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Abstract: This study investigated the influence of learning spaces on community building in a university 
setting. Qualitative analysis of a learning space that employed the use of roundtables was conducted. 
Interview and focus group data from students and faculty, along with classroom observations, resulted 
in the finding that the circular arrangement of the learning space positively influenced community 
building by promoting immediate exchange of feedback, agency, and a system of accountability. This 
study also found that: 1) both physical and virtual learning spaces influence community building and 
students’ level of involvement in the learning community is heavily moderated by their desire to be 
involved, and 2) virtual learning spaces influence community building and students’ level of involvement 
in the learning community is heavily moderated by instructor efforts to facilitate interpersonal 
immediacy and educational alliances. Practical recommendations for instructors and administrators 
along with suggestions for future research are provided. 
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“If we break down the hierarchies that divide teachers and learners…we can facilitate educational 
alliances that improve both the student learning experience and the learning outcomes that students 
achieve.”  - Paul Baepler and J. D. Walker 

In a 2014 special issue of Active Learning Spaces: New Directions for Teaching and Learning, Paul 
Baepler and J. D. Walker described how active learning spaces facilitate educational alliances and 
interpersonal relationships in a learning community. By removing the divide between students and 
instructors, these interpersonal alliances improve the learning experience and are thus highly deserving 
of scholarly attention. 

Defined as geographical locations and “built pedagogy,” learning spaces are designed to 
support, facilitate, stimulate, and enhance learning and teaching (Journal of Learning Spaces, 2024; 
Monahan, 2002). Physical learning spaces are found in classrooms, lecture halls, and informal common 
areas; virtual learning spaces, regularly blended with physical learning spaces, employ the use of 
technology inside and/or outside of physical learning spaces. As a common site for the study of 
learning spaces, active learning spaces and active learning classrooms (ALCs) are built pedagogy 
designed to support learner-centered teaching practices such as group and collaborative work, project-
based learning, and discussion (Monahan, 2002; Weimer, 2002). By extending learning beyond simply 
watching a lecture and taking notes, active learning spaces provide faculty and students with the tools 
necessary to engage in active learning. 

For over 30 years, scholars have found that the design of learning spaces has an influence on 
teaching and learning. Physical learning spaces can enhance, or impede, the learning process. Virtual 
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learning spaces that utilize technology such as whiteboards, monitors, and laptops can enhance the 
learning process, or they can be costly and distracting. While past research has focused on the influence 
of learning spaces on a variety of student learning outcomes, this study sought to investigate how a 
learning space that features the use of roundtables influences community building. This article will 
describe: 1) relevant literature on learning space design and student learning, 2) relevant literature on 
community building, 3) a framework for analyzing community building, 4) the methodology used in 
this study, 5) results, 6) discussion, 7) limitations and suggestions for future research, and 8) 
recommendations. 

Literature Review 

Learning Space Design and Student Learning 

Physical Learning Spaces and Student Learning 
Past research has provided useful evidence that physical learning spaces can promote several 
desired student learning outcomes. For example, classrooms that allow for desks and chairs to be 
arranged in a circle have shown to increase student participation and engagement (Harvey & 
Kenyon, 2013; Henshaw & Reubens, 2014; Henshaw, Edwards, & Bagley, 2011; McArthur, 
2015; Rands & Gansemer-Topf, 2017) and to increase dialogue, interactive learning, and 
socialization (Parsons, 2018, 2017, 2016). Classrooms with moveable instructor workstations 
and multiple whiteboards and projection points around the room have shown to increase 
collaboration and student cohesiveness (Woo, Whitfield, Britt, & Ball, 2022) and to cultivate 
meaningful face-to-face communication between students (Stalp & Hill, 2019). In these physical 
learning spaces, the instructor becomes less of a sage on the stage and more of a guide on the side, 
with fruitful rewards in terms of student learning. 

Variations on Beichner’s (2008) Student-Centered Active Learning Environment 
for Undergraduate Programs (SCALE-UP) circular classroom design, which emphasizes such 
features as multiple round tables with chairs, moveable teaching stations, multiple whiteboards and 
projection points, have shown to cultivate engagement and interaction between faculty and students 
(Beichner, 2014; Brooks, 2012; Copridge, Uttamchandani, & Birdwell, 2021; Cotner, Loper, Walker, 
& Brooks, 2013; Morrone, Flaming, Birdwell, Russell, Roman, & Jesse, 2017; Van Horne, Murniati, 
Gaffney, & Jesse, 2012; Van Horne, Murniati, Saichaie, Jesse, Florman, & Ingram, 2014). These 
classroom designs have demonstrated that purposeful arrangement of classroom features has the 
potential to produce more student learning and engagement than traditional classrooms in which 
the desks are arranged in rows and instructors only interact with the first few rows of students (Park 
& Choi, 2014). 

Virtual Learning Spaces and Student Learning 

Virtual learning spaces are regularly blended into physical learning spaces, which makes it important 
to investigate the meaningful role that technology plays in student learning. Purposeful integration of 
instructional technology such as whiteboards, monitors, slides, clickers, laptops, learning 
management systems, and online virtual environments has become increasingly important as 
colleges and universities attempt to prepare an increasingly diverse student population to live, 
work, and interact within dynamic and complex communities. 

