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Abstract 
For academic leaders wishing to make transformative change in their institutional approach to 
teaching and learning, the challenge goes beyond the usual issues of staff training and organisational 
culture. There is often the substantial challenge of creating the correct learning environments to 
support new ways of teaching and learning. 

Institutions embarking on the journey of making significant changes to their built environment and 
associated ICT infrastructure can face many challenges. From the institution seeking to envision a 
completely new campus, considering what that should include and perhaps more importantly, what it 
should not include, to the institutions seeking to make small physical changes, it is essential that 
academic leaders engage with their design team, estates and ICT colleagues to create a clear and 
understandable vision, allowing all parties to focus on the end product. 

At Abertay University the current academic leadership inherited an estate that remained largely 
unchanged since the 1970s, with the exception of a new library and learning resource centre that is 
itself now approaching 20 years of use. Following an appraisal that considered options as radical as 
wholesale relocation of our campus, the University settled on a remodelling of the existing campus 
and has set about a period of refurbishment and alteration of the campus to meet the needs of 
academic staff and learners now an in the future. 

For academic colleagues construction work can have a long gestation period that may not be 
compatible with the pace of educational delivery changes. This can be a frustrating process with cost 
and technical barriers that may prevent new ideas developing and retard the momentum necessary to 
effect change.  

An explanation of the standardised approach to project development that we follow at Abertay will 
afford some insight for those unfamiliar with the key stages essential in successful projects. This will 
hopefully offer an insight into construction works that will aid those who have had limited involvement 
in projects. Our processes are based on industry standards and are fully scalable. We believe this 
makes them suited to the full range of projects that might be undertaken by an institution.  

Our presentation will examine the processes that we have gone through as a University to develop 
and implement projects, both large and small, and explain the learning we have gone through in 
developing the estate. We will provide some insight into the post project evaluation processes that we 
utilise to capture the learning as well as identifying areas where we hope to improve on our current 
practice. 

The Abertay campus is small and compact with a mix of building types. Radical remodelling has been 
possible to parts of the campus but has presented an extremely complex logistical challenge. We will 
explain our approach to the planning and implementation of projects and also how we have engaged 
the wider university community in relation to our projects. 

Perceptions of success are very subjective depending on individuals’ experience and the extent to 
which they will benefit from a project. Managing the aspirations and expectations of colleagues who 
are disrupted by works but ultimately will not benefit from them directly can be critical to overall 
success and we will share our experience in this regard. 

Keywords: Learning spaces. 

1  INTRODUCTION  
This paper sets out the key issues associated with the programme to implement this strategy from the 
perspective of professional services personnel, discussing key challenges and providing insight into 
the development process and the lessons learned through the programme to date. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
The paper and presentation offer a personal reflection of nearly 10 years of experience in the 
implementation of the University’s Estate Strategy implementation. The approach taken in the paper 
and presentation is to reflect on the experience of carrying out this development, which is still not 
complete, examples to share the learning from that experience and offer academic colleagues some 
insight into the key challenges for the estates team in implementing an estate strategy.  

Our presentation will examine the processes that we have gone through as a University to develop 
and implement projects, both large and small, and explain the learning we have gone through in 
developing the estate. We will provide some insight into the post project evaluation processes that we 
utilise to capture the learning as well as identifying areas where we hope to improve on our current 
practice. 

3 BACKGROUND 
Abertay University is a small institution with less than 5000 on campus students. Our academic 
buildings range from an early 20th Century stone building, which has protected status as a “Listed 
Building” through to our award winning Library, which was built in 1997 and was one of a number of 
similar projects at that time that paved the way for the development of more flexible learning resource 
type spaces where students can work in a variety of settings. Our main teaching and office 
accommodation is located in the Kydd Building, the largest of our campus buildings, which is a 
30,000m2 concrete framed building. The Kydd Building was developed at a time where views on 
teaching and learning were little changed over many decades. Most teaching space, and indeed office 
accommodation, was cellular in closed off private spaces. 

In 2007 the University decided to comprehensively revisit its previous estates strategy to ensure that 
the approach remained valid. The initial evaluation went back to first principles, even as far as 
considering relocation from our current home city of Dundee. The evaluation quickly settled on the 
option to refurbish our present estate. This was due to a number of factors including our close 
relationship to the City’s industries and our contribution to the City economy, our location in the city 
centre and our excellent links to the public transport network, which is very important for our large 
travel to study population.  

