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On the verge of the Knowledge Age, urban development specialists and campus

planners are creating new kinds of facilities for the new epoch.  Space design has

become a new frontier of innovation.  Today’s new urban developments suggest two

codependent directions.

At the very time that people are retreating into home, community, and virtual space for

more and more activities and interactions, they are being drawn to “great, good public

places” that satisfy and nurture their needs for community and human interaction and the

excitement of city spaces.

A new breed of public place is being created to enable people of all ages to work, learn.

play, shop, engage in commerce. take care of personal needs and sustain personal

development.  These new places are made of concrete, brick, wood, glass, and plastic,

but they are being shaped by the demands and needs spawned by the emerging

Knowledge Age.  Some of these spaces are on the campuses of colleges and

universities.  Others are located in urban entertainment destinations, in the new breed of

public libraries, and in science centers and museums that are setting new standards for

experience-rich exploration and discovery.

The story does not stop with the facilities.  New space is stimulating experimentation of

many kinds.  Within the academic components of these fused use environments,

professionals acting as individuals or teams are experimenting with new approaches to

learning and scholarship.  Reflective practitioners are fusing the different levels of

scholarship – discovery research, synthesis, learning, and improvement of practice.

Multidisciplinary or even transdisciplinary approaches are common. Active,

immersive, discovery learning is favored. Experience-rich, collaborative

learning experiences are being developed.  Pervasive interactivity is linking learners

and resources to create truly inclusive learning opportunities.

Today’s buildings are the precursors of a  wave of new and retrofitted facilities that will

support the seamless and effortless fusion of activities.  In this new world, learning

places will be everywhere.
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Fused Physical and Virtual Spaces

In the past, we built edifices to single or closely related functions - libraries, classroom

buildings for particular academic disciplines, administration buildings, hospitals,

courthouses, and the like.  In the future, we will construct facilities that serve multiple

functions - or adjacent facilities whose mixed uses complement one another.  Within

these facilities, we will provide physical and programmatic flexibility and ICT

infrastructure that enable people to move effortlessly from function to function, fusing

their activities in a seamless manner.  Over time genuinely fused-use facilities will

develop.  And learning will be a function that will be fused into virtually every fused-use

facility in society.

William J. Mitchell has captured the impact of technology-enabled interactivity on buildings

in his book City of Bits, which can be referenced by clicking the title – http://www-

mitpress.mit.edu/City_of_Bits/

The leading edges of these developments are apparent, today.  The emerging needs of

tomorrow’s active learner are being anticipated in new learning environments that are

being developed on campuses and in other public settings. These environments are

reflected in physical and virtual spaces and in the programs supporting them.  In

examining these emerging learning environments, we have grouped them into five

clusters.

Centers of Academic Technology.  One developmental path is the fusion of ICT

infrastructure into academic structures to support teaching and learning - and other

forms of scholarship, as well.   Most colleges and universities have created technology-

rich facilities for scholarship in computer labs or technology centers, learning resources

centers, media centers, or technology-rich academic buildings for disciplines such as

engineering and business.

Fusion of Academic and Non-Academic Functions.  A second developmental path

involves environments where students can fuse the full range of academic and non-

academic functions.  These fused function environments have evolved from libraries,

student unions, and community centers on may campuses.   These facilities are most

apparent in metropolitan settings.  The best single example is the George Johnson

University Center at George Mason University, which was developed by combining

funding for a student union and a new library.  The facility is like an “academic mall.”

Work and Learning Centers in Urban Activity Settings.   A third developmental path

involves the location of distinct academic centers, or work and discovery centers in

mixed used commercial developments.  Many colleges and universities have established

branch learning locations in a variety of settings - strip shopping centers, regional malls,
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high-tech employment centers, governmental centers, and others.  Learning and/or

exploration and discovery centers are being used to extend the usage of these urban

entertainment destinations.

Discovery and Learning in Experience-Rich Settings.  The new generation of

science museums, discovery centers, amusement parks, and zoos is creating

experience-rich environments that are fostering active learning for their participants.

Exploration, discovery, and learning is their appeal.  Some of these experience-rich

venues are located on college and university campuses.  Many academic buildings are

beginning to reflect the characteristics of these centers.

Virtual Work and Learning Environments.  Finally, educators, human resource

managers, and leaders of knowledge-driven organizations are developing new

generations of virtual work and learning environments.  These pervasive environments

are easy to use and give learners the feeling of being in physical and human

environments, not on-line.  These new environments are being fused into physical work

and learning environments.  Some of the best are being developed in leading-edge

knowledge companies.

These are not mutually exclusive categories.  Many of the exemplary facilities and

programs we have studied reflect the characteristics of several of these types.

Over time, the characteristics of these different archetypes will merger to form a new

breed of fused activity, physical and virtual learning space.  These spaces will be spread

throughout society: on academic campuses, in malls, union halls, corporate parks,

community centers, urban entertainment destinations, theme parks, science museums,

public libraries, and other public places.