In a 2019 special issue of the Journal of Teaching and Learning with Technology, Morrone 
emphasized the importance of exploring innovative ways to integrate technology into physical 
learning spaces. For example, blending digital technologies with the physical environment has 
shown to increase collaborative learning and creativity in writing courses (Buchenot & Roman, 
2019; Perkins, 2019), social work courses (Counselman-Carpenter & Redcay, 2019), language 
courses (Giering & Fitzgerald, 
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2019), and “learning-ready classrooms” designed to support diversity and inclusion at scale (Summers 
& Beers, 2019). Gibau, Kissel, and Labode (2019) found that using technologies such as whiteboards 
and image-sharing software in a themed learning community provided useful opportunities for 
instructors to provide meaningful learning experiences for their students. Gibau et al. also noted that 
the specific ways in which instructors leveraged the physical spaces and technologies solidified 
opportunities for student engagement. In their words,  

Starting with the space is critical; instructors must then envision how the desired learning 
outcomes can be elicited in a given space, enact pedagogies to facilitate that learning, employ 
technological tools effectively, and reflect upon their praxis accordingly (p. 28). 

Scholars contend that the growing online teaching presence on college campuses should 
prompt a thoughtful redesign of existing built environments along with judicious management of 
educational resources with evolving student learning needs in mind (Fisher, Gilding, Jamieson, Taylor, 
& Trevitt 2000; Fisher and Newton, 2014). Jamieson and Fisher (2000) suggested that upcoming 
generations of students will experience a campus through diverse virtual technologies and that 
planners and designers should reconsider learning space design from both an on-campus and digital-
campus perspective. Students of the 21st century differ from prior generations in that they have more 
time constraints, prefer hands-on learning, and rely on media for both social and academic uses 
(Oblinger, 2006). In addition, they are “prosumers,” both creating and consuming media content 
equally (Valenti, 2015, p. 34). Scholars and practitioners are in a unique position to investigate 
meaningful ways to integrate technology into teaching today’s students. Walker (2019) wrote, “we 
have only begun to study the ways in which innovative learning environments may enhance equity in 
the education of our increasingly diverse student body” (p. 1). 

Virtual learning spaces clearly influence student learning. While past research has investigated 
the influence of virtual learning spaces on other student outcomes, this study seeks to investigate the 
influence of virtual learning spaces on community building. 

Community Building 

A community of learners is a group of students who are committed to a shared learning goal and 
achieve this goal of learning through frequent collaboration and social interaction (Adams & Wilson, 
2020; Berry, 2019). Rovai (2003) described community as the connectedness and learning that occurs 
when a group of students experience belongingness, trust, acceptance and share support, knowledge, 
and common goals.   

Figure 1: Community of Learners (Rovai, 2003) 
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Decades of research has suggested that the social context in which teaching and learning takes 
place can positively or negatively affect students’ academic and developmental outcomes. Educational 
research has shown that social interaction is necessary for cognitive development to occur (Vygotsky, 
1978) and that the feeling of shared community and connection results in high levels of academic 
performance (Kuh, 2000; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) and 
student persistence (Tinto, 1997). 

Educational Alliances: A Framework for Analyzing Community Building 

In their educational alliances (EA) framework, Baepler and Walker (2014) provided a useful 
lens through which to investigate the interpersonal relationships that develop among students and 
between students and instructors in learning spaces. The EA framework described five dimensions 
that build interpersonal alliances: 1) mutual respect, 2) shared responsibility for learning, 3) effective 
communication and feedback, 4) cooperation, and 5) trust and security.  

Dimensions of Educational Alliances 
1) Mutual respect
2) Shared responsibility for learning
3) Effective communication and feedback
4) Cooperation
5) Trust and security

Figure 2: Educational Alliances Framework (Baepler & Walker, 2014) 

Mutual respect is defined as a sense of community, egalitarianism, and closeness with others 
in the learning space. Shared responsibility for learning is defined as the mutual interdependence and 
accountability that occurs among students. Effective communication and feedback occurs when 
students are close enough in physical proximity to engage in high quality, extemporaneous exchanges 
of communication with each other. Cooperation is defined as the connections, bonding, and support 
that occurs among and between students in learning spaces. Finally, trust and security occurs when 
students feel safe and confident enough to display both their ignorance and their knowledge in a 
learning space. 

Methodology 

This section will describe the methodology and tools for analysis in this study of active learning spaces 
and community building. In particular, the research questions, site and participants, data collection 
and artifacts, and analysis and coding will be described. 

In light of recent literature and current gaps in our understanding about the influence of 
learning spaces on community building, this study asked the following research questions: 

RQ1: In what ways do physical, built learning spaces influence community building? 

RQ2: In what ways do virtual learning spaces influence community building? 
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The Site 

The site for this study is an undergraduate liberal arts learning initiative designed to promote 
innovation and creativity at a large, public southeastern university. As part of the program, students 
live together in a living learning community during their freshman year. To complete the program, 
students must take two foundational freshman seminar courses and three 300-level thematic seminars 
before taking the senior capstone course. At the time of the study, about 250 students were enrolled 
in the program, with 14 instructors and five teaching assistants teaching and facilitating the classes.  

The Academic Buildings 

The program offers exclusive use of two academic buildings, which are located on the central 
quadrangle of campus. Students may access these buildings at any time during the day or night. Both 
buildings house classrooms for upper-level seminars, common study spaces, a computer and printing 
lab, and office space for program faculty and administrators.  

