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Article History:  Abstract. This paper presents the research results concerning the meaning of university space 
and its design for students. The issue of educational space is discussed in pedagogical re-
search increasingly often; however, this still rarely concerns higher education, which is fre-
quently treated as if it were independent from the space in which it takes place. During the 
study, verbal descriptions of desired university spaces were analyzed together with artworks 
on the same topic prepared by 276 pedagogy students at the University of Lodz in Poland. 
The results reveal a clear discrepancy between the educational spaces imagined by students 
and those that currently exist. For students, the shape and design of university buildings, their 
equipment, functions, and aesthetic qualities are highly important. Their expectations reflect 
social needs, their understanding of learning and teaching, and the need for freedom, espe-
cially in creative activity. A common feature of almost all analyzed works is the presence of 
qualities characteristic of Ray Oldenburg’s so-called “third place”: a neutral place that allows 
people to be with their friends, observe their surroundings, and present themselves to others. 
Today, “third places” are becoming increasingly important, yet this is still not adequately rec-
ognized in traditional university spaces. The design of university buildings should therefore 
reflect not only modern interior design trends but also a philosophy of education; awareness 
of educational goals and the needs of those who use these spaces should be the starting 
point for creating them. This paper contributes to filling the gap in academic reflection on the 
meaning of space in higher education, especially in relation to creativity.
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1.	Introduction

Dynamic transformations in the contemporary world have significantly affected all levels of 
education. In the traditional model, which emphasizes the transmission of information from 
teacher to student (Klus-Stańska, 2012), neither the needs of the present labor market nor 
the expectations of students who want to be active participants in the educational process 
are adequately met. A knowledge-based economy requires a redefinition of both educational 
goals and the tools used to achieve them (Nycz, 2013; Resnick, 2017). One such tool is edu-
cational space, described by Loris Malaguzzi as the “third teacher,” after the parent and the 
school teacher (Cagliari et al., 2016).

For many years, actions aimed at improving education focused first on intellectual as-
pects such as teaching methods and later on emotional aspects such as relationships. More 
recently, greater attention has been paid to physical aspects because their importance in 
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the course of educational processes has become more visible. Reflection on space must be 
linked with awareness of the goals of modern education (Paul, 2021). Memorizing informa-
tion is no longer enough; the abilities to search for and select information, cooperate, and 
think creatively have become central. Constructivism emphasizes the learner’s active role in 
building knowledge structures, while connectivism highlights the skill of finding information 
and creating relations between pieces of knowledge, especially through digital technologies 
(Downes, 2007).

Modern pedagogical approaches and active forms of study may be supported by prop-
erly organized educational space (Talbert & Mor-Avi, 2019). Yet most studies on this subject 
concern primary and secondary schooling (Clark, 2002; Nalaskowski, 2002), while higher ed-
ucation has remained relatively under-researched. University space has often been treated as 
neutral or independent from educational processes (Temple, 2008; Winnicka-Jasłowska, 2016). 
However, available studies suggest that students regard educational spaces as meaningful 
for learning outcomes (Beckers et al., 2015) and often consider functional attributes such as 
furniture, equipment, or silence even more important than purely aesthetic qualities. This is 
particularly important for pedagogy students, who are future teachers and may later transfer 
their own spatial habits and expectations into school practice.

This study focuses on the meaning of university space and its arrangements for students. 
It is based on descriptions created by pedagogy students who imagined a university space 
in which they would be willing to take up creative educational challenges. The research was 
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which gives it an additional dimension. During 
the lockdown, educational space had to be radically redefined, and this intensified attention 
to its meaning. The study therefore seeks to fill a gap in reflection on academic education 
by connecting the question of space with the question of creativity.

Earlier studies have also shown the significance of space in adult learning. A well-designed 
university campus may stimulate interdisciplinary activity and encourage exchanges between 
representatives of different disciplines and generations (Friedman & Worden, 2016). Research 
on creativity indicates that adult creativity is shaped by environmental cues, especially visual 
stimulation and social spaces that support both formal and informal knowledge sharing (Lee 
& Lee 2023). Studies of higher education institutions in the Netherlands (Beckers et al., 2015) 
have shown a shift from a domination of traditional classrooms toward a greater presence of 
individual workspaces, informal study zones, and technologically equipped common areas. 
Researchers also note that university buildings often change more slowly than educational 
practices, which makes the users’ perspective especially important.