On site, our decision was based on the economic case. The University could not afford a wholesale 
replacement of our facilities as a single project and with a tight campus footprint we didn’t have the 
scope to develop completely new buildings whilst maintaining our current facilities to operate from. In 
many ways this decision was made more straightforward since, although the spaces within our 
buildings were no longer fit for purpose and many elements were reaching the end of their useful life, 
the underlying structure and layout of our main building is inherently flexible. The building has a 
concrete frame and large open floor plates. It also benefits from larger storey heights that enhance 
spaces with generous volumes and allow us to accommodate the modern building services necessary 
for high tech facilities. 

4 DEVELOPMENTS TO DATE 

4.1 Design Principles 

4.1.1 Open, flexible and accessible space 
The University has set down some key principles for the design of the new facilities. The first principle 
is that our buildings must be accessible for all our staff, students and other users. Our aim is to 
achieve barrier free access, preventing discrimination and limiting peoples’ ability to access all our 
facilities. 

This approach also includes the requirement for openness. Although in some cases this simply means 
open plan facilities it also applies to other areas where cellular accommodation is required we use a 
substantial proportion of glazed walls. This has had two particular benefits – students make use of 
timetabled facilities out with scheduled class time, enhancing their access to key resources and it has 
also had a direct impact on attendance. Previously students were reluctant to join classes later – 
rooms behind solid walls and doors led to students feeling unsure and conspicuous if they arrived late 
or were unsure about the room they should be in. Once there were facilities where they could see who 
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was in the room, where there was an empty seat etc they were much more confident to join classes. 
Feedback from students particularly in their first year at the University  

4.1.2 Strong University Identity 

Our buildings were bland and uninviting and we want to create a campus that is an attractive and 
inspiring place to learn. This is important for student recruitment and retention but also to create a 
sense of place and identity within the City. Dundee is a small city, which offers a number of 
advantages but there is a particularly strong culture of collaboration between institutions, public 
services and business that reflects shared ambition and a willingness to work together for the good of 
the City. 

Although the institution has existed for over 100 years our status as a University is relatively new. The 
creation of a strong, high quality presence within our campus building projects a positive image of the 
University. 

4.1.3 The Student Experience 
At its core our purpose is to provide our students with a high quality learning experience. The built 
environment is key to that learning experience. Our academic colleagues have been very ambitious 
and driven, changing pedagogy and the integrating of technology based learning to enhance the 
learner experience.  

Our challenge has been to keep pace with these changes to ensure we offer fit for purpose 
environments for new approached but we also need to ensure that the process of making change 
does not unduly disrupt the normal operations of the University. A conscious decision to refurbish 
rather than replace took account of the fact that there could be disruption and we have made 
significant efforts to mitigate this. We have also learned lessons in how we carry out projects, 
particularly in the choice of construction methods and the way we engage our contractors to ensure 
we mitigate these risks as far as possible. 

4.1.4 Sustainability and Environment 

Our approach in refurbishing an existing facility has many advantages in terms of the carbon impact of 
our projects, however, we also need to consider within this aspect the future performance of the 
building managing waste streams, selecting sustainable materials and minimising energy consumption 
from non-renewable sources. 

4.1.5 Creating Technology Rich Environments 
The University has a clear ambition to ensure we maximise the potential from the use or technology 
within our teaching and learning. That is not to say that everything we do uses technology, rather it is 
to say that where the academic staff and the students have a need for technology it should be there, 
on demand and easy to access.  

With the rapid evolution of technologies and also the growth in BYOD and the demand for Wi-Fi there 
is an absolute need to integrate ICT infrastructure in the planning of developments. Although core data 
centres etc are becoming smaller with greater use of cloud based storage the need for distribution 
network for both hard wired and Wi-Fi need to be considered and space must be allocated for this in 
any development plan. 

5 PROJECTS 

5.1 Building Exterior 
To create a unified presence for the campus a common palette of materials has been selected and 
applied to all of the University’s buildings with the exception of our historic Old College, which is listed 
on the national conservation register and is therefore afforded protected status. 