The Classrooms 

The classrooms utilized for this study were roundtable classrooms, emphasizing face-to-face 
communication in small groups. The freshman seminar class took place in a large seminar room that 
consisted of multiple, semi-round tables connected into a full circle in the middle of the room, 
surrounded by 15-18 standard chairs, whiteboards on the walls, and windows on one side of the room. 
The freshman participants in this study, ten of them, met in the program’s living-learning residence 
hall classroom (see Figure 3) on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 9:30 to 10:45 a.m.  

Figure 3: Roundtable classroom in the program’s residence hall. Photo courtesy Parsons. 

Upper-level classes took place in one of the program’s academic buildings, located on the main 
quadrangle of campus. The 400-level senior capstone class utilized in this study took place in a small 
seminar room (see Figure 4) on Tuesdays from 2:00 to 4:30 p.m. and was composed of eight students. 
The seminar room consisted of a large conference table in the middle of the room, surrounded by ten 
to 12 standard chairs, whiteboards on the walls, a projector on the ceiling, and windows around the 
perimeter of the room.  
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Figure 4: Roundtable classroom in the program’s academic building. Photo courtesy 
Parsons. 

Participants 

Freshmen and seniors enrolled in the liberal arts undergraduate initiative were the focus of this 
study. The administrative team of the liberal arts program assisted the researcher in identifying an 
instructor who was teaching both a freshman and senior seminar during the same semester and was 
willing to allow the researcher to conduct a study of each class.  

Each student was currently enrolled as an undergraduate student in either the 
freshman seminar class or in the senior capstone seminar. The 18 students interviewed for this study 
ranged in age from 18 to 22 years of age. Of the ten freshmen, seven of them were female and 
three were male. Of the eight students enrolled in the senior seminar class, all of them were seniors; 
four of them were female and four were male. Overall, 11 of the 18 students interviewed in this 
study were female (61%), and seven students were male (39%).  

The students in this study came from a variety of backgrounds, though most grew up 
in southeastern states and described their socioeconomic backgrounds as middle class. Almost all of 
the participants were Caucasian; one student was African American. Among the 18 students 
participating in the study, 21 majors were represented.  

The primary instructor who was observed during this study has an academic home in the 
history department and also serves as a senior teaching fellow in the program. An assistant instructor 
who was also observed during this study completed the program while he was an undergraduate 
student and later became an assistant instructor while enrolled in graduate school. The third 
instructor interviewed for this study has taught the freshman and senior seminar classes study in this 
program for over a decade.  

All participants were provided with a description of the nature of the study and received a 
copy of an Institutional Research Board information sheet, which they were asked to sign. They 
were informed that their identities would be protected and that all data would be used only for 
purposes of the project and destroyed after use.  

Data Collection and Artifacts 

Data was collected from both a freshman seminar course and a senior capstone course. 
Artifacts included interviews, focus groups, audio-recorded classroom observations, and reflection 
journals. 
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Before the first classroom observation, photographs, sketches, and notes on the unoccupied physical 
space were collected.   

Interviews 

One-on-one interviews with both faculty and students were based on participants’ experience of the 
learning spaces, especially the instances of community building and interactive learning that they 
observed and/or experienced there. Interviews included such questions as: How has the layout of this 
classroom (e.g., desks, chairs, whiteboard, projector, spatial orientation) influenced you/your students’ 
ability to engage in interactive learning? How would you compare the use of technology (e.g., laptops, 
projector, slides, learning management system) in this classroom to other experiences you have had as 
a student/instructor? To gather information about how the classroom compared to other classrooms, 
participants were asked what aspects of the classroom made it more enjoyable or less enjoyable than 
other classrooms they had experienced while enrolled at the university. Interviews were audio 
recorded. 

Classroom Observations 

The first classroom observation took place during the fourth or fifth week of the semester and 
continued until the twelfth week of the semester. Audio-recorded footage was collected with a small 
recording device in the middle of the room.  

Focus Groups 

Students were invited to participate in a focus group that met in the classroom space. They met in 
groups of five to eight students at a time. During the focus group, students were asked about how the 
layout of the classroom influenced their ability to engage in learning. Any necessary follow-up to these 
focus group discussions and/or member checking took place during the last two weeks of the 
semester. Focus groups were audio recorded. 

Journals 

During this study, students and instructors were asked to keep reflection journals, in which they 
described their experiences and reactions to learning spaces.  

Analysis and Coding 

Using Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) grounded theory approach, this analysis coded for categories that 
emerged as relevant themes in reference to the research questions. Grounded theory refers to an 
inductive process of uncovering theories and central concepts that are grounded in the information 
provided by participants (Strauss & Corbin, 2015). As key concepts emerged from the data collected 
and analyzed during the study, participant perceptions of the learning spaces were assessed inductively 
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015; Stake, 1995). Following this grounded theoretical approach, and the 
methodological strategies of Charmaz (2014), initial coding strategies included word-by-word and line-
by-line coding of each incident as it happened.  

The use of this coding method sought patterns and themes that emerged from the interviews, 
focus groups, classroom observations, reflection journals, fieldnotes about the space itself, and audio 
recordings of classroom proceedings collected during the study. Analysis of these initial codes led to 
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a systematic coding structure. Nvivo software was also utilized to create memos that summarized key 
themes into clusters. Clustering is a method of coding in which the researcher groups the emergent 
themes into meaningful categories and systems (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Following Emerson, 
Fretz, and Shaw’s (2011) instructions for writing ethnographic fieldnotes, the researcher in this study 
developed jottings into detailed notes of analysis, which were then open-coded, clustered, and 
thematized. 
 