Other scholars emphasize that university spaces should be designed in collaboration with 
all interested groups (Jamieson, 2003). Such spaces should offer comfort, aesthetic quality, 
and adaptation to various forms of activity. Flexibility is a key feature because educational 
spaces must respond to changing technologies and changing forms of interaction (Designing 
Spaces…, 2006; Imai & Ban, 2016). Universities remain important places of direct social contact 
even in the digital era, and innovative spaces can positively influence students’ involvement, 
motivation, and activity during classes. Thornburg’s idea of educational zones similarly sug-
gests that learning requires differentiated spaces for listening to experts, peer interaction, 
individual reflection, and practical experimentation (Thornburg, 2014).
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2.	Conceptual framework

Methods

The research draws on grounded theory as a qualitative strategy (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) 
and, more specifically, on Kathy Charmaz’s constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2006). This 
perspective assumes that individuals create multiple realities and that theory should emerge 
from empirical data (Flick, 2007). In this study, the collected material consisted of visual works 
and verbal descriptions, which made triangulation possible and increased the reliability of 
the analysis.

The study was conducted at the Faculty of Educational Sciences of the University of Lodz1 
with first-year students enrolled in the two-year second-tier/MA pedagogy course2. There 
were 276 participants, the vast majority of whom were women, reflecting the feminization of 
these fields of study. The survey included 259 women and 17 men.

The study was guided by the question of how students imagine a university space in 
which they could develop themselves, study, and engage in creative activities with passion, 
dedication, and freedom. More specifically, the research asked: What should a university 
space look like so that students are willing to take up creative challenges related to academic 
education? What activities do students associate with the creative process? What spaces do 
students miss most at the university?

The research consisted of two parts. Students were first asked to prepare visual materials 
presenting imagined university spaces. They were then asked to prepare verbal materials 
that would explain or supplement their images. The task was preceded by an online meeting 
and accompanied by written and audio instructions intended to stimulate imagination. The 
study was conducted on the Moodle and Teams platforms between 2021 and 2023 during 
the online study period forced by the COVID-19 lockdown.

Although the original assumption was that the written descriptions would only supple-
ment the visual works, they turned out to be exceptionally rich. Out of the 276 submitted 
works, 272 included descriptions, while 21 students wrote more than one description. In total, 
297 descriptions comprising around 200 pages were analyzed. The material was therefore 
treated as a substantial and independent corpus of qualitative data.

3.	Results

The first stage of analysis employed the AntConc tool to identify recurring words and con-
texts in the descriptions (Pawłowski, 2003; Laurence, 2005; Pawlikowska, 2012; Grabowski & 
Hebal-Jezierska, 2016). This initial step suggested two principal thematic areas: the proper-
ties of spaces supporting creative activity and the purposes or functions of those spaces. 

1	 Lodz – city in Poland, Europe. 
2	 Pedagogy courses in Poland may be completed in two stages, i.e. a three-year first-tier/BA course and a two-year 

second-tier/MA course. Pedagogy graduates may be employed in Poland as teachers in school clubs or youth clubs, 
carers in children’s homes, support teachers (with additional training), social workers, art educators, or cultural and 
social animators. 
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To deepen the interpretation, coding and category building were then applied in line with 
grounded theory. 

Two main dimensions emerged from the analysis. The first concerns the function of aca-
demic rooms and can be described as one-dimensional versus multi-dimensional space. 
One-dimensional spaces correspond to a traditional educational understanding of space: 
classrooms with a fixed purpose, usually oriented toward lectures, knowledge transmission, 
and teacher-centered arrangements. Students described such spaces as formalized, imposed, 
and school-like. In their view, they encourage passivity rather than initiative and creativity.

By contrast, multi-dimensional spaces were imagined as flexible, reconfigurable, and open 
to different forms of activity. Students wanted spaces where they could study, work individu-
ally and in groups, realize projects, pursue artistic interests, present their work, relax, prepare 
food or drinks, and build relationships. Such spaces were associated with community and 
informality; they were also imagined as available not only to students but also to teachers 
who would remain present outside the narrow framework of formal classes. Students em-
phasized that these spaces should facilitate communication, cooperation, and a more equal 
academic atmosphere.

