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Abstract

It has been argued by both educationalists andls@searchers that visual methods are a
particularly appropriate to the investigation obpke’s experiences of the school
environment. The current and expected buildingwtaking place in British schools
provides an opportunity for exploration of methoals well as a need to establish ways to
achieve this involvement of a range of school ysectuding students.

This article describes a consultation that was taklen in a UK secondary school as part of
a participatory design process centred on the Idibhgiof the school. A range of visual
methods, based on photographs and maps, was usegstigate the views of a diverse
sample of school users, including students, teackerhnical and support staff and the wider
community. Reported here is the experience ofguiase tools, considering the success of
different visually-based methods in engaging a thrass section of the school community
and revealing useful information.

It is concluded that such methods allow a compbeik coherent, understanding of the
particular school environment to be constructeddmakloped. It is further argued that such
a range of visual and spatial methods is needddvelop appropriate understanding. The
study, therefore, contributes to knowledge aboattig visual research methods,
appreciation of the relationship between tools smtb general methodological understanding
of visual methods’ utility for developing understiamg of the learning environment.

Introduction

The role of participation in the process of understanding the learning
environment

If the learning environment is understood as resyfrom a complex interacting network of
social, cultural, organisational and physical atsp@doos 1979), then the part played by the
physical setting is far from straightforward. Attpts to assess the impact of physical
characteristics of schools and classrooms in isolaénd to lead to confusing and, often,
contradictory, conclusions (Woolner et al. 200ya},it seems clear that the physical setting
must have some effect on the learning that octuet Although the surroundings do not



determine the teaching and learning which takesepldey can clearly help or hinder
particular approaches (Horne-Martin 2002; see @tifRand Rothenberg 1976; Bennett et al.
1980 for the effect of open plan settings on taaghi Research shows that both teachers and
learners notice the physical environment and dgvefinions about it (Cohen and Trostle
1990; Maxwell 2000; Burke and Grosvenor 2003), Whigll influence their attitudes and
views to the learning experience as a whole. presumably affects behaviour in school
(Kumar et al. 2008; Rudd et al. 2008), leads todiote on the morale of students and staff
(Hallam 1996), and may influence attendance lefi2lsan-Narucki 2008). It has been
argued these could be routes by which the physimatonment could ultimately produce
changes in students’ academic achievement (Wem$819), contributing to the association
that has been found between a neglected or ddfigigssical environment and achievement
(Woolner et al. 2007a).

Within schools, therefore, the construct of phylsezevironment, narrowly understood as the
actual physical setting, is enmeshed within a cempktwork of organisational and
behavioural factors, all contributing to the leagienvironment as experienced by the
students and impacting on their success. It shoellpossible to enhance this overall
environment through improving the physical envir@mty but to do this it will be necessary
to understand the relationship of the physicalrsgto the other aspects of the learning
environment. In addition to investigating the sahouilding itself, we need to enquire about
how the premises are used, what happens wherdocanthis is understood by the users.

If student attitudes and opinions are proposedwtsidink between the environment and
their learning experience, then it seems impottiaebnsider them. Such reasoning has
contributed to recent interest in ‘student voidelafk 2004), some of which has been directly
linked to the physical setting (Flutter 2006). Kifitresearch into the learning environment,
this logic is also evident. For example, Koningale(2007) clearly articulate this idea,
noting that ‘student perceptions of a learning esvinent determine their learning behaviour’
(p.445) and arguing that ‘participatory design dautlp’ by giving ‘students’ perceptions a
clear position in the design process of a learemgronment’ (p.446). It seems unlikely,
however, that every effect of the physical setiihmediated by learners’ perceptions and
opinions. There is some evidence of a direct exfbe of school condition on the quality of
teaching (Estyn 2007) and environmental psycholag/found evidence of problems with
physical environments, with implications for leangj which users are not properly aware of
(Evans and Stecker 2004). In general, the dedigrsohool will affect many organisational,
management and teaching decisions, producing a-facéited learning environment, with
complex patterns of use, within which each useklv@laware of differing aspects. Thus, if
the environment provided by the school for learngp be comprehensively understood, it
seems important for all those involved, includirsggnts, learning support and other staff, as
well as students and teachers, to participateyrirarestigation. Once this is accepted it
becomes necessary to develop research methodslitata the genuine participation of a
range of users, who will have differing skills aswhfidence, but need to contribute their
knowledge and experience to an overall understgndin

Visual methods within participatory social research

Despite the importance of visual forms of represéon to many aspects of our lives, a
number of social scientists have commented onellagive under-use of visual methods in
social research (Prosser 1998). As Banks (200hjgout, it is possible to overstate this
case, but ‘Euro-American... societies are also styonghe thrall of language’ (Banks 2001,
p.8) and the academic world of research, in pdeicgan be seen as ‘a sea of words and
more words, in which visually based communicatiaresnot taken as serious intellectual
products’ (Collier 2001, p.59).