Results 
 
Throughout the semester, the roundtable classroom observed in this study provided opportunities for 
students to interact with each other and with their instructor. Overall, both students and faculty 
provided evidence that the learning spaces in this study created more opportunities for community 
building than do most traditional classrooms. This section presents the primary themes and findings 
from all relevant artifacts collected in the study.  
 
The roundtable classroom design influences community building by promoting immediate 
exchange of verbal and nonverbal feedback. 
 
In this study, the roundtable classroom design influenced community building by promoting 
interpersonal immediacy and an exchange of verbal and nonverbal feedback. Both students and 
instructors in this study described how face-to-face communication is essential to engaged learning 
and that the desire for face-to-face communication is one of the features that attracted them to the 
program. They described how the roundtable discussions in this study allowed them to achieve the 
eye contact, hand gestures, other forms of nonverbal communication that are necessary components 
of interpersonal immediacy in the classroom.  
 Being able to see everyone in the classroom helped students to spark and engage in discussion. 
One freshman stated that the roundtable design is ideal for discussion of controversial topics, 
“because if you’re going to debate, you want to be able to look at who’s debating you.” Other students 
agreed with this idea and described how it was difficult to debate with someone who was sitting behind 
you and you could not see them without turning around. 
 Students described how the immediate sharing of feedback with classmates was a particularly 
engaging feature of the roundtable classroom. A senior in the program, who admitted he was initially 
afraid of public speaking, described how the roundtable classroom allowed him to practice his 
speeches while sitting in the circle and to receive immediate peer feedback about his performance. A 
freshman in the program described how the roundtable classroom, which employed 
the use of peer writing circles, allowed her to receive immediate feedback about written essays from 
her peers. She stated: 
 

We sit in the circular, round shape set up. We'll take our papers and pass them to the left…and 
the person to the left will review the first paragraph. Then, the instructor says “pass.” Then, 
the next person will review the second paragraph. You review paragraphs pretty much until it 
gets back to you. A new person in the circle reviews different paragraphs of your essay.   
 

 Students also described how sharing their work in this small circle of classmates allowed them 
to build confidence and to openly discuss their work so that they could make the necessary revisions. 

29



Parsons 

Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, Vol. 24, No. 4, December 2024.     
josotl.indiana.edu 

Giving and receiving this immediate feedback was described as a primary benefit of the roundtable 
classroom that is not always achievable in traditional classrooms. 
 
The roundtable classroom design influences community building by allowing a system of 
accountability.  
 
The second finding in this study was that the roundtable classroom design influences community 
building by allowing a system of accountability. Several students described how the circular 
arrangement of the physical classroom set a tone that everyone was expected to be alert and have read 
the material for the day. When asked how the roundtable classroom in this study compares to other 
classrooms, one freshman student described how the roundtable is “a lot more beneficial. You may 
want to fade away into the background, but then you think about how much you’re paying to go to 
college and how much of a waste it is to not be engaged.” Another freshman reported that the 
roundtable classroom helped her to stay awake and that, “when you fall asleep, it’s really 
embarrassing.” A third freshman stated, “You can’t fade in the background here…if you’re not 
engaged, everyone else is looking at you like you’re not engaged” and “you can’t hide behind 
someone…you have to talk.” 
 This system of accountability occasionally resulted in the policing of classroom behavior. One 
freshman commented that she could detect when her classmates were prepared for class, because they 
were not prepared to answer questions from the instructor. She observed, “[Cynthia] does that. 
Whenever [the instructor] points her out, she is like, ‘I’m trying to formulate my thoughts.’ And I’m 
like, ‘you didn't read that.’” Particularly during the freshmen year, students described how important 
it was to have read the material and to be alert and willing to answer or ask questions during class.  
 Students described the roundtable classroom as being more conducive to engagement than 
traditional classrooms with desks in rows. They reported that traditional classrooms were instructor-
centered, isolating, intimidating, and restrictive whereas the roundtable classroom was student 
centered, interactive, engaging, and open. Faculty reported that traditional classrooms could be 
effective for small group discussion if they were properly arranged ahead of time but that since the 
roundtable classrooms were already arranged in a circle they were highly effective for small group 
discussion.  
 Transcripts of classroom proceedings corroborated much of what students and faculty shared 
in their journals and interviews. While they reported that many traditional classrooms were adaptable 
and did not impede their learning, most students described at least one traditional classroom in which 
they felt that their interactive learning was hindered by a lack of peer-to-peer communication and 
accountability.  
 
The roundtable classroom design influences community building by allowing students to 
regulate the flow of classroom discussion.  
 
In this study students described how, during classroom proceedings, they shared the floor and actively 
regulated the flow and turn-taking of classroom discussions. A senior described how the roundtable 
facilitated an equal exchange of information during classroom discourse. She stated, “Having a round 
table is a really good way to do a discussion that's not awkward, like, teacher-student-teacher-student. 
It is more like, teacher-students-students-students-teacher.” A freshman described how classroom 
discourse was regulated in this way: “The way we discuss with each other is…like, after the big 
question, and then a story, then we all start talking to each other.” She described how the real 
discussion got started after students decided on the direction, they would like to go with the original 
question posed by the instructor.  
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 Students reported that they considered their instructor to be a “shepherd” or “mediator” 
during classroom discussion, but that students actively regulated most of the discussions. One senior 
described that “we get these profound lessons from our professors but as a whole, I think our peers’ 
points of view and their experiences are usually more relevant.” The teaching assistant, who stayed 
after class in the lobby for an hour each week, described how “something important comes out of 
each classroom discussion” and that “everything that we talk about…extends outside of the 
classroom.” He reported that students regularly continue talking after class. In general, students and 
faculty reported that traditional classrooms are not always conducive to this type of student 
engagement and community building. 
 
