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Why should schools move towards an innovative learning environment rather than a traditional model 
in order to improve student outcomes? 
 
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this literature review is to identify different views on the effectiveness of innovative 
learning environments (ILEs) in raising student outcomes. The changing nature of education in New 
Zealand and worldwide is contentious to many different stakeholders, including researchers, 
educators, businesses, whanau and students whose opinions all matter and need to be considered. 
For each stakeholder there will be views for and views against the introduction of more innovative 
learning environments. For some of these groups the idea of an ILE is heavily influenced by changes 
in the physical spaces rather than the changing learning pedagogies that accompany them.   
 
Definitions 
For the purpose of this literature review an innovative learning environment is defined by the following 
characteristics: “A learning environment may be understood to be the complete physical, social and 
pedagogical context in which learning is intended to occur. An innovative environment is one that is 
capable of evolving and adapting as educational practices evolve and change – thus remaining future 
focused.” (Ministry of Education, n.d.) 
 
A traditional model of education in New Zealand, consists of one classroom with one teacher. These 
single cell classrooms work in parallel with other classes through the school but do not engender 
significant collaboration.  
 
In New Zealand, student outcomes have traditionally referred to the National Standards of 
Mathematics, Reading and Writing which are assessed annually in primary schools and through 
NCEA exams in high school. However within ILEs student outcomes often refer to the 21st Century 
skills students should learn (OECD, 2013). This review aims to critically examine both definitions of 
student outcomes.  
 
 
For Innovate Learning Environments 
The Ministry of Education’s (MOE) overall ambition is to have “a world leading education system that 
equips all New Zealanders with the knowledge, skills and values to be successful citizens in the 21st 
century” (Annan & Talbot, 2013, p. 2).  
  
Through the Building Act 2004 (Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, 2004) the MOE 
requires that new education design meets modern standards and understanding around learning. By 
following recent research, the Ministry believes that every student should have the opportunity to work 
in spaces which allow them to be; actively involved in decision making, initiate their own learning, 
collaborate together, and make connections within and across learning areas. For existing schools, 
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this transition to more modern spaces needs to be planned for and incorporated within 5YA and 10YA 
property plans.   
 
The 2010 OECD report titled ‘The Nature of Learning’ expresses the following reason for the need to 
change education practices: “Redesigning learning environments is critical because of the significant 
changes taking place, which challenge us to redefine the critical skills and abilities of citizens in the 
21st century” (OECD, 2010, p. 8). These changes can be seen as; more advanced understandings of 
how we learn, the influx of content and communications based technologies, and new requirements 
from employers. The purpose and role of schools today needs to be a vastly different entity in order to 
maintain the pace of change of society. 
 
The nature of an ILE (OECD, 2013) within a school looks at the balance between the resources (which 
include the physical environment), learners, content and educators. The learning that occurs in an ILE 
does so because the teaching practices align with current research about how people learn. Effective 
ILEs offer students and teachers more flexibility, openness, support and access to resources. They 
aim to create easily adaptable spaces and mindsets which allow for different learning styles and 
lessons (Osborne, 2013).  
 
 
Against Innovative Learning Environments 
Whilst the current trend from the Ministry of Education and lead researchers in New Zealand (MOE, 
n.d.; Osborne, 2013; Bolstad, Gilbert, McDowall, Bull, Boyd, & Hipkins, 2012) focuses heavily on the 
move into ILEs there are other academics and professionals (Coe, Aloisi, Higgins, & Major, 2014; 
Kirschner, Clark, & Sweller, 2006) who are unsure about their merits. Critics question the purpose and 
reasoning for making changes to the education system currently used in schools and the removal of 
some valid traditional methods.   
 
A prevalent theme within ILE schools, as identified in Blackmore, Bateman, Cloonan, Dixon, Loughlin, 
O’Mara & Senior (2011), is the increased time needed for staff to plan, discuss and reflect 
collaboratively. This has funding ramifications for leaders who are trying to give teachers the maximum 
time to plan effectively, without removing them from being with their class. While some schools have 
compensated for this with the loss of other school staff meetings, the worry is where schools have not 
reduced meetings or provided extra release time, staff are having to work longer hours to find time to 
plan together.  
 
The student response to new learning environments has also been called into question with one study 
finding “surprising evidence amongst students indicating a level of nostalgia and grief and a desire to 
retain the old ways of doing things, the familiar spaces and places” (Blackmore et al., 2011. p. 39). 
This illustrates a need for schools moving into an ILE to consult with students about how they like to 
learn and what they like about their spaces now. While small changes occur constantly in our lives a 
big change such as moving house or moving class can cause trauma and unsettled emotions. Schools 
must help facilitate and prepare for change with their students (Nace, 2015). 
 