Furthermore, there are some problems even wheualvisethods are used. Banks argues
that the difficulty is not in using images, butkimowing how to use them, leading to instances
of insight without methodological understanding.refated criticism, made by both Banks
and the sociologist Douglas Harper, is that visnethods can become ‘an end in themselves’
(Banks 2001, p.178; Harper 2002, p.20), producitmggovations ‘that beg for greater
theoretical and substantive significance’ (Harg@2 p.19). In the present context of using
visual methods to try to understand and improvddhming environment this aim of going
beyond isolated observations or descriptions igrant.

It is vital to grapple with these issues becausectivices we make about research tools
inevitably affect that research since ‘a tool soah mode of language, for it says something
to those that understand it, about the operatibose®and their consequences’ (Dewey 1938).
These tools ‘frame practice and thus practice aggeas new tools and technologies facilitate
or enforce change’ (Baumfield et al. 2007, p.4;Kiian, 1990). The relative ease, with
current digital photographic technology, of puttiogether a set of photographs for photo
elicitation means that it is more important thaereio develop methodological understanding
of this and other visual research tools if theytarbe useful in furthering understanding of
the school environment and the learning and tegabjportunities it affords.

Visual methods within education research

Research into education can be seen as constiayreedeliance on language common to
much, if not all, social research, as discussedabin addition, it can be argued that many
practices of education, such as communicating wtateding and providing explanations,
particularly favour verbal understanding and haagetb a certain dominance of language
within education. This can be seen in much edaratitheorising, from Piaget’s insistence
that a solution to a cognitive task must be prgpexplained to count as success (Inhelder &
Piaget 1958) to recent concerns that learners dgtké ‘vocabularies’ of science and
mathematics (e.g. DfEE 2001, section 5). Withariéng environments research the
investigation of learners’ perceptions also terd®ly on verbal skills and articulacy, and
may prioritise certain aspects. Methods which nrakee use of visual and spatial material
may widen participation to include all users, dmel particularly appropriate to examining the
contribution of the physical setting to the leaghanvironment (Lodge 2007; Prosser 2007).

This is of general interest to educators, but r@adarly pressing in the UK context since the
British government is committed to increasing dracadly the spending on school-building
through itsBuilding Schools for the Futut®SF) programmehftp://www.bsf.gov.uk
Commentators have raised concerns that this prageamight fail to deliver significant
benefits (Heppekt al 2004) and a study by the Commission for thetBtnalvironment
(CABE) concluded in 2006 that half the new schdmigt by then were ‘mediocre’ or ‘poor’
(CABE 2006).

A potential solution to the problem of inadequateiosuitable buildings is greater
involvement of users in the design process (e.gleR2000). Although attempting
involvement is not without its own difficulties @®&lundell Jones et al. 2005, esp.
Richardson and Connelly 2005), the participations®rs in the design process is
recommended by many in the field of school architec(e.g. Curtis 2003, p.27) and the BSF
process involves the consultation of users (DfE&20.63).

Prosser argues that visual methods are particulagful for facilitating such user
involvement, and should allow this to move beyoadow consultation: ‘Emancipatory and
participatory research such as photo voice andopflatitation can gather valuable input
from teachers, pupils and others who actually iftitab built environment’ (2007, p.16).
Burke (2007) proposes that the power of visual rmediexpression to allow children to



convey ideas about schools has been demonstratedjththeSchool I'd Likeproject (Burke
and Grosvenor 2003) and deserves to be more wadglpited.

Researchers and others working in this area dadnniake use of a wide range of tools and
activities, many of them visually based, in thdfoes to involve students and teachers in
discussion about the learning environment (Hardeling and Fisher 2007; Clark 2005;
Koralek and Mitchell 2005). Clark has developeiasaic’ approach to researching the
views of very young children (aged 3-4), which ird#s children’s photography, map-making
and child-led tours of the environment. Clark &gthat the range of activities with the
children is necessary to capture the ‘complexittheir everyday lives’ (2005, p.10).
Furthermore, the visual and physical basis of théhods focus on ‘young children’s
strengths — their local knowledge, their attentmdetail, and their visual as well as verbal
communication skills’ (p.10). Although the interdégre is in young children, this description
of the participants’ knowledge could equally apany user of the school environment.

The activities used in practice with students atheis in this context are often pragmatically
chosen, however, because they have previously wavké similar participants. Detailed
reflection on the individual methods is less fragilyeattempted and there is little comparison
between different techniques. Specifically, it mige questioned whether certain methods
are more appropriate for particular groups of paréints and whether there is benefit in using
a range of methods over attempting to identify esgecially successful method. It is in these
respects that the present study aims to be regealin

Aims of this study

The central objective of this study was to explbweviews of a diverse sample of individuals
from a school community and so develop understanalirihe learning environment. Using
visual research methods, we explored their expegenf the existing school environment
together with aspirations for the future, whengbkool would be rebuilt. The research
would provide the school with information aboutests of the school which should be
preserved in the new school and about problemganckerns which the architects could
attempt to address. It was intended that the ndstbbosen would enable the equal,
inclusive, participation of teachers, students psupstaff and community members. The
guality and extent to which each data collectionhmé succeeded in capturing the required
insights and how far different methods gather @igcor overlapping data can be judged.