Both physical and virtual learning spaces influence community building and students’ level 
of involvement in the learning community is heavily moderated by their desire to be involved. 
 
Observations of the learning spaces in this study revealed that, especially early in the semester, students 
were so engaged that it was difficult for the instructor to bring discussions to a close. However, 
observations in the latter half of the semester revealed that students who had previously been engaged 
were not as engaged and the instructor had to work hard to motivate them. These observations, 
combined with student and faculty interviews, resulted in the conclusion that students’ level of 
involvement in the learning community is heavily moderated by their desire to be engaged. 
 While several students reported that they enjoyed the roundtable classroom in this study, some 
of them expressed how they sometimes wished to “melt away” or “fade away” into the background. 
On more than one occasion, students were observed engaging in distracted behaviors such as 
doodling, sketching, or fidgeting with fidget spinners. Students who did very little of the talking in 
class were observed to fidget more than students who consistently spoke aloud. Fidgeting behavior 
was observed immediately following discussions in which one classmate was dominating the 
discussion or during discussions that had gone on longer than usual.  
 Neither faculty nor students reported being averse to technology and they agreed that, if used 
effectively, technology does not necessarily deter community building. However, they agreed that 
using technology in the classroom changes the level of involvement in the classroom community. For 
example, one senior described how “there were times where it was just nice to be able to go and sit in 
a lecture hall [while the professor was displaying PowerPoint slides] and just let the professor do their 
thing.” During one classroom observation in which the instructor showed a particularly lengthy film 
clip on the projection screen, students seemingly disengaged by doodling, sketching, or fidgeting. 
However, when a student instigated the viewing of a short media clip on her laptop, students 
subsequently became engaged in talking with each other about what they viewed together as a group. 
These observations support student reports that technology can influence community building in both 
positive and negative ways and that students’ level of involvement in the classroom community is 
heavily moderated by their desire to be involved. 
 
Virtual learning spaces influence community building and students’ level of involvement in 
the classroom community is heavily moderated by instructor efforts to facilitate interpersonal 
immediacy. 
 
At the time of this study, each student had taken a class that integrated the use of technology. They 
had taken classes in technology light classrooms that employed minimal to no use of technology and 
had also taken classes in technology rich classrooms that employed the use of whiteboards, monitors, 
slides, clickers, laptops, learning management systems, and online virtual environments.  
 The participants in this study described how instructional technologies, when designed and 
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implemented thoughtfully, have had a mostly positive influence on their ability to engage in learning. 
However, the amount of engagement that students reportedly experienced in classrooms that employ 
the use of technology was heavily moderated by instructor efforts to facilitate interpersonal immediacy 
and social presence in the course. For example, students reported that when an instructor projects 
slides or image on a screen without providing clear direction about how many slides or images will be 
shown before students can engage in discussion about them, students lose the feeling of interpersonal 
connection with the group and are more likely to disengage. While students have become accustomed 
to the use of technology in the classroom, they reported that they are more likely to engage in 
discussions, whether online or in-person, in which they feel that they have a meaningful opportunity 
to be seen and heard by their instructor and classmates.  

Discussion 

This section includes a discussion of the findings about learning spaces and community building in 
the undergraduate liberal arts community observed in this study. In particular, this section will discuss 
the influence of both the physical, built classroom and virtual learning spaces on community building. 

Influence of Physical Learning Spaces on Community Building 

RQ1 asked in what ways physical, built learning spaces influence community building. The primary 
finding in this study is that the roundtable classroom design has a positive influence on community 
building. Students and instructors reported that the circular nature of the roundtable learning space 
encourages their involvement in the classroom community. Participants reported that the roundtable 
classroom in this study promoted interpersonal immediacy and exchange of verbal and nonverbal 
feedback between students and among students and the instructor. Participants described how face-
to-face communication such as eye contact, and hand gestures and verbal immediacy such as vocal 
volume, use of pause, and verbal invitations to interact made them feel like seen and known members 
of the classroom community. Students’ desire for this type of social interaction attracted them to the 
program because they wanted the small group experience. These findings corroborate past research 
which shows that interpersonal immediacy, heavily moderated by the instructor, improves students’ 
cognitive and affective learning (Frymier, 1994; LeFebvre and Allen, 2014).  

This study also supports past findings that the circular classroom design is conducive to 
student engagement. Variations on Beichner’s (2008) circular SCALE-UP classroom design have been 
successful in generating student engagement (Beichner, 2014; Brooks, 2012; Copridge et al., 2021; 
Cotner et al., 2013; Morrone et al., 2017; Van Horne et al., 2012; Van Horne et al., 2014). Classroom 
designs that allow rearrangement of classroom furniture into a circle have shown to enhance several 
desired student outcomes (Henshaw et al., 2011; Henshaw & Reubens, 2014; McArthur, 2015; 
Parsons, 2016, 2017, 2018; Rands & Gansemer-Topf, 2017). Conversely, student engagement is not 
likely to occur when desks are in rows and the teacher only interacts with the first few rows of 
students (Park & Choi, 2014). Clearly, learning spaces that allow for small group discussion 
hold tremendous potential to promote student engagement, interpersonal immediacy, and 
community building and thus need to be explored more in the future. 