While many supporters (OECD, 2013; Osborne, 2013; Bolstad et al., 2012) of ILEs highlight student 
choice and flexibility as positives of this style of learning, other researchers have found that other 
factors contribute more significantly to student outcomes. The 2014 study titled ‘What makes great 
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teaching’ by (Coe et al, 2014) found two factors which demonstrated strong evidence of significant 
impact on student outcomes. These were: Pedagogical content knowledge of the teacher and Quality 
of instruction. This second factor looked specifically at elements such as questioning, scaffolding and 
reviewing of previous learning. Both of these factors can already be found in classrooms within the 
traditional educational model. 
 
The report also identified practices which do not lead to improved student outcomes. One of which is 
‘allowing learners to discover key ideas for themselves’ (p. 23). Research by Kirschner et al, 2006, 
favours direct instruction over discovery learning as a more beneficial tool to improve outcomes. The 
concept of direct instruction as a tool to improve achievement is also supported by Hattie (2008) 
whose findings illustrate that open versus traditional classes showed little difference in student 
achievement.  
 
A worry for some educators (Wilson, 2015) is the influx of technology into schools (and specifically in 
ILEs) with little or no pedagogy in place for teachers. Technology as a replacement tool provides no 
additional benefits within a classroom and creates only shallow learning. Teachers need professional 
development on how to improve student outcomes through the use of technology so that students 
become digital creators as well as users.  
 
Larger Class Sizes 
Supporters of the ILE approach believe that the open nature of ILE spaces allows for students to work 
in a variety of spaces and with different people. Rather than having one teacher per class where they 
are stretched to cater for hugely varying needs having two or three teachers enables each one to 
focus on a smaller cross section of abilities and develop stronger pedagogy around how to teach 
these students. This also creates greater collaboration and collegiality between teachers who are 
working within a large (often multi year) classroom space (Blackmore et al., 2011). 
 
The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) also gives teachers and students the 
freedom to self direct their learning around topics they wish to know more about. Rather than requiring 
teacher instruction it allows students to learn things for themselves, while the teacher facilitates and 
supports their discoveries. The open nature of an ILE space allows students to find their own space to 
work on their inquiries, either independently or collaboratively, with the teacher able to facilitate the 
progress of different groups. However, many parents see the introduction of open plan teaching 
spaces as a reiteration of the 1970s and 80s where classes often worked as separate units within one 
large space. Researchers such as Hattie (2009) have long espoused that class size has little effect on 
student outcome acknowledging however that smaller class sizes (optimum size 16) lead to more 
interaction between student and teacher.  
 
Larger class sizes can also have a negative effect on the acoustic qualities within the rooms. This is 
especially true of old buildings, which have been modernised by ripping down walls. Purpose built 
learning spaces take into account the acoustics with their choice of furnishings and the height of 
ceilings in a way that existing classrooms cannot. A December 2015 article from The Age newspaper 
in Victoria, explained how the removal of walls to create open plan classrooms had now been 
reversed with the installation of partition walls to ‘recreate’ smaller class spaces. Mealings, Buchholz, 
Demuth, & Dillon (2015) investigated the nature of acoustics in different sized open plan classrooms. 
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Their findings indicated that ILE classrooms are “unlikely to be appropriate learning environments for 
young children due to their high intrusive noise levels” (p. 1).  
 
Research into student outcomes 
Blackmore et al., (2011) in their research study of 12 ILE schools in Australia found that improvement 
in academic results varied greatly and was dependent on the aim of the school and its stage in 
implementation of an ILE. High attaining schools showed little improvement in academic scores (as 
there was already less room for improvement) whereas other schools showed initial improvement, 
which then plateaued.  
 
Finding evidence directly related to improved student outcomes in an ILE is difficult. This is because 
schools would argue that the focus of an ILE is to foster 21st Century learning skills (OECD, 2010) 
such as creativity and collaboration, which cannot be easily measured especially through New 
Zealand’s current national testing regime. The OECD (2013) report discusses the importance of 
assessment as a visible tool for learning. It can be a demanding process of objective setting, 
diagnostics and feedback. Assessment should seek to look at the “methodical, personal and social 
aspects of learning” as well as content knowledge (p. 174). 
 
National Standards are the tool New Zealand currently uses and as a result schools need to continue 
to ensure students achieve milestones comparative to other New Zealand schools and worldwide. 
Because of the lack of empirical evidence or research that demonstrates improvements in National 
Standards as a result of moving to an ILE, academics such as Wilson (2015) and Abbiss (2015), 
reiterate the need for schools to plan any changes carefully considering not only stakeholders views 
but the effect changes may have on National Standards levels.  
 
Different researchers (OECD, 2010; Wagner, 2008) have set out to define the student skills, principles 
and outcomes which define what it means to be a 21st Century Learner. Wagner (2008) identified 7 
desirable skills learners need to develop: 

- Critical thinking and problem solving 
- Collaboration and leadership 
- Agility and adaptability 
- Initiative and entrepreneurialism  
- Effective oral and written communication 
- Accessing and analysing information  
- Curiosity and imagination 

 
Lai & Viering, (2012) discuss the complexities of trying to assess 21st Century skill acquisition because 
many of the skills have multiple definitions and perspectives and are often not easy to quantify or 
evidence in a stand-alone test. They recommend a triangulation of data, which can be gathered, from 
self-assessments, standardised tests and observations.  
 