It was anticipated, therefore, that the use ofallgtbased methods in this project would fulfil
a number of needs. Firstly, the research metheddad to be appropriate and useful for
investigating the varied experiences of this leagr@énvironment, adding to relevant
knowledge about how schools are currently usedlowimg the arguments above for the
potential of visual methods, this seems appropriaitit was anticipated that this study
would develop understanding of how visual methogghiraid this process of investigating
the learning environment from a broadly physicakpective.

Secondly, it was important that the methods fadid the participation of the range of school
users, helping the various users to communicatedkperiences and opinions, and resulting
in an emerging understanding of the learning emvitent, evidenced by improved immediate
shared understanding and material that could be wih architects. Banks describes studies
‘that see visual research as an actively, and psrimherently, collaborative project’ (2001,
p.112) so it would seem a sensible ambition tovimeal methods, in this way, in the case of
school design, to complete ‘a project that simudtarsly provides information for the
investigator while fulfilling a good for the subjet(Banks 2001, p.122).

Finally, this study enabled a number of visual rodthto be used and evaluated in the context
of gathering ideas from a wide range of peopleifféiing ages with various relationships to



the school. Considering how these methods wonkgualdctice and the results they produced
should illuminate some of the methodological issafassing specific visual methods. This,
as has been discussed above, is of concern totredigractitioners of these methods.

It was anticipated, then, that this study wouldmetely be an end in itself, but would be a
means of developing these three important aims.

Method

Tools used

In psychological terms the representational forens&s contrasting with the verbal is visual-
spatial (e.g. Hunt 1994). It was intended thattttebs used would tap this wider
understanding of visual, non-verbal meaning, soesaativities were photograph-based
(more visual) and some were map-based (more spakakh group of participants took part
in one photograph and one map based activity.

Photo elicitation

Across the social sciences, photo elicitation resnlmuite widely practised and is perhaps
better understood than other visual methods. Bnaphis have been found to be successful in
eliciting a wide range of differing ideas from difént participants, including information that
would be difficult to produce otherwise (Harper 2D0They are recognised as working well
to mediate between researcher and participantidhng gaps between the worlds of the
researcher and the researched’ (Harper 2002, m2@)providing a focus for all parties so

that ‘awkward silences can be covered’ (Banks 20(38).

In this project, photographs were used in two difiig contexts: eliciting opinions and ideas
through fairly open observation and discussion,iaralmore directed activitgiamond
ranking described below. The photographs were takenriegearcher during an initial visit
to the school, during a tour provided by the heaaher. The content was guided by his
comments, the aim of providing a representativepsaimf images of the schools and through
appreciation of which aspects of schools have géegrdiscussion in previous surveys and
research (Cohen and Trostle 1990; Ornstein 199%wdth 2000; Burke and Grosvenor
2003). Although there can be problems with cregitimages in this manner (see Prosser
1998), it is felt that this background knowledgetw# researchers coupled with their having
no particular agenda for the consultation in tlso®l, provides a good basis for the
production of images which facilitate a genuinetipgratory process. The success of this can
be judged from the results that follow.

Picture sortinginvolved the participants, working as a groupcdssing the set of 15
laminated colour pictures. This group-discussientied on places that were particularly
liked or disliked, reasons for this and derivedagléor the new build. Notes were kept of
comments that participants made that were not decbelsewhere. Participants were also
encouraged to write comments ogiant photographan exterior view of the existing
building (see figure 1).



Figure 1: Students adding comments to the giant ptiograph

Diamond ranking

This is a recognised thinking skills tool, usual®rried out with written statements (Rockett
and Percival 2002, p.99). The activity involvesudset of nine of the photographs,
reproduced on two sheets of A4 paper in black amitew Participants, working in pairs or
threesomes, cut out these pictures and stuck tinéorecpiece of A3 paper in a diamond
shape, ranking them by position so that the prefgpicture is at the top and the most
disliked one at the bottom (see figure 2). Theyenancouraged to annotate their diamond
with comments and explanations.

[ L]
[ ]

Figure 2: Organisation of diamond ranking

Map-based activities

Long term advocate of child participation, RogerttHiaas often argued that map-making can
be an effective way for children to communicatérthaderstanding of their environment
(e.g. Hart 1979). In the present study the useays seemed likely to be a good way to
investigate the relationship that all the partiaggehad with the school. There were two
mapping activities based on photocopied plansestthool premises. One activity (a)
involved each person mapping their location dugrgpical day, adding stickers (yellow for
‘places | like’ and red for ‘places | don't likef)lus any other comments or annotations. The
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other map activity (b) involved each person or péiparticipants annotating maps to show
‘places that work’ and ‘places that don't work’ingscoloured pens, to shade in or circle big
areas, and stickers to pinpoint spots (green amel green for places that do work).