The material also revealed a second dimension, concerning the emotional experience 
of space: formal space versus space that feels like home. Existing academic and school 
spaces were described as impersonal, monotonous, and emotionally cold. Students referred 
to empty walls, neutral or dull colors, locked cupboards, and surroundings dominated by 
parking spaces rather than greenery. By contrast, desired spaces were imagined as cozy, 
safe, warm, and emotionally supportive (Laurence et al., 2013). Their characteristic features 
included dimmed lights, pleasant textures, soothing sounds, quiet music, natural elements, 
and aromas associated with comfort and home.

These preferred spaces were not merely decorative. Students associated them with rest, 
emotional regulation, inspiration, and the possibility of being oneself. They wanted environ-
ments that would support both concentration and well-being. The desired academic space 
was thus meant to combine utility with emotional ease, and productivity with care.

On the basis of these two dimensions, five types of space were distinguished:
1.	 Existing compulsion space – offices and administrative spaces that students visit out 

of necessity and often perceive as unwelcoming.
2.	 Existing reception space – traditional lecture rooms, libraries, and computer rooms 

organized in ways that discourage cooperation.
3.	 Existing space for filling time – corridors, bars, cloakrooms, and toilets, used while 

waiting for classes or taking short breaks3.
4.	 Designed or imagined space for a creative pause – patios, green areas, or relaxation 

zones intended for rest, conversation, and emotional regeneration.
5.	 Designed space for creative activities and studying  – multifunctional rooms for 

project work, artistic expression, reading, discussion, and collaborative learning.
The contrast between existing and desired spaces was very strong. Existing academ-

ic spaces were described as monotonous, office-like, impersonal, and uninspiring. Students 

3	  This expression appeared in one of the descriptions. 
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often felt there was no reason to remain in them longer than necessary. The imagined spac-
es, by contrast, encouraged staying, working, talking, and returning. They were designed 
as environments in which students could engage in individual projects, artistic work, group 
collaboration, and informal contact.

A recurring motif in the descriptions was flexibility. Students frequently preferred circles or 
U-shaped table arrangements rather than rows facing a teacher’s desk. They wanted furniture 
that could be moved, spaces that could be divided or opened, and easy access to books, 
instruments, and artistic materials. This suggests that what they imagined was not simply a 
prettier classroom but a qualitatively different educational environment shaped by participa-
tion, agency, and freedom.

Another important feature of the desired spaces was their temporal openness. Students 
often imagined places that could be used before classes, after classes, and in between formal 
activities. They wanted to continue conversations, complete projects, drink tea, rest, or sim-
ply remain at the university in a meaningful way. Such descriptions imply that the university 
should not function only as a place of scheduled instruction, but also as a broader space of 
belonging.

The descriptions of artistic and creative activity were especially telling. Students referred 
not only to painting, music, literature, theater, sculpture, photography, and film, but also to 
the need for places where one could think quietly, pause, and regain energy. Creativity was 
thus associated with both expression and withdrawal, with both collaboration and solitude 
(Cangdon et al., 2014). The ideal educational environment needed to support these contrast-
ing but complementary dimensions.

4.	Discussion

The study confirms that, in students’ view, space is an important part of the educational pro-
cess. Its value does not lie only in facilitating formal didactic activity, but also in supporting 
creativity, relationality, motivation, and emotional well-being. Students’ descriptions can be 
read as indirect statements about their unmet needs and about the model of higher educa-
tion they would like to experience.

First, the study reveals a clear discrepancy between the existing spaces at the Faculty 
of Educational Sciences of the University of Lodz and the spaces imagined by the students. 
Existing rooms reflect a transmissive and hierarchical model of education, whereas the stu-
dents’ visions express a preference for autonomy, cooperation, and self-directed learning. 
Space therefore functions not only as a material background but also as a medium of power 
relations. In that sense, spatial change can become a symbol of emancipation and a sign of 
changing educational philosophy.