Centers of Academic Technology

Many campuses have created ICT-rich buildings that focus the application of technology

to teaching and learning and other academic pursuits.  These facilities have taken a

variety of different paths:

• Some have emphasized the creation of a computing commons or a campus

technology center (Computing Commons, Arizona State University; Interactive

Technology Center, Sinclair Community College).

• Some have created multi-disciplinary, multi-academic-use facilities aiming to change

teaching, learning and research (Media Union, University of Michigan; Integrated

Technology Learning Lab, University of Colorado at Boulder: ATLAS Building,

University of Colorado at Boulder);
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• Others have created technology enriched classroom buildings (Undergraduate

Learning Center, University of Texas El Paso; Instructional Computing Resource

Center, San Juan College; Public Affairs Classroom Facility, Southwest Missouri State

University);

• Some have created outreach-oriented facilities focusing on distance and distributed

learning (Pyle Center, University of Wisconsin)

• Others have created new physical and virtual approaches to learning in a particular

discipline (Math Emporium, Virginia Tech)

These facilities have proven to be “expeditionary.  “Once constructed, outfitted, and put

into operation, their programmatic use has been evolved changed to reflect the emerging

needs of students, faculty, and staff.  The technology, the programs, and the facilities

use have all evolved.  Faculty have discovered how to use these new environments to

fuse academic activities.

Over time, academic planners are becoming more sophisticated in the planning and

design of such facilities.  For example, the ATLAS Program (Alliance for Technology,

Learning, and Society) at the University of Colorado at Boulder) has developed a

philosophical and conceptual design for its building (to be developed in 2002) that

establishes its intention to change the academic culture so technology, media and

technology can fused to create new research, learning, and practice environments.

These centers of academic technology are also incorporating characteristics of the other

models.  Many are fusing non-academic activities into their operation.  Others are

incorporating the principles of discovery and learning in experience-rich settings.  And

almost all are incorporating engaging virtual environments into their design.

Fusion of Academic and Non-Academic Functions

Some of the most interesting facilities have been fused-use facilities that serve a

substantial combination of academic and non-academic functions.  While many of the

previously discussed centers of academic technology also provide some lounge, food

service and general-purpose docking capabilities for learners, a distinguishing

characteristic of the fused-academic/nonacademic-use facilities is their strong balance of

many different functions.  Most of these facilities have evolved from library or student

union centers, but have used ICT infrastructure to fuses substantial academic functions

into these facilities.  Other examples are full-service campus centers that fuse

academic/nonacademic functions to create a fused work/learning/recreation/ commerce

environment.
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• George Mason University’s University Center is truly like an “academic mall”,

combining funding for a student union and new addition to the library to create a

prototypical fused use facility.  Other multi-function University Centers include the

University Center at Luzerne Community College;

• Other facilities that evolved from libraries or learning resource centers include the

Learning Commons at the University of Calgary, Learning Resource Centers at

Thames Valley University, and the University Library at Indiana University Purdue

University, Indianapolis.

• The Downtown Campus of the British Columbia Institute of Technology is a

fascinating, fused-use, downtown academic center providing expeditionary space

for BCIT’s downtown programs.

• Price Center at University of California San Diego is a dual-use facility that is a

classroom/lecture hall y day and a commercial theatre in the evening with fast food,

small retail shops, and the campus bookstore thrown in for good measure.

• The new campus for the Gwinnett Center of the University of Georgia and Georgia

Perimeter College is being developed as an archetype of distributed learning, fusing a

variety of academic and non-academic functions into the initial facility;

• University Center at the University of Alabama-Birmingham and the Indiana Memorial

Union at University of Indiana-Bloomington are student unions whose mission has

been expanded to include academic uses.

The most striking feature of these facilities is their capacity to change the patterns and

cadences of interactions on campus.  Some are attracting commuting students to stay on

campus for longer periods to engage in learning, work, recreation or other activities, or to

extend the use of campus facilities into the evening hours for traditional campuses. Or to

create faculty, student, and staff interactions that are more rich and diverse.  Or to

introduce food, entertainment and recreation into learning space.    The fusion of

academic and nonacademic uses will dramatically change campus environments over the

next decade.

After visiting the George W. Johnson Center, many educators have been heard to mutter,

“Did we ever miss an opportunity when we built our last building!”

Work and Learning Spaces in Urban Activity Centers

A new breed of urban activity centers has been introduced over the past decade.  They

have taken on many forms in different settings, but combine retail, entertainment, cultural
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experiences, dining, commerce, office settings, health and wellness, and other

attractions in attractive, safe, bustling urban or suburban settings.  They are the next

generation of “great, good public places” that are attracting a population drawn to them at

the same time they are spending more time in home, secure communities, and virtual

commerce.

These urban activity centers have been given a variety of names by the Urban Land

Institute (a think tank specializing in defining and developing sustainable urban

environments) depending on the mix of activities:  urban entertainment destinations,

location based entertainment, family entertainment centers, entertainment-oriented retail,

to name a few.  Cultural venues and science museums have become an attractive draw.