The consultation context

The school

The school involved in this study is an 11-16 seleoyn school in the north east of England.
When the research was carried out there were ajpppatedy 1100 students, 62 teaching staff,
40 support staff and a number of cleaners and timelsupervisors. The existing building
was built in 1965 and extended in 1973. It is 8ASP construction, a system of building
with standardised parts, developed by a consordiubocal Education Authorities in the
1960s, and designed around the need to withsta@nehitiing subsidence which is common in
the counties involved. Such schools are of aivelgtlight construction and were not
intended to have particularly long lives. For tfgason the school has begun to look
somewhat tired and shabby, despite recent maintenaark on the exterior panels and
interior painting. It is currently intended thaetschool be completely rebuilt, probably over
the period 2009 to 2010/11.

The consultation

Before the consultation days, the school was wditea researcher who interviewed the head
teacher and was given a guided tour of the exigiregnises. The head teacher was keen that
the consultation should involve as wide a rangeasficipants as possible and undertook to
arrange this.

Over two consecutive days, the team of five re¢eascworked with a total of 38 teachers, 28
support staff and 107 students. Although the gipgants were not randomly chosen but were
asked by the head teacher to attend, based mairihea availability, there was no sense that
this was a skewed sample. The teachers representatkty of subject areas and ranged in
seniority from newly qualified to Assistant Heatlhe support staff had been chosen to
represent as many job categories as possible ahdi@d Special Educational Needs learning
supporters, teaching assistants, administratie stahnicians, lunchtime supervisors,
cleaners, the caretaker and the groundsman. Ajthparents and other members of the local
community might appear not to have been includediraber of the staff lived locally and
often spoke from the perspective of a parent, essidr community-user of the school
facilities. All the year groups (Y7-Y11) were repented among the students, who were
fairly equally split between the two genders, ardduse whole classes were generally
provided it seems unlikely that particular typesufdent were being excluded or included.

The consultation activities took place in the lipfeearning resource centre. Any school user
who had not been directly involved was invited ¢one during lunch breaks to make
comments to the team, an offer that several staffonded to. The participants worked in
groups which were broadly homogenous, consistinfpoexample, administrative staff;
cleaning staff; Design and Technology teaching;ssahior managers; a group of Year 7
pupils. This was done to reduce time spent aditig@sssumptions and background
knowledge, but also to reduce any reluctance twudsissues of school organisation in the
presence of more powerful individuals.

On the first day, participants worked on the magnd photograph-based exercises
described above. The second day followed from aigbf the data produced on the first day,
structured around key themes, and a selectioratdraents was used, taken from comments
made during the first day’s activities. Both ne@gatnd positive statements were included as
it was considered constructive to highlight sucttésspects of the current premises and



avoid simply listing problems. It was intendedtbti check the validity of the views
expressed and to link developing ideas to the dsonos of the previous day.

This article will focus on the use of the visualthels on the first day and, specifically, the
success of these methods in producing the infoomaiquired to carry out the second day’s
consultation and produce a report which the schaoluse as the design process progresses.

Results

Photo elicitation: picture sorting and the giant photograph

ThePicture sortingactivity worked well for a number of reasons. Tidusive approach

meant that various stakeholders were offered aorbypity to voice their opinions, and the
range of staff and ages of pupils meant that vargmrspectives were explored. Cleaning staff
reported that they were particularly pleased they tvere included in the consultation — this
was unusual they said - and their involvement hadenefit in that they were also local
residents and parents of pupils. These additiosisectives were apparent in their
discussions.

The reliance of this exercise on visual stimuli @edbal responses, worked well with the
different groups, and, where levels of literacy mayy, such as with the younger children.
The photographs were useful in stimulating disarssalthough some groups were initially
more reluctant to talk. Respondents tended tosfocuimages that closely represented their
particular ‘areas’ or classrooms they were familéh; they would pick up the photographs,
sort and sift through them, and talk about thedsgelated to the image.

The administrative staff, for example, focusedw photograph which depicted the school
reception area and spoke of the difficulties ofagimg and access, whilst the cleaning staff
considered many photographs but offered a uniqteppetive on the practical aspects of
almost all of the areas, such as the type of flgpand the weaknesses of particular furniture.
Teachers focused on particular classrooms they, aseldpupils considered the images that
depicted communal areas such as the toilets, dioioigy and corridors.

Comments were made about specific design aspects as the physical inadequacies of the
student toilets, but the photographs also prompaéelctions about related organisational
issues. For example, comments about an ICT rochaded problems with the size of the
space and the organisation of learning (e.g. “fidixy is difficult”). It was revealing when
places were discussed in a number of groups. ¥aomgle, members of the administrative
staff who had worked in the school for over 25 gaacalled a time when the school garden
was used differently through being accessibleltorais contrasted sharply with younger
pupils who had never known the garden as an atdessiea. Although in both cases, the
picture prompted comments about access arrangentleaidifferent users were able to offer
subtly different perspectives on the issue, soiging a more complete understanding.

As this suggests, it was entirely possible fordhme picture to suggest to different people
different ideas, associations and indeed opinitwasithe school. Despite being of
particular, identifiable places, the photographensed to successfully avoid being
prescriptive and, instead, allow space for indigideaction. So, for example, Picture 10 (see
figure 3), provoked comments about narrow corridiorduding discussions by teachers of
transitions between lessons, revealed that thegeyuhildren felt “over-whelmed” at these
times and prompted some students to talk aboutowiipy signage and theming corridors
around curriculum areas. Similarly, Picture 1X}(8gure 3) provoked comments which
ranged from the need for daylight, and the usdinélb, through complaints about window
opening and temperature control in the schooljgoussion of children climbing on the roof.