Second, the students’ proposals correspond closely with contemporary didactic trends. 
They expect flexibility, individualization, and the possibility of using space in multiple ways 
depending on current needs. They also imagine more egalitarian relations between students 
and teachers, who should share spaces more openly rather than remain separated by rigid 
institutional boundaries. This indicates that students do not reject academic seriousness; 
instead, they redefine it in more collaborative and less authoritarian terms.
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Third, the strong emphasis on relaxation zones, informal meeting places, and home-like 
elements suggests that many important student needs remain unsatisfied. The participants 
were not primarily concerned with redesigning lecture rooms alone. Rather, they focused 
on spaces with greater relational and emotional potential. This suggests that the university 
is expected to function as an everyday environment for study, rest, exchange, and personal 
development, not only as a site of formal instruction.

Fourth, the students’ understanding of creativity appears somewhat one-sided. Creativity 
was linked above all with freedom, safety, comfort, and a sense of care. The less pleasant 
aspects of creative work – effort, frustration, discipline, and regularity – were much less visible. 
Artistic activity was frequently imagined as a sphere of release from restrictions rather than 
as a process requiring sustained struggle. This does not invalidate the findings, but it shows 
that students’ representations of creative space are strongly shaped by a desire for relief 
from institutional pressure.

Fifth, students’ aesthetic inspirations often came from contemporary interior design 
trends: open multifunctional rooms, movable elements, plants, decorative typography, and 
lounge furniture such as hammocks or armchairs. Yet the deeper meaning of these choices lay 
not in fashion alone, but in a desire for a university environment that would not resemble a 
conventional public institution. The “home-like” motif expressed a wish for emotional safety, 
authenticity, and the right to inhabit academic space more personally.

Sixth, the students’ proposals also have practical implications. They point to the impor-
tance of acoustic comfort, natural light, access to food and drink, quiet corners, and spaces 
usable beyond formal teaching hours. These elements should not be dismissed as merely 
decorative or secondary (Coburn et al., 2017). They indicate that students understand learning 
as something distributed across many forms of activity: studying, discussing, resting, prepar-
ing, observing, and experimenting. The educational environment they imagine must therefore 
be differentiated rather than standardized.

Finally, almost all imagined spaces displayed the features of Ray Oldenburg’s “third place.” 
(Oldenburg, 1989)4. These were spaces neutral in tone, conducive to friendship, self-presenta-
tion, observation, and voluntary community. Although the students were asked to imagine 
a place for work and creativity at the university – something that in principle belongs to the 
“second place” of obligation – their descriptions repeatedly moved toward the logic of a 
“third place.” This confirms the continuing relevance of Oldenburg’s concept. It also suggests 
that students strongly need academic environments that satisfy emotional and social needs 
alongside cognitive ones.

The importance of this finding should not be underestimated. If the university offers no 
attractive places for informal presence, then its educational mission remains unnecessarily 
narrowed. A university that wishes to support creativity must provide not only classrooms 
but also places where people can remain together without strict supervision, move between 
focused work and casual interaction, and feel recognized as persons rather than only as 
recipients of instruction.

4	 The students do not use that term and most of them probably do not know that theory. 
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5.	Conclusions and limitations

Use of space is itself a skill that must be learned. University space should provide students 
with opportunities to direct their own learning, assume responsibility, create task groups, 
cooperate with others, and use ICT as one of many sources of knowledge and consultation. 
In such a space, teachers remain important, but they are no longer the only center of the 
educational process.

The issue of arranging university space, which was the subject of this study, was clearly im-
portant for the participants. Therefore, this aspect of higher education should not be underes-
timated. The interior design of academic buildings should reflect not only current design trends 
but also a coherent philosophy of education, awareness of educational goals, and sensitivity 
to the needs of those who use these places. Education changes more quickly than buildings 
can adapt, and spatial change is inevitably time-consuming. Even so, all users of a given place 
should be involved in the process, and students’ perspectives should not be overlooked.

The study has several limitations. It was carried out during the lockdown, when many 
participants had little or no direct physical contact with the faculty building. Their ideas were 
therefore shaped not only by actual university experience but also by remote learning, isola-
tion, and extended experience of staying at home. This context must be taken into account 
when interpreting the results.

A further limitation concerns the analytical procedure. The students’ writings were analyz-
ed separately from their visual works, although both had originally been intended as comple-
mentary parts of the same task. Given the amount and richness of the material, their full joint 
analysis would have exceeded the scope of a single article. The present text should therefore 
be treated as the first part of a broader research project on the role of physical space in 
education. Future analyses may connect descriptions with artworks more closely and thus 
move from more verbal forms of educational research toward more art-based approaches.
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