “ vibrant”

“ fun” “ relaxing” “ homely” “ friendly” “ informal”

“ inviting” “ creative” “ student-friendly”

Steer, J.  2007 
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated

Observations 

Student Journals

Surveys

836 students surveyed in Semester 1 2008
(763 responded)
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?
What the students said:

93% said the ELC was suited to group work
90% frequently used the space

Steer, J. (2008). Innovative engineering first year learning space: Early exploration of students’ experience at The 
University of Queensland. Paper presented at 11th Pacific Rim First Year in Higher Education Conference. Hobart, 
Australia
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is it evaluated?

Many learning space initiatives are driven by either technology or to a 
lesser extent by a pedagogical idea or a space concept. On occasions 
both technology and pedagogy are considered in tandem; some have
considered the pedagogy-space nexus.  In reality, achieving the desired 
pedagogy, design facilities and the provisioning of technology are 
interdependent. Also there is a continuum of places where people learn –
formal and informal, teacher directed and learner directed, physical and 
virtual, on campus and off campus.*

*Prof David Radcliffe Carrick Project Report 2007
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How is it evaluated

Many learning space initiatives are driven by either technology or to a 
lesser extent by a pedagogical idea or a space concept. On occasions 
both technology and pedagogy are considered in tandem; some have
considered the pedagogy-space nexus.  In reality, achieving the desired 
pedagogy, design facilities and the provisioning of technology are 
interdependent. Also there is a continuum of places where people learn –
formal and informal, teacher directed and learner directed, physical and 
virtual, on campus and off campus.

Are we getting:

Cooperation among 
students?

Active learning?
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Pedagogy

What else is happening in this space?



Gordon Howell  cefpi 2008

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Pedagogy

What else is happening in this space?

All 1st year students undertake Eng1000

Flagstone course

Project based involving team work

Engineers without borders project
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Pedagogy

What else is happening in this space?

All 1st year students undertake Eng1000

This course provides first year students with an overview of what is 
expected of them in their professional lives by exploring the fundamental 
aspects of engineering such as ethics, risk management and sustainability.  
The practical component requires the students to undertake a team project. 
The course serves a number of purposes; teaching team-work and 
professional communication skills, enhancing student networks by
facilitating the meeting of peers and giving students an early taste of a 
variety of types of engineering.
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Pedagogy

What else is happening in this space?

All 1st year students undertake Eng1000

This course provides first year students with an overview of what is 
expected of them in their professional lives by exploring the fundamental 
aspects of engineering such as ethics, risk management and sustainability.  
The practical component requires the students to undertake a team project. 
The course serves a number of purposes; teaching team-work and 
professional communication skills, enhancing student networks by
facilitating the meeting of peers and giving students an early taste of a 
variety of types of engineering.

So it not just the space.

It’s a combination of the space, technology and pedagogy



First Year Engineering
Learning Spaces Axis
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Literature on Learning

Two issues which make a significant difference: 

•Cooperation among students

•Active learning

Kuh, G. D., Pace, C., & Vesper, N. (1997). The development process indicators to
establish student gains associated with good practices in undergraduate education. 
Research in Higher Education, 38(4), 435-454.

Norwani, N. (2005). Learning Outcomes at Higher Learning Institutions: 
Do Institutional Environments Matter? 
2005 Forum of the Australasian Association for Institutional Research., pp42-52.
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Literature on Learning

Actually there are only two issues which make a significant difference 

•Cooperation among students

50% asked a stranger in the centre for support*

91% of students got the support they needed from a stranger*

•Active learning

Eng1000 is all about active learning

*J.Steer 2008
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Where to from here?

Inspired the development of a student science centre

2007
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Where to from here:

Inspired the development of a student science centre

2007

2008
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Learning Environments
Un-timetabled Space

UQ Engineering

QUT V Block 
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Learning Environments

Un-timetabled Space

Spaces which facilitate collaboration have:  Wireless, power, comfortable fit-out and just 
open the doors!
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Dr  Gordon Howell
B.App.Sc.CIAE, B.Sc (Hons) UNE, Dip Ed UQ, 
Grad Dip Com Comp(DIST) QUT, MBA Deakin, EdD ACU, MACS
email: Gordon.Howell@qut.edu.au

Dr Gordon Howell is currently Manager Learning Environments Support at Queensland University of Technology.
In this role he is responsible for the support and enhancement of the technology in the university©s 300 lecture theatres, 
lecture rooms, tute rooms, and video conference facilities and the deployment and operation of QUT©s 3000 (Approx) 
public access computers.

Dr Howell is a Technology Advisor to Divine Word University (PNG), and has provided strategic advice on the
introduction of PNG-ARNnet.

He has had in excess of 20 years experience within education and technology management; 
having worked as a Research Fellow at the University of Queensland; Manager Client Support Services (IT) 
at Australian Catholic University where he was responsible for the management of the IT and technology support for 
Australian Catholic University’s 1000 staff and 10 000 students encompassing 6 campuses in 4 states with 200 learning 
spaces; and as Acting Director IT where he oversaw the introduction of the first end to end VoIP network in the Asia Pacific.

Dr Howell has provided consulting services both within Australia and PNG for high quality, 
sustainable IT solutions. His particular area of interest is appropriate technology deployment 
supporting the learning paradigm of social constructivism. 
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Ms Jasmine Steer, First Year Coordinator Engineering, University of Queensland
BSc (USQ)
e-mail: j.steer@uq.edu.au

Jasmine Steer earned a BSc from the University of Southern Queensland. 
She became the Learning Centre Co-ordinator at the Wide Bay campus of USQ in 2002 where she implemented a 

number of first year initiatives including a coordinated approach to the transition into university.  Ms Steer accepted a 
newly created appointment as Engineering First Year Coordinator at University of Queensland in December 2005 
where she is responsible for a wide range of transitional activities including orientation project day, 
coordinating the flagstone engineering course ENGG1000, managing the First Year Engineering Learning 
Centre and training staff and tutors for the School of Engineering.  The first year engineering cohort numbers 
approximately 900. Ms Steer is currently undertaking post graduate studies in psychology.

Ms Steer’s research interests focus on the Student Experience, in particular, First Year Experience, student engagement,
retention and student identity.  

She is currently researching student use of learning spaces and exploring the ways in which learning spaces might be evaluated.