Figure 3: Pictures 10 (left) and 11 elicited a wideange of responses

The photograph of the exterior view of the schadlich was used in the picture sorting
activity and as a giant photograph to be annotated, especially successful in eliciting more
general comments about the school, including sugyessand aspirations. Being shown the
school from the outside suggested certain issugsramy of the comments written on the
picture, and those made in response to this phapbgiuring the sorting activity, centre on
general appearance. Comments during picture gartotuded “shabby, not colourful” and
there are several mentions of the need for “betikrurs” written on the enlarged photograph.
During the picture sorting, this photograph promdpgeme Year 7 students to move from
discussing rubbish and the big fences to mentiantttey felt ashamed of the school,
considering it had a bad reputation. This wasanmmmon attitude among students or staff,
but it is notable that it was the external ‘viewrfr the neighbourhood’ that produced such
concerns.

The photograph also prompted comments about owpiaes, which tie in with the results of
the other activities. A number of students wratggestions for improving the outside space
(e.g. “seats outside so we can have lunch”) ordécettlarged photograph, and one group of
teachers responded to this photograph by discutisingeed for space for children to play.
They saw this as part of the issue of behavioschool, and notably some of the students
responded to the giant photograph by marking sngo&prots and places where “people climb
over the fence”, together with suggestions for @kio have CCTV cameras.

Finally, perhaps partly because the photograplufedta sunny day, there were several
comments written about temperature (“should haveariditioning”; “science block always
boiling”). Similar comments were made during thepping andliamond rankingxercises,
however, so it seems reasonable to conclude tisaisth general experience. This is relevant
given the links suggested by previous researchdmriyphysical discomfort, relating to
temperature and air quality, and student behadadrlearning (Woolner et al 2007a, p.50-
52).

Diamond ranking activity

Like the picture sorting, théiamond rankingctivity succeeded in eliciting preferences for
particular parts of the school, but it also forpedtticipants to quantify their preferences and
allowed the collection of background reasons, thhoannotations to the constructed diamond
(see figure 4, below). These comments often dematesthat the pictures were prompting
reactions to quite generalised ideas about theofcinoluding aspects of construction,
organisation and learning. For example, commeetewdded such as “unwelcoming” and
“claustrophobic”, but also “modern” and “good fasimputers”. In the diamond reproduced
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below, two quite different rooms are bracketed thgewith the annotation “learn but have
fun”.

Figure 4: Diamond ranking

The structure of this activity allowed a more qitative approach to be taken to analysis of
the results, complementing the more qualitativeaggh taken to the responses to the picture
sorting activity. In the report presented to tblea®l, the following diagram (figure 5) was
used to show how the pictures had been ranked thigereaction to each picture was
discussed in detail.

10



16
14 -
12 -
> 10 A : B top
o Otop two
=] 8
o O bottom two
@ 6
= B bottom
4 -
2 |
O _
&’b &fo &’\ &0) @,@ Q},\/'\, QJ,\/‘L é\‘/b Q,'\/b‘
OO R R RN N NRANRIRN
\(}' \(}' '\0\ \("\.(}0 RO
Q Q Q Q Q\ Q\ Q\ Q\ Q\

Figure 5: Bar chart showing the results of the diarond ranking

This allows a clear appreciation of the aspecth®kchool premises which are most clearly
of general concern (shown by the almost unaniméaamy of picture 9, the student toilets, at
the bottom of the diamonds) and those where tlsererisiderably more equivocation and
mixed feeling. As can be seen from the bar clRactures 2, 6 and 11 were placed in various
positions in the diamonds and all seemed ablddit alwide variety of responses, including
general opinions and impressions about the schddth form a complex web of ideas.

Figure 6: Participant reaction to pictures 2 (left)and 6 was equivocal

Most of the participants were happy to carry oig #ttivity, which provoked discussion
between the participants and with the facilitatbwwever, a minority of the participants, the
groundsman and one group of technicians, weretegitito complete this activity,
demanding instead that their views on the schaahpges were simply recorded. Although
this was done, it was not then easy to feed thiessiinto later consideration of information,
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as the opinions given did not relate to the ideadyced by the other participants through the
activities. The technicians engaged with the sgibset mapping activity, however, and
contributed to our understanding of how learningcgs in the school were being used.

Map based activity (a): usage and preferred places

Participants were asked to choose one day of tie& eed draw the route that they would
usually take throughout the day. Focussing on @yeoflthe week, meant that the task was
not overwhelming — either to complete, or to bad'dater.

Once the patrticipants had plotted their route, they used stickers to highlight areas that
they liked (a yellow sticker) and areas that thieind like (a red sticker), adding comments to
explain their judgements. Thus for instance, whes af the cleaners put a yellow sticker on
a particular corridor of the school, she wrote thatas the flooring that she liked because it
was easy to clean. The students and teachers wiedstickers on the same corridor related
it to the narrowness and movement difficulties.