The finding that active learning spaces promote a sense of community is supported by Baepler 
and Walker’s (2014) concept of educational alliances. Educational alliances include the dimensions of 
mutual respect, shared responsibility for learning, effective communication and feedback, cooperation, 
and trust and security as necessary components for relationships to form. In this study, students were 
close enough in physical proximity to engage in high quality, extemporaneous exchanges of 
communication. The active learning space created the conditions for students to feel safe and 
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confident enough to display both their ignorance and their knowledge. These educational alliances set 
the stage for students to feel that they are seen and heard members of a classroom community. Further 
research should investigate the educational alliances that emerge in other physical learning spaces. 
 Another interesting finding in response to the first research question is that the roundtable 
classroom facilitated a system of accountability and allowed students to regulate the flow of classroom 
proceedings. Participants described how the circular arrangement of the classroom required everyone 
to be alert and ready to discuss the material and it also allowed them to share the floor and actively 
regulate the flow and turn-taking of classroom discussions. These findings support Baepler and 
Walker’s (2014) definition of mutual respect, shared responsibility for learning, and cooperation as 
necessary components for educational alliances to form. The active learning space promoted a sense 
of community, egalitarianism, and closeness between students. Students shared the responsibility for 
learning by depending on one another and holding each other accountable for learning. These 
educational alliances create the conditions for students to feel that they are valued members of the 
classroom community. 
 A particularly interesting finding in this study was that while the physical learning space 
positively influenced community building, students’ level of involvement in the classroom community 
was heavily moderated by their desire to be involved. For example, students described how they 
sometimes wanted to fade away or engage in off-task behaviors such as drawing or fidgeting rather 
than engage in discussion. Students reported that the roundtable classroom in this study sometimes 
made them feel exposed or uncomfortable and thus less likely to participate. This finding can perhaps 
be explained by the potential exhaustion that students experience after exerting the cognitive and 
emotional energy necessary to participate in discussion. For example, Do and Schallert (2004) found 
that students disengage in classroom discussion in order to protect themselves from the frustration 
and boredom they sometimes experience while speaking or listening to others in the classroom. 
Furthermore, Carver and Scheier (1999) described how students periodically tune out in order to 
regain the emotional energy to rejoin a discussion.  
 Anthropologist Francis Galton (1885) contended that all humans occasionally experience the 
need to fidget when they are bored and psychologist Théodule-Armand Ribot (1890) claimed that 
humans fidget in order to maintain an appropriate state of attentive consciousness. Tuning out by 
doodling, fidgeting, or sketching may help students to stay alert and to reconcile any negative 
emotional triggers before then tuning back in to the conversation. Future research should explore 
students’ and instructors’ perceptions about why students tune out of discussion and whether or not 
the desire to disengage is unique to the learning spaces in this study. Future research should focus on 
the best practices for keeping students engaged and on-task in learning spaces. 
 The finding that students’ level of engagement is heavily moderated by their desire for 
engagement may also be explained by variances in student preferences. For example, McCroskey and 
McVetta (1978) reported that students who have low communication apprehension and a high desire 
to interact prefer a circular or horseshoe classroom arrangement and choose to sit where they can be 
a part of discussion. Totusek and Staton-Spicer (2015) found that students who have greater 
tendencies toward assertiveness, a high imagination, unconventional attitudes, and a need for help and 
attention choose a seat in the center of classroom interaction. Koneya (1977) found that highly verbal 
students choose to sit where interaction is easiest while less verbal students choose to sit far away 
from the center of interaction. In short, students select classroom seating arrangements that match 
their level of desire to participate. In this study, students did not have the option to sit outside of the 
circle. Future research should explore the student preferences and other student characteristics that 
are most predictive of community building in the active learning classroom. 
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Influence of Virtual Learning Spaces on Community Building 
 
