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Space to explore
Academe meets classroom experience to get to examine what produces creative 
and independent learners.

What does it take to make independent 
and creative learners who then go on to 
be independent and creative adults?

Is it just a question of dishing out the 
coloured crayons, putting pupils in a 
relatively flexible,  healthy environment 
and letting them get on with it?

As you might suspect, it’s actually down to 
a subtle interplay between the teaching 
and culture in the school, the physical 
spaces the children are learning in and the 
resources arranged in those spaces.

Professor Peter Barrett, the leader of 
a major study of the overall effect of 
classrooms on pupil performance, sat 
down with his daughter, Raphaella 
MacKenzie, a practising primary 
classroom teacher, to compare research 
with real-life practice.

Creating independent learners:

Raphaella: Giving children the 
confidence and skills to be independent 
learners is crucial in primary education, 
not only to prepare them for secondary 
school, but also to give them a love of 
learning that will help them to succeed 
through their adult life. 

Children’s freedom of choice is 
important and is often seen most clearly 
in the early years, but ideally it should be 
maintained and developed throughout 
the entire school.

Peter: In my research the major area of 
classroom design that links strongly with 
pupils’ independence is “ownership”.  I 
suppose it’s logical that if children feel 
they “own” their space, then they can be 
freer to behave independently.

A classroom where the pupils can say 
“this is OUR classroom” has to be the 
aim.  In a classroom like this the pupils 
seem to be more at ease and so ready 
to work confidently. It certainly impacts 

positively on academic progress, and 
especially in maths, which is often seen as a 
subject where confidence can be an issue.

Raphaella: Maths is an area where I see 
lots of successful options for choice and 
independence in terms of work and 
resources. 

An example of this is avoiding static 
ability groups with set work in upper 
Key Stage 2, instead having clearly 
differentiated options where the 
children can choose what level of 
challenge they work at for each 
particular skill. 

A child might choose the highest level of 
work on money, but the middle option for 
word problems. Each of these supported 
choices is a chance for every child to reflect 
on their learning and take ownership over 
where they need more support.

 Linking this to classroom set up, these 
choices can be supported by having a 
“help desk” with a range of clearly set 
out resources relating to the lesson 
for children to come and choose from, 
rather than them being handed out 
when they may or may not be needed.

Peter: We considered a whole bundle 
of things that can contribute to the 
question of “ownership”.

To start with a classroom being, say, 
an unusual shape and the furniture 
and fittings being good quality and 
child-centric can all help. Beyond this, 
and much easier to achieve for most 
teachers, we looked for simple signs 
and symptoms of ownership by the 
pupils, such as: their work on the walls, 
their names on pegs/trays, joint class 
art creations, which seems particularly 
effective at the entrance to signal the 
start of their domain.

Raphaella: I’ve seen a memorable 

example of this in Year 4, where children 
jointly created a science display of the 
human body using elements constructed 
in their design technology (DT) lessons. 
It makes sense that using children’s ideas 
and input when creating displays will 
produce more effective points of reference 
during independent learning.

Peter: The value of displays highlights 
the need for ample available wall area 
but, of course, it is important to avoid 
making the classroom feel hectic.

Raphaella: There is a fine balance 
needed for the correct level of 
stimulation for learning. Here I guess 
we are trying to give the classroom 
personality, but not to the point of it 
becoming too busy.

The other use of displays could be to 
signpost different areas in the classroom 
clearly. Have you explored the use of 
zones and levels of independence within 
the classroom?

Peter: Absolutely, for us learning zones are 
the twin to ownership in terms of providing 
flexibility and so choice. Of course, having 
options is good, such as wet areas, reading 
corners, role play spaces, group tables, 
carpet space for the whole class, break-out 
space for one-to-one, etc.

But clarity and legibility are very important 
too, if a chaotic environment is to avoided.

Oddly we have seen probably the most 
independent approaches to study with 
the youngest, Early Years children. Here 
they typically have a lot of choice as 
to what they do and where they do it, 
despite being novice learners.

Raphaella: Yes, Early Years often excel in 
free flow, zoned areas and encouraging 
independent exploration. With the 
pressure of creating measurable 
progress throughout the school it can 

be easy to step further and further away 
from this as children get older, in favour 
of “chalk and talk”.