The maps provided a good starting point for coratéra, perhaps better for some
participants than the more open photo elicitati&ome of the staff and pupils were very
obviously nervous when they sat down, but the nrappctivity was practical and
straightforward, and many people visibly relaxedthey began to draw and discuss their
views with one another. Using a map of the schoabkd participants to pinpoint very
specific features that they wished to comment dre Jtickers were not over-used, and the
picture that was created provided instant visuadifiack to all. Although some of the
students associated areas of the school that ttei like with lessons that they didn't like,
this was made clear through the written commenthermaps.

Use of the school

As might be expected, sketching individual usehefg¢chool on maps revealed both
consistencies in use and contrasts between diffgrenps of user. In general, the students’
mappings covered much of the building, while teagh&nd most other staff, tend to stay in
more limited areas. For example, in the maps cepred below, the Year 8 pupil visits many
more places than the science teacher during aatyghéy.

Figure 7: Student’'s map of school day
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Figure 8: Teacher's map of school day

There are exceptions to this, with some (often nsereor) teachers, the cleaners and one
member of the administration staff drawing diagramshow more extensive movement.
However, the students’ maps are considerably nikefy/lto range over the whole school,
consequently using more of the corridors, staits@her circulation routes, as well as taking
in more of the school facilities and various subpgmecific rooms. Explanatory notes
attached to the maps further related usage ofrraipes to particular roles. While pupils
seem to experience the building in terms of thewsigation of their school day, writing
“break”, “lunch” and “form room” on their maps, eers’ comments centred on their
responsibilities, including the note on an extesipace of “Duty — out here all year!”

The recorded use of certain areas was heavilyentied by the role of the user in the school,
with, unsurprisingly, teachers’ mapping more oft@rolving the staff room, main office and
other administration space. Notably, though, sofitbe teachers did not show use of the
staffroom, or only recorded a single visit, and tilsiconsistent with other findings indicating
that the staffroom was under-used.

Preferences

There are notable differences between groups o us¢heir preferences for particular parts
of the building, which reflect time spent in diféert places, but also the position of the users
within the school community. This becomes cleaemthe ‘places | like’ and ‘places | don’t
like' are accumulated on two maps, one showingsthdents’ responses and the other
representing that of staff (figures 9 and 10). Tdllewing table (table 1) shows the numbers
of stickers attached by students and staff to diffeareas of the map.

R o~ Seaham School of Technology :

First Floor Layout
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Figure 9: Liked and disliked places: collated respases of students

13



Seafram School of Technology
First Floor Layout

rst Ficor

o " e

Figure 10: Liked and disliked places: collated rgsonses of staff

Students Staff
like don't like like don't like

Classrooms 45 24 15 22
Library 6 0 3 0
Food (cookery) room 8 0 3 0
Corridors, staircases 2 33 5 22
Outdoors 12 20 0 10
Dining room 4 7 2 1
Hall 3 5 3 1
Sports hall, gym, pool 28 9 3 1
Staffroom 0 0 2 2
Student reception, foyer 3 2 4 7
Garden 2 15 4 2
Student toilets 0 18 0 6

Table 1: Frequency of ‘like’ and ‘don’t like’ judge ments by students and staff

Inevitable differences in use of the building aeflected. The indoor PE facilities feature
much more prominently on the students’ map anddihets are shown as more of a problem
for students than for staff. Yet in both cases,dliferent users are broadly in agreement
about whether these places are liked or disliked.

More distinct responses are seen to the gardenwhézh the students were much more
likely to mark as disliked, writing comments such‘aot allowed in”, and sometimes adding
the opinion that there is therefore “no point” e tarea. A clear difference is seen between
the way that the students and the staff, partibuthe teachers, marked classrooms on their
maps. Student stickers mainly reveal likes, rathan dislikes, though their annotations
reveal that these are often related to reactiotisat@ubject taught there, or to a specific
teacher. Although the teachers did mark somerdasss as being liked, they more often
marked particular rooms as disliked, giving reasmrgring on problems with space and
facilities. Finally, it is notable that the sards much more frequently attached stickers of
both colours to places outside the school buildshgwing that for many of them the spaces
around the building are as much part of the scasdhose within its walls. When staff
occasionally marked outside areas, it was withstaxdters to indicate places where problem
behaviour, such as smoking or climbing fences,sgace.

Considering the accumulated responses of all taesspysowever, there are also distinct
consistencies that cut across pupils, teachersthad staff. As has already been noted,
although problems with the toilets and the adveasgayf the PE facilities were more salient to
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the students than to the staff, there is agreenmetitese and other issues about which are
negative and which positive aspects. Furtherlitinary and the food room were
unanimously liked by all the school users involiethe mapping exercise. The maps also
revealed some consistent problems with circulationparticular, the plan of accumulated
student likes and dislikes shows hot spots ofldiséilong the most heavily used parts of the
corridors and at intersections, stairs and doorwadysimilar pattern emerged from the maps
produced by the staff.