RQ2 asked in what ways virtual learning spaces influence community building. The primary finding in 
this study is that virtual learning spaces positively influence community building and that the level of 
involvement in the classroom community is heavily moderated by instructor efforts to facilitate 
interpersonal immediacy.  
 While students reported that they are accustomed to the use of technology in the classroom, 
they also reported that they are more likely to engage in discussions in which they feel that they are 
seen and heard by other students and by the instructor. For example, when an instructor projects 
slides or image on a screen without providing clear direction about how many slides or images will be 
shown before the students can engage in discussion about them, students lose the feeling of 
interpersonal connection with the group and are more likely to disengage. To provide context for this 
finding, past research has shown that by limiting peer-to-peer interaction and face-to-face 
communication, technology-assisted online discussions can sometimes cause students to feel socially 
disengaged (Horspool & Lange, 2012; Lewis and Abdul-Hamid, 2006; Ortiz-Rodriguez, Telg, Irani, 
Roberts, & Rhoades, 2005; Russo and Campbell, 2004; Song and Singleton, 2004). However, 
instructors can mitigate this disengagement by facilitating social presence. Social presence is the ability 
of students and instructors to be perceived as “real” by demonstrating their personality in an online 
community (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). Dixson (2010) found that instructors who require 
peer-to-peer communication through discussion boards, email exchanges, and peer feedback sessions 
help students to engage with each other in the same way that they engage with classmates when 
enrolled in face-to-face courses. Zhang and Hyland (2022) found that when instructors facilitated both 
peer and instructor feedback in an online course, the feedback effectively promoted students’ 
behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement with each other and with the course content. 
Instructor presence is a necessary prerequisite to social presence and student engagement in the active 
learning space (Copridge et al., 2021) and helps to build interpersonal immediacy in virtual learning 
spaces. Instructors play a vital role in making the course feel like “real” people are there engaging in 
the course with them. Future research should investigate the best practices for promoting 
interpersonal immediacy, effective communication, feedback, and social presence in physical 
classrooms that utilize instructional technology as well as in online courses and blended online courses.  
 The finding that virtual learning spaces positively influence community building is supported 
by Baepler and Walker’s (2014) concept of educational alliances. According to the educational alliances 
framework, effective communication and feedback occurs when students are close enough in physical 
proximity to engage in high quality, extemporaneous exchanges of communication. Trust and security 
occurs when students feel safe and confident enough to display both their ignorance and their 
knowledge. Although students in virtual learning spaces are not always in close physical proximity to 
one another, they experience the same feelings of closeness and community with their classmates 
when the instructor sets the stage for the learning space to feel “real” and “present.” These educational 
alliances create the conditions for students to feel that they are active members of the classroom 
community. Further research should investigate the educational alliances that emerge in other virtual 
learning spaces. 
 Another interesting finding in this study was that virtual learning spaces positively influence 
community building and that the level of engagement is heavily moderated by students’ desire to be 
engaged in the classroom community. Findings in this study suggest that using technology in the 
classroom can cause students to disengage, especially when the role and purpose of instructional 
technology has not been clearly communicated by the instructor. Past studies have shown that the use 
of technology in the classroom can impede student engagement (Kolleny, 2003; Okojie & Olinzock, 
2006; Venezky, 2004; Jamieson, 2003) and that in particular the use of mobile devices in the classroom 
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has the potential to deter student achievement (Kuznekoff & Titsworth, 2013; Kraushaar & Novak, 
2010; Wei, Wang, & Klausner, 2012). However, research has also shown that skillful instructors who 
thoughtfully integrate technology into the classroom can achieve just as much student engagement as 
instructors who do not integrate any technology into the classroom. Bitner and Bitner (2002) wrote 
that “an often overlooked but crucial determinant of whether technology succeeds or fails in the 
classroom is a less than obvious one…the teacher” (p. 95). The way that an instructor uses transitions 
to move between instructional modes helps students to understand the purpose and use of technology 
in the classroom (Arlin, 1979). For example, by using thoughtful transitions between face-to-face 
discussion and group viewing of a projected image on a screen, an instructor allows students to adjust 
their attention spans and prepare to engage in discussion after viewing a short video or film clip. In 
light of the favorable student outcomes that classrooms such as Beichner’s (2008) SCALE-UP have 
produced (Beichner, 2014; Brooks, 2012; Copridge et al., 2021; Cotner et al., 2013; Morrone et al., 
2017; Van Horne et al., 2012; Van Horne et al., 2014), future studies should investigate the best 
practices for keeping students engaged and on-task in physical classrooms that utilize instructional 
technology as well as in online courses and blended online courses. 
 

Recommendations for Administrators 
 
Because the flexibility and fluidity of a built environment holds tremendous potential to promote 
community building in the classroom, administrators should carefully consider ways to design and 
equip learning spaces. To make informed decisions about classroom design, administrators should 
appoint a user council composed of other administrators, instructors, students, custodial staff, and 
industry professionals who can generate ideas about how a learning space can be more conducive to 
community building.  
 Lee and Tan (2013) have suggested that, because of the substantial cost and risk associated 
with redesigning classrooms, stakeholder input is necessary before making changes. User councils can 
suggest inexpensive, thoughtful adaptations that could improve the quality of classrooms. They should 
conduct regular strategic space audits, invite feedback and input from instructors and students, and 
implement changes accordingly. Exemplary instructors who regularly use classrooms and learning 
spaces are one of the most valuable assets for feedback and should be regularly consulted for advice 
and recommendations. User councils should receive training on active learning strategies and effective 
use of instructional technologies before making decisions regarding learning spaces. 
 Administrators should work with user councils to make sure that each physical classroom 
contains: 
 

• Desks and chairs that are adaptable to rearrangement. 
• Teaching podium or instructor workstation that can be moved away from the center of the 

room. 
• Enough floor space to rearrange furniture, which sometimes means that the number of desks 

in the room must be reduced. 
• Whiteboards and markers that are easy to find and use. 
• At least one projector point for a small classroom and multiple projector points for a large 

classroom. 
• Ample laptop connections and reliable power outlets. 
• Enough desk space to accommodate a laptop and a book or notebook. 
• Enough space under the desk to store books and supplies.  
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• A reliable wireless signal. 
• Acoustic panels to enhance sound quality. 
• Enough windows and adequate lighting to enhance sight quality. 
 

 Traditional classrooms need not be completely overhauled in order to be conducive to 
community building. For example, an inexpensive and efficient way to incorporate aspects of an active 
learning classroom into an already existing traditional classroom is to provide whiteboards and 
movable tables and chairs that allow for small group interactions (Rands & Gansemer-Topf, 2017; 
Cotner et al., 2013). Other simple changes such as removing naps or snags in the carpets so that desks 
can be easily moved or removing clutter so that furniture can be easily moved can also greatly improve 
a learning space.  
 