Although independence and freedom 
in the older years may look different, the 
acquisition of skills and knowledge should 
still go hand in hand with child-led learning. 

This could be through the children giving 
input into the direction of topic planning, 
choosing how to access the lessons, and 
independent work or research projects 
where they will acquire knowledge but 
have freedom to research in the way that 
suits them and how they present their 
work in different ways.

Producing creative learners:

Raphaella: In my school we are focusing 
on various learning dispositions that 
will prepare the children for successful, 
enriching lives, whatever the future holds. 

One such disposition is creativity, often 
in conjunction with resilience. We aim 
to create contexts where success is not 
measured by a page of ticks and correct 
answers, but by trying something 
difficult where the pupils have to puzzle 
through, sometimes independently and 
at other times within a group.

In what ways have you found classrooms 
can support opportunities for this type 
of learning?

Peter: This resonates with some work 
we have done more recently, closely 
observing pupils and then discussing 
with them which spaces they like best.  
Interestingly, although we had seen 
some beautiful facilities - for example a 
complete shop with shelves of tins etc - it 
was not these the children talked about. 

They gave strange examples to an 
adult’s eye. For example, what they 
called the “den”, which was quite a basic 
space, but they could draw on the floor, 
create a roof with materials and use the 
adjacent white board.  

Things like this have led me to think that, 
actually children react really positively to 
what could be called “half-made” spaces. 
These offer opportunities and options, 
but are not too “finished”.  As such they 

seem to allow and invite the children to 
express their own creativity. 

Does this make sense in your experience? 

Raphaella: Yes, definitely.  I know in 
our early years setting the children’s 
favourite space is an empty, slightly 
hidden corner behind two of the 
other zones where they can use their 
imagination to make it whatever they 
want it to be. Similarly, in Year 4, the 
children really engaged with creating 
“caves” under their tables and a tunnel 
entrance for their classroom, replicating 
stone age cave paintings in these places 
and doing other imaginative work 
linking to these areas.  

In older years, project work is a great 
way of giving this freedom for creativity, 
whilst ensuring appropriate knowledge 
and skills are still covered.

Peter: All this actually links back to the 
issues of flexibility and ownership that 
we found strongly support children’s 
learning progress.  For the children 
to have stimulating experiences to 
encourage their creativity, it must help 
for teachers to be creative too? 

Raphaella: I think teachers are often 
very creative, enthusiastic people as 
long as they are themselves given 
freedom and are not focused on Sats 
preparation at all costs.

Peter: Getting back to our research 
evidence about creativity, when we 
re-analysed our data by subject, “links 
to nature” showed up as important for 
“writing”. This makes us suspect that 
this aspect is important for this most 
creative of the subjects and maybe more 
generally.  Have you noticed beneficial 
effects of “nature” on the children?

Raphaella: Yes, definitely. I have 
experienced children opening up more 
confidently when working outside, for 
example when writing poetry on the 
theme of “love” with my Year 5 class, 
spreading around on bean bags outside 
seemed to allow children the physical 
and mental space to explore their ideas 
without being embarrassed or distracted 
by their peers.

Top tips for creative learners

- �Use space creatively in your classroom
with flexible storage to hand.

- �Allow freedom for children’s 
imagination through half-made 
spaces.

- �Bring nature into the classroom to 
enrich the learning environment.

- �Take learning outside when suitable.

Top tips for independent learners

- �Allow children to choose and 
reflect on the level of work they 
want to work on.

- �Set up a “help desk” of support 
resources to allow children to think 
about what and when they need 
something to aid their learning.

- �Give pupils input into designing 
displays to suit their learning 
and involve their work to create 
personalised displays.

- �Be flexible in organising KS2 
classrooms into KS1-style zoned 
areas to support independent 
project work. 

Professor Peter Barrett spent 27 
years as researcher and professor 
of the Built Environment at Salford 
University and was leader of the 
Holistic Evidence and Design project 
looking at the impact of classrooms 
on learning. Results published in 
2015 revealed that differences in the 
physical design of classrooms explain 
16 per cent of the variation in the 
learning progress of the pupils in 
those spaces. 

Raphaella Mackenzie is a primary 
teacher with 10 years’ experience in 
a range of schools. She has a music 
degree at York University, a PGCE and 
now works at Bootham Junior School, 
a private school in York with a strong 
emphasis on the Quaker ethos.
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