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its users and should improve the lives of its users in 
doing so.

Within Singapore, there has been little discussion 
about how design can influence educational space 
and learning.  Yet, the design and organization of 
educational space convey the dominant ideologies 
that shape the use of space, and can either enable 
or constrain the use of space for effective and 
transformative learning. Ian Grosvenor & Catherine 
Burke (2008) point out in their historical analysis 
of school buildings in the Western world that rather 
than viewing the school building as a “neutral or 
passive ‘container’”, we should understand it to be 
an “active agent, shaping the experience of school 
and promoting and even pioneering a particular 
understanding of education”.

Such factors as the design of school furniture can 
be seen to reflect pervasive notions of pedagogy, 
but also to promote ideas and theories about the 
relationship between pupil and teacher and between 
body and mind in learning.

Thus, the essential question that educators need to 
engage with is: How can we redesign educational 
space to encourage the kinds of 21st century 
learning dispositions (of criticality and creativity, of 
innovation and global-mindedness) desired?

Educational Design

In thinking about educational design, it is important 
to consider three aspects of good educational design. 
Firstly, good design must be functional. Secondly, 
good design must be equitable. Thirdly, good design 
requires mindset changes.
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In DECEMBER 2015, Singapore was designated 
a UNESCO Creative City of Design, and the newly 
launched Design 2025 Masterplan aims to make 
design part of everyday living and working. Even as 
we grapple with how to make our education system 
more effective, less stressful and more equitable, I 
would like to suggest that design thinking can help 
educators come up with better solutions to pressing 
educational issues at both ground and national levels.

Design and Educational space

Design is defined by the Design Council UK as:

…an activity that translates an idea into a blueprint 
for something useful, whether it’s a car, a building, 
a graphic, a service or a process. The important 
part is the translation of the idea, though design’s 
ability to spark the idea in the first place shouldn’t be 
overlooked. (Design Council, n.d.)

In essence, design can be broadly viewed as 
engaging in activities to transform ideas into a plan 
for improving the quality of life or in this case, 
education. Design takes into account the needs of 
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resources at institutional, organisational, political and 
economic levels to ensure that the least advantaged 
have equal access to educational resources (Harvey, 
2009). Although physical resources can technically 
be accessed by all, an individual’s relative access may 
differ based on his or her access to transportation, 
entry fees, and the presence of adults who are able 
to ensure meaningful use of time in the educational 
space of the library (Jocson & Thorne-Wallington, 
2013; Neuman & Celano, 2001). As such, the 
question of both physical and relative access must 
be a key factor in thinking about educational design: 
Who accesses these educational spaces? How are 
they accessed? What kinds of barriers to access 
exist? How can these resources be made available 
to a wider range of students, and for what purposes?

Good Design Requires Mindset Changes

The open-classroom concept popular in the United 
States and United Kingdom in the 1970s was a 

Good Design Must Be Functional

Educational design should not be for the sole 
purposes of aesthetic pleasure but must take into 
account the needs of the students and the kinds 
of learning envisioned. For example, traditional 
classrooms with the teacher facing rows of students 
were the norm in the 1980s because the pedagogy 
tended to be teacher-centric (Liew, 1981). However, 
despite Singapore’s forward-looking student-
centered curriculum and pedagogies, the majority of 
classroom spaces may not have caught up with the 
pedagogical intent. 

In my review of the research on the role of 
contemporary school libraries, it became clear to 
me that 21st century school libraries could be more 
central to student learning, whether in the area of 
reading (Adkins & Brendler, 2015), information 
literacy (Kapitzke & Bruce, 2006) or research 
(DelGuidice, 2015). The school library can serve as 
a place for reading, for research, for collaboration, 
for study and for doing (for example, in the form of 
Makerspaces [Loertscher, Preddy, & Derry, 2013]). 
However, most school libraries in Singapore remain 
under-utilised for such kinds of learning. How can 
the school library as an educational space be made 
more functional and effective for the kinds of 21st 
century learning desired? How can the school library 
be revitalised through attending to how function is 
met by form?

Good Design Must Be Equitable

Secondly, good educational design must be equitable. 
Educational equity requires a just distribution of 

school library learning Commons
Innovation and Educational spaces: how Design Can

Revitalize Our school libraries and learning
By Loh Chin Ee

Educational design 
should not be for the sole 
purposes of aesthetic 
pleasure but must take 
into account the needs 
of the students and 
the kinds of learning 
envisioned. 
– Loh Chin Ee,
English Language amd Literature 
Academic Group



21

As the nation moves 
forward to encourage 
students to innovate, 
it is essential that we 
consider how our 
educational spaces can 
be creatively re-thought 
and re-designed to 
encourage innovation in 
and out of the classroom.  
– Loh Chin Ee

21st century learning desired for the localised needs 
of each particular school. As educational spaces are 
redesigned, pedagogical readiness must be ensured 
for successful use of these redesigned spaces.

As the nation moves forward to encourage students 
to innovate, it is essential that we consider how our 
educational spaces can be creatively re-thought and 
re-designed to encourage innovation in and out of 
the classroom. While school libraries are one space 
that can be revitalised through design thinking, 
there are certainly other educational spaces that 
can be reworked to ensure innovative and equitable 
education for all.
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