In conclusion, when the information from all of thiaps was transferred onto one map, a
very clear picture emerged of the areas that keel las well as those that cause problems.
This picture, in conjunction with the details apdrticularly, the comments from the
individual maps provides comprehensive informatibims map based activity was very
successful in terms of quickly creating a relaxedasphere and thus facilitating the
involvement of a wide range of participants, whiesponses are revealing.

Map based activity (b): places that work

Partly due to some concerns about the usage mappéargise being overloaded by
additionally asking about preferences, another beged activity was designed, explicitly
centred on eliciting opinions about successfulfailthg places in the school. Then, if it did
prove too onerous for participants to map usageeapdess opinions about the facilities,
these would be captured by the other activity.eatively if, as was in fact the case,
participants were able to describe their use optleenises as well as highlight preferences,
then comparisons of responses to the two sliglitigréntly focussed and phrased activities
would prove illuminating from a methodological pegstive.

In this map activity (b), participants worked eitlredividually or more collaboratively on A4
or A3 maps of the school, using stickers, shadimyj@mments to show ‘places that work’
and ‘places that don't work’. The responses gdlyeravealed very similar opinions to those
found by mapping activity (a): the same particylaces were considered problematic (e.qg.
toilets, stairwells) or successful (e.qg. librargjass the range of participants; circulation
difficulties were made evident and again it wasclbat there were mixed feelings about
some parts of the school. Notes added to the ar@gpsomments made by respondents
clarified some aspects. In one case, that ofttidest reception, closer inspection of the
maps revealed that the pupil reception is geneliatgl, and considered to work, but there are
problems with crowds in the nearby foyer area.

Various problems relating to circulation are suggedy all the maps. Several of those
interviewed felt strongly enough to transfer naietheir experiences to the enlarggaffiti
map(see figure 11), including one Year 8 student @tew on her solutions to circulation
problems in the form of a new corridor and an osathalong an external route.
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Figure 11: Graffiti map

Of course, the circulation and access problemserdlack to the usage of the school, captured
by map activity (a), but they also provoked discussmong respondents about
improvements and solutions. This included debatiegmerits of the one way systems and
the separate blocks. Many users felt stronglyhbating separate blocks for English and
maths were aspects of the premises that either @raitkn’t, and stuck stickers along the
outside of these blocks to indicate this, a respaviich was not prompted by the more
narrow focus on personal usage required by actfgity Interestingly, this discussion was
among those relating to layout which were develapesbme depth, after the mapping

activity had been fully completed, by a group aénce, design and ICT technicians who
chose not to engage with td@mond rankingactivity.

To sum up, map activity (b) elicited broadly eqiera information to activity (a) about both
problematic and successful features of the schmwhises. This validates the information
derived from the activities, though it begs thegiiom of whether it was necessary to include
two mapping activities. Since activity (a) adduadly provided data about usage and was
perhaps slightly easier to introduce to the paréiots, it might be considered that this was the
better activity. However, the more objective dgdimn of ‘places that work’ provoked more
debate and discussion of wider issues among grafyperticipants than did the request for
clearly subjective and personal ‘places | likehisTwider perspective was seen in the
discussion about separate blocks and in the suggsshade for improvements to layout and
organisation.

Discussion

In the introduction, above, it was argued, follogviBanks (2001) and Harper (2002), that
visual methods need to be more than ends in theassdh the case of learning environments
they need to contribute to improved understandimdj altimately, to better design of school
settings for learning. Therefore the success®htbthods used by the present study need to
be assessed in this light. Furthermore, it esmtargued that choice of research tools will
have an impact on the research, so it is impottanhderstand our methods as completely as
possible, and make choices based on methodologyonetnience. This is currently of
concern as it has recently become very much edisieygh digital technology, to produce
images for photo elicitation. It is therefore negary to question how the various methods
used in this study facilitated the participatioragbarticular school community and revealed
their experiences of their environment. This staligws such reflection on, and comparison
of, a number of visual tools, which is reportedabim the results section.
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Broadly, the school study undertaken can be corgid® have succeeded in providing a
range of valuable information from a cross sectibosers, enhancing knowledge about
design issues within this particular school andpdeeng understanding of how current school
environments contribute to the learning experieridlee methods used were found to be
central to these outcomes, as will be exploredvbedmd, in the process, understanding has
developed about these methods.

A central conclusion is that the methods did indeeditate the engagement of a broad range
of people from the school community. Involving mlevrange of people is generally
considered essential to any participatory procedsfarthermore, it was observed in the
present study that the differing views of thosdhwdifferent roles produced a more complete
understanding of the complex functioning of theosttand the potential influences of this
setting on learning. The use of photographs angsmagether with verbal discussion,
avoided relying on literacy skills and confidenadijch could be expected to vary quite
widely across such a group of participants. Thiviies provoked immediate discussion
among the participants and with the researcherie wh general, participants appreciated
having a fairly clearly defined activity to carrytowith physical representations or producing
their own representation. Tracing a route on the,mifting through or trying to rank the
photographs all seemed to provoke and focus discysso mediating between researcher
and participant, as other researchers have noteaition to photo elicitation (e.g. Banks
2001; Harper 2002). The only exception to thiglifig was the small minority of adult
participants who were reluctant to complete sonmth®factivities. This made it difficult to
include their ideas because the activities, whenpteted, provided interlinking information
and views, allowing, for example, for the experemnof those with differing roles to be both
contrasted and combined, giving both depth anddtinga understanding of the school
environment.