Importance of Community Engagement  (Kaupapa Maori Perspective) 
Within New Zealand schools, the current focus for Maori students has been the education of Maori as 
Maori, which involves identifying the cultural beliefs and expectations of whanau and incorporating this 
into daily school practice. Maori pedagogy focuses heavily on whakapapa (genealogy) with the idea 
that we are already born with the gifts and talents that we will give back to the Earth. These gifts come 
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from our past, our whanau and having a strong sense of identify which help us to be connected to the 
land we come from (Mete, 2013).  
 
Parental concerns about moving towards an ILE model can relate to the feeling that their child will be 
lost in this new environment and ‘fall through the cracks’. In practice however, the ILE model tends to 
provide greater opportunities for all children to receive targeted support from the teachers and their 
peers as they develop more independent learning styles. Osborne (2016) and St John & Wynd (2008) 
highlight that many students, particularly Maori and Pasifika, already ‘fall through the cracks’ in a 
traditional model and that the strengths of the an ILE model, such as a greater focus on the teacher-
student relationship could help reduce this.  
 
Bolstad et al., (2012) highlight the role of education as being to consider “who [our] learners are, 
where they come from and to what and whom they are connected” (p. 26). Within this there needs to 
be a concerted effort by schools to consider what achievement and success looks like to different 
communities. In a diverse and multi ethnic environment this can be a challenging and long process but 
it is necessary to ensure all stakeholders feel confident in the direction of the school.  
 
Parents and the community also need reassurance about how the ILE model of flexibility and student 
led learning will still lead to robust and rigorous learning for their child. This is especially true for 
families (and other stakeholders) who believe that a competitive, individually focussed, traditional 
education system is still the best practice when striving for academic outcomes (Campbell as cited in 
Blackmore et al., 2011). 
 
For schools already on the pathway to providing innovative learning environments the ability to extend 
resources and expertise is seen as key. Schools must work to build networks with other schools, 
businesses and cultures to provide authentic learning opportunities for students. Parents and whanau 
should have greater involvement in the deeper learning that occurs, through supporting community 
based projects. (OECD, 2013) 
 
Gaps in the literature 
This literature was unable to identify quantitative data that showed accelerated National Standards 
improvements for schools that have moved into a more innovative learning environment. One 
consideration for the lack of data is that unless the school is a new school, ILEs and their associated 
change in pedagogy often happen in small sections of a school before being rolled out to all year 
groups.  
 
There were also gaps when trying to locate evidence of outcomes related to the development of 21st 
century skills. As discussed, this can be partly attributed to difficulty in assessing soft skills such as 
collaboration. This then poses further problems when considering how to compare schools.  
 
A balanced approach 
Wall (2015) states that there are no consistent findings as to whether open learning spaces influence 
student achievement or engagement either negatively or positively. This is due to the variety and 
quality of teaching and learning programmes being delivered with open learning spaces. However, this 
is also true of schools working within the traditional model of education. The quality and range of 
teaching and learning differs between classes even within the same school. The conversation needs 
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to be (in both open and traditional schools) about teacher and learner accountability and how we can 
ensure best practice is shared, disseminated and built on rather than existing in isolated pockets 
around each school and community (Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009). 
 
Often schools are not in the position (because of building work and staff capabilities) to move as a 
whole unit towards an ILE. Different year groups or cohorts are given the chance to venture into this 
model while the rest of the school continues in a more traditional format. This then requires leadership 
to plan how they will include other staff and students in the future. The school must consider how the 
learning culture, which has been founded in the ILE cohort, can be shared and extended to other staff 
without undermining teachers who achieve accelerated outcomes within the traditional model. Often 
this is achieved by moving staff into different teaching teams and allowing others to experience more 
innovative structures while still expressing the need for elements of direct teaching (Blackmore et al., 
2011).  
 
An advantage to moving more slowly into an ILE is that time can be taken to analyse the changes 
made so far and how these have impacted on the community teachers and students. This analysis 
also needs to look at how these changes have impacted on the annual targets set by the school or 
Community of Learners. These may be academic or values based. They need to consider whether all 
stakeholders will see the benefits of these changes and be encouraged to support the innovation as it 
rolls out across the school. (Annan & Talbot, 2013) 
 
Conclusion 
While this review has found a shortage of data to support an innovative learning environment over a 
traditional model of education, perhaps, by it’s absence it highlights the importance of schools 
planning their strategy carefully: consulting with their whanau about what changes will occur (as a 
result of building work or a change in pedagogy) and how success is valued and measured by the 
school. For school leaders the shift towards more 21st century skills must be balanced with the need 
for annual reporting which remains part of the Principal’s and Board of Trustees’ responsibility and 
accountability to their stakeholders.   
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