Somewhat ironically this common palette of materials draws has been most influenced by one of the 
most recent building on campus, the Bernard King Library, which was opened in 1998. The materials 
selected for the construction of the University’s Student Centre and also the re-cladding of our Kydd 
Building are complementary to the Bernard King Library and are  
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As a city centre campus we have to consider environmental factors such as noise pollution from 
adjacent roads etc. We have enhanced the acoustic rating of the cladding and curtain walling systems 
and we have also upgraded beyond basic compliance the insulation qualities to reduce running costs 
long term.  

5.2 Early Projects – White Space 
Our White Space facility was the first project that we developed under our new principles. This project 
saw the conversion of a series of ground floor heavy engineering labs into computer gaming and 
computer arts teaching spaces and accommodation for the academic staff associated with these 
progammes. 

This early development represented a very radical change in our approach. Previously teaching had 
taken place in traditional ICT labs and staff were accommodated in either individual or small team 
offices. The change was driven by the desire of the academic leadership within the faculty to replicate 
a creative studio environment that the students would find in industry. 

Although this project was successful overall and has accommodated numerous changes and 
reconfigurations without significant cost, there are aspects that we have on reflection decided not to 
repeat. The close proximity between staff and students has been a particular benefit but staff have 
found there have been issues with the lack of separation between their office/workspace and the 
student areas. Issues around privacy for marking and also managing interruptions from students have 
proved quite difficult. In later iterations we have retained many of the concepts from White Space but 
we have created a degree of separation between staff accommodation and teaching space.  

Where possible we have created informal social spaces between the staff accommodation and the 
teaching spaces so that there are opportunities for staff and students to interact out with formal class 
times and these work well. Many staff hold tutorials and impromptu group works in these spaces. 
Although the social spaces are not timetabled, they are generally well used and provide space where 
students can stay between classes, meet up with classmates and undertake private work thus 
supporting our aspiration for the “Sticky Campus”. 

5.3 ICT Labs – Collaborative approaches 
Our traditional ICT labs were designed around the assumed constraints of both the cellular 
accommodation and a very traditional concept of the “IT Lab” in which there were seried ranks of PCs 
facing forward to a lecture position. This had become very outdated and was not suited to the more 
dynamic and interactive approach of our academic colleagues. 

After a great deal of consultation, we have settled on a solution where we develop large ICT spaces 
with capacity for up to 100 students but these can also be broken down into clusters and timetabled in 
smaller groups as required. This solution suits the teaching style but also creates efficiencies with 
parallel timetabling and affords students the option to access specialist software and equipment when 
not all stations are in use. This is particularly useful for subjects with a high element of project based 
learning. 

Looking ahead, the University is in the process of migrating to virtual desktop and we will need to 
consider the impact of this change on our current approach. As this technology improves it is likely 
that even the most processor hungry systems can be virtualised and therefore the need for dedicated 
facilities will be something that we will reflect on as we progress with our investment plan.  

5.4 Recent Projects – Problem Based Learning (General and Laboratories) 
Our most recent development in our teaching estate have been to create facilities that support 
problem based learning and other collaborative approaches. These spaces, which will be discussed in 
detail by my colleagues provide flexible learning spaces that are fully supported by the latest in 
technology. While they are in some ways pilots, they do not represent the same step into the unknown 
as our first projects, which were delivered nearly a decade ago.  
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6 CONCLUSIONS 
Any investment in the built environment represents a long term commitment for any institution. Radical 
change of buildings within a short period is not possible unless the founding principles on which they 
are developed consider long term flexibility. 

Developing learning space has to be a collective effort. It begins with the academic vision and a 
strategic approach is required to ensure there is both alignment between the development of the 
buildings and the technology they support and that academic vision. Developing that alignment will 
ensure that each development is carefully considered and evaluated for consistency with the 
academic objectives. 

Repurposing existing spaces is only possible where buildings offer residual life expectancy and are 
sufficiently flexible to be redeveloped in a more cost effective way than if they were to be replaced.  

Decisions on redevelopment vs. replacement is not just an affordability issue. It must also take 
account of the student experience during redevelopment as well as on completion. 
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