Recommendations for Instructors 
 
Instructors should also consider ways that they can arrange or equip their classrooms to be conducive 
to community building. For example, if an active learning classroom is available on your campus, 
request to teach in that classroom. Consider volunteering to serve on a user council so that you can 
provide feedback about best practices for increasing the quality of active learning spaces on your 
campus. 
 Instructors can make physical learning spaces more conducive to community building with 
some minor adjustments. For example, arrange the classroom seating to allow for small group 
discussion when it is feasible or allowable to do so. Ask students if they would like to circle up in class 
and gather their feedback about what they do and do not like about interacting in a circle. Design 
thoughtful discussion questions for face-to-face classes and allow adequate time for students to discuss 
the course content with you and each other each week. Require students to contribute their ideas to 
each discussion and reward them with participation grades accordingly. When responding to 
comments, make sure that students make a clear connection to what their classmate said, using their 
classmate’s name when appropriate. Encourage all students to contribute and emphasize that all 
comments are valued. Provide grading rubrics to describe quality and quantity of discussion comments 
and accordingly reward students for their contributions.  

Learn effective methods for promoting interpersonal immediacy and learner-centered 
community in the physical classroom. For example, enroll in training classes or workshops about 
active learning strategies offered by a center for teaching and learning. Observe exemplary instructors 
and ask them to attend your class so that they can offer suggestions. Consider hosting a guest speaker 
to visit with your department about best practices for promoting student engagement and community 
building in the classroom. Experiment with different ways to integrate purposeful verbal previews and 
transitions that prepare your students to cognitively shift from lecture mode to discussion mode and 
back to lecture mode. Invite a group of colleagues to join you in reading books and articles devoted 
to the subject of effective teaching and pedagogy. For example, Sellnow and Strawser’s (2025) edited 
volume Teaching Communication provides several instructional strategies to improve the quality of 
communication between students and instructors in any classroom. The journal you are reading now, 
along with several other journals devoted to teaching, learning, and pedagogy, offer a plethora of 
articles devoted to the subject of improving communication between students and instructors. 
 Instructors can adapt the strategies they employ in physical learning spaces to promote 
community building in virtual learning spaces as well. Designing thoughtful discussion questions and 
allowing plenty of time for each discussion to occur creates abundant opportunities for student 
engagement. Consider requiring students to respond to the initial discussion prompt by a certain time 
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of day and respond at least one classmate’s discussion post. Reward them with participation grades 
accordingly. When responding to comments, make sure that classmates describe a clear connection to 
what their classmate wrote and provide grading rubrics for quality and quantity of discussion posts. 
Consider assigning group projects that incorporate peer review and feedback to engage students in 
regular conversations about improving each other’s work. Write regular personalized feedback 
statement to your students and occasionally interact with your students on discussion boards. 
 Several centers for teaching and learning (CFTLs) offer faculty development opportunities 
that promote pedagogical agility by emphasizing instructional technologies and instructional design. 
For example, the CFTL at Penn State University offers opportunities for faculty to experiment with 
teaching in technology-enhanced experimental classroom spaces (Ramsay, Robert, & Sparrow, 2019). 
Inquire about such opportunities at your institution and ask if resources can be provided to further 
improve instructors’ ability to effectively engage students in both the physical and virtual classroom 
community. 
 As an instructor of communication courses for over 30 years, I have experienced the joy of 
seeing students engage in thought-provoking and lively discussions after I had purposefully arranged 
a roundtable learning space for student interaction. These lively discussions were a refreshing break 
from the traditional classroom norm of students picking up their phones and disconnecting into their 
own worlds. However, I have also witnessed the downside of circling up, in which in-groups and 
sidebar conversations form, distracting the class and leading to off-task behaviors (Woo et al, 2022). 
As instructors, we are challenged with maximizing the perceived benefits of building relationships 
whenever possible while minimizing the distracting behaviors that sometimes occur when we open 
up those lively and student-centered discussions.  
 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 
 
A potential limitation of this study lies within its generalizability. Students in this program selected to 
participate in it, and its demographic composition certainly does not represent the entire student body. 
This study focused on a small liberal arts program, limiting access to a broader representation of 
undergraduate students who are enrolled in classes which contain more than ten to 15 students. Future 
research could study a larger sample of students and faculty at a variety of other institutions who take 
classes that enroll a small, medium, and/or large number of students. Future research could also study 
a variety of disciplines that employ the use of active learning spaces. 
 A second potential limitation of this study was that data were collected during only one 
semester with one particular set of students. The same study conducted in a different major or 
discipline, at a different time of year, with classes that meet at a different time of day, or at a different 
institution may yield richer data in the future. Longitudinal analysis of the space would also be useful 
in confirming or contradicting the patterns that were identified in this particular study.  
 

Conclusion 
 
While this study emphasized the influence that a roundtable classroom can have on community 
building, visualizing what community building looks like in other learning spaces will require more 
extensive research and testing. Future experimentation will help to identify which specific types of 
learning spaces are most effective at promoting community building in a wide variety of disciplines. 
To echo the words of Paul Baepler and J. D. Walker, if we break down the hierarchies that divide 
teachers and learners in learning spaces, we can facilitate educational alliances that improve the student 
learning experience.  
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