One concern prompted by this reluctance of a miyntsicomplete the visual activities relates
to concerns that the recent emphasis on involigren and young people in design might
be leading to a tendency to overlook adults (Mami2007), which could systematically bias
the process (Woolnat al 2007b). Since the reluctant minority were alllég] it might be
guestioned whether the activities were really appate for all ages. However, the
thoughtful and enthusiastic participation of thiestadults, who represented the full range of
teaching and support staff, and of most of thes#ts@adn another activity, suggests that the
failure to engage was unfortunate but not inewvitabl

Moving now to consider the information producedtvy visual methods, some conclusions
may be drawn. It was found that the photograplispagh produced by a researcher not the
participants themselves, were not overly restrctv prescriptive: individual images were
interpreted in a range of ways or suggested diffag®as to those with different roles in the
school. These ranged from reactions to the phlysicaronment and comments about
student behaviour to discussions of the possislitiffered for learning. The use, however,
of a limited range of photographs considerably $ifred analysis and allowed more links to
be made between participants’ experiences.

It might be questioned whether the range of aatiwitvas actually necessary or whether the
same information could be produced by a singleviggtigiven a broad enough range of
participants. However, as has been demonstratéitetnesults reported above, the various
activities enabled the triangulation of the peruey of the participants through having
varying appeal across the range of participantg]uyming different emphases and generating
slightly different information. This concurs withe experience of the ‘Mosaic’ approach
(Clark 2005) to investigating the responses of gpeimildren to their environment, and
supports the tendency of practitioners in this éoasse a range of activities. In this project,
the map-based and photograph-based activitiegriicplar, complemented each other. To
generalise, the maps tended to prompt considerafimhereevents took place, leading to
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comments about organisation and movement, wheegshiotographs provoked ideas about
whattook place, accompanied by description and judgésne

Triangulating across the activities both validadethe general impressions and added further
depth and detail. So, for example, the strong cemaprovoked by the photograph of the
student toilets, its position at the bottom of dieemond ranking and the build up of red
stickers in the location of the toilets all demoatgd the extent of dissatisfaction and
provided descriptions of the nature of the problaffith more complex areas of the building,
about which feelings were more mixed, the varioeshmds highlighted different aspects and
allowed a genuine understanding to be construcaace the effects of the different
emphases produced by the differing activities werteentirely predictable, it seems advisable
to use a variety.

A key requirement of the information produced bg #Hctivities was that it included both
positive and negative aspects of the current enmient, which could be used the following
day as the basis for trying to design a new schdbls way of proceeding was founded on an
understanding of schools, familiar to historiarsspa-going layerings of previous experience
and infrastructure, where change occurs but coitigsican still be seen. By starting from
current experiences, it was hoped that the presedy could tap into the ‘accumulated
memory’ (Burke 2007, p.369) of the school communi®pr this to be representative,
negative and positive ideas were needed.

Given that the school was widely perceived as igadte by its users, it might be expected
that positive aspects would be hard to find. Nigtéiee tone of much of the discussion during
the picture sorting activity was quite negative that other activities, through explicitly
requesting positive views, succeeded in provokiegrt. This ranged from diamond ranking,
which necessitates a top-ranked picture, to thelmagpd activities, where the appropriate
stickers were provided, for ‘places | like’ anddpés that work’, but participants could
choose not to use them. These activities highgiglsuccessful features of the school and also
provoked some positive comments, annotations asalissions. It would seem that they did
something more than just demand positive commarttsei way that an interview question
might. As an indication of this, when the head ket was asked during the initial visit to the
school what he liked about the existing school pses) he had replied that it was a
“nightmare of a building” and opined that there washing good about it beyond the people
within. Yet the positive impressions elicited ne tmapping and diamond ranking, often
about aspects particularly relevant to learninghsas the ICT provision or separate spaces
for curriculum areas, were validated by discussmms$he second day. It is clear that these
methods uncovered a real, though less obvioustaideperience of the existing
surroundings, which proved helpful in forming andis for the rebuild. This can be seen as
another aspect of the success of the methods ldimiup a complex, yet coherent, and more
complete, understanding of the school.

In conclusion, this study provided a valuable opyraty for a number of visual research
methods to be used with a wide range of people a@ohool community. The discussions
that occurred and the information which was elititgere judged very useful to the particular
school, as well as revealing more about curreneeapce of school environments.
Considering the experience of using the visualsiaoigether with the understanding which
they helped to construct, should encourage andenadre education researchers to use such
methods. It is important, however, if this methlodical opportunity is to be fully exploited
to improve our understanding of learning environte¢hat researchers go beyond the fairly
familiar ground of photo elicitation. As this peot demonstrates, straightforward photo
elicitation might be able to tell wghatis happening in a context, but it is necessansma
range of visual and spatial methods to undersiaratjdition,whereand towhat extent

things occur and to begin to suggesty.
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