Many have included discovery and edutainment attractions in their mix of activities -

sometimes as a major attraction, not just an activity extender.

Over the past few years, some of these urban activities centers have begun to include

learning centers, work and learning environments, public libraries and technology salons,

and experience-rich learning attractions as activity extenders in existing and/or new

urban activity destinations.  This movement is likely to increase dramatically.  If

successful, every mall and urban activity center in America could have a physical

learning setting as a gateway to virtual learning resources, but as part of a fused use

environment that includes food, beverages, recreation, and other attractions.  Consider

the following current examples:

• Extension centers have been located in malls and urban entertainment centers

(American National University and St.` Thomas University in the Mall of America,

Ellsworth Center of the University of Maine System in Mill Mall, University of California

Extension Center at Cathedral City as part of an IMAX theater complex);

• Hyperport, a new kind of discovery and learning center, is being constructed at the

Mall of America, with the intent of locating fused physical/virtual versions at other

malls across the world;

• Caliber Learning Centers (subsidiary of Sylvan Learning Centers and MCI) are being

located in commercial real estate locations across the United States;

• Regus Work Centers are being built into urban activity centers such as Reston Town

Center, where they combine with other facilities to enable the fusion of work, learning

and other activities;

• Vancouver Public Library complex combines retail space, day care, promenades and

galleries, plus 300 computes and one million books;
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• Urban town centers using experiential learning, discovery and culture as attractions

and activity extenders (City Place, West Palm Beach Florida; and Pacific Place,

Seattle).

Over the next decade, successful, expeditionary learning and discovery venues will be

fused into virtually every mall and public space in America.  They will be a fundamental

part of these fused-use, great good public places.  Community learning centers will

sprout up, as part of fused-use community centers dealing with learning, recreation, job

skills, welfare to work transitions, and other community services.

Discovery and Learning in Experience-Rich Settings

Over the past decade, science museums, zoos, and amusement parks have become the

most exciting venues imaginable.  They have become places of exploration and

discovery, and have created experience-rich learning centers that reach tens of

thousands of patrons from children to senior citizens.  These learning centers are fused-

activity places, incorporating food, retail, entertainment, experience-rich learning, and

traditional education.

The consistent thread linking these facilities is the creation of exciting, engaging

discovery spaces that are unveiling the principles of how to take an experience-rich

setting and make it a learning place.

Examples include the Exploratorium in San Francisco, the Monterey Bay Aquarium, the

Minnesota Zoo and Discovery Bay Marine Education Center; the Women of the West

Museum at the University of Colorado-Boulder; California Science Museum in Exposition

Park; Exploration Place in Wichita Kansas; Reuben H. Fleet Science and Technology

Museum in San Diego, and the Newseum in Rosslyn Virginia.

Features of these new museum and zoo facilities are being incorporated into many new

academic facilities on campus.  What’s in the future for museum venues?  Perhaps

immersive cultural enrichment and learning environments that further extend and enhance

the museum experience.

Virtual Work,  Learning, and Discovery Environments

The final entry among the leading edges of tomorrow’s fused physical and virtual spaces

is a new generation of virtual work learning and discovery environments.  These

pervasive environments are easy-to-use and give the impression to users of being in real

environments, not on-line.  The growing convenience and user friendliness of these
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environments and the interfaces between the physical and virtual will be critical to the

spread of virtual work, learning, and exploration.

There are three primary potential of developers of these environments:  Leading edge

knowledge companies, colleges and universities, and museums, amusement parks, and

other exploration settings.

• Leading edge knowledge companies like PeopleSoft, PriceWaterhouse-Coopers, Sun

Microsystems, Dell, and Oracle have created pervasive work and learning

environments for their employees deploying ICT infrastructure, knowledge

management tools, virtual universities, and other learning management tools.  In these

organizations, learning is becoming a line function.

• Colleges, universities, and other learning enterprises are creating the next generation

of virtual learning environments to support on-line learning.  These virtual settings

make the visitor feel like they are in a living space, not an on-line chat room.

• Museums, amusement parks, zoos, and other new exploration and discovery settings

are developing virtual environments to provide immersive cultural enrichment and

learning experiences.  The physical museum setting can be the gateway to these

new environments, or they can be accessed from any networked location.

As these virtual environments are enhanced and fused with physical environments, they

will blur the distinctions between the physical and the virtual.

Implications for Academic Settings

Over the next few years, these different types of facilities will merge and evolve.

Learning spaces will be part of most fused-use environments, and they will be

everywhere.  Colleges and universities will not only incorporate these principles in new

buildings, they will use retrofit to spread these concepts into existing facilities, as well.

Extensive programs of new construction and retrofit will pose substantial challenges for

many institutions.  But they will also create opportunities for extending distributed learning

on- and off-campus.  The implications are clear:  if you haven’t been incorporating these

principles in your college or university’s master planning and building programs, start

now.  Don’t waste the opportunity to turn your next new campus facility into an

expeditionary, fused-use space.
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