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 10.0  Sample Instructional Space Design and Requirements 
   
 Definitions 
   

 General Purpose Instructional Spaces 
  General Purpose Instructional Spaces 

  (20 to 32 Students; occasionally up to 42 students)  
  Computer Based Instructional Spaces 
   (24-32 Students- for permanent computer installations at student stations) 
  Tiered/Case Study Instructional Spaces 

  (32 to 100 students) 
  ñTraditionalò Lecture Hall and Conference Tiered Spaces 

   (50 to 200 students) 
 
 

 Sources and Credits 
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"OK class- the 
information near 
the bottom of the 
screen will be on 
tomorrowôs test!" 

                                                                 http://www.classroomdesignforum.org 5
 

 
Part II- Formal and Informal Learning Space Design Guidelines 
 

ñLearning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn much just by sitting in class 

listening to teachers, memorizing prepackaged assignments, and spitting out answers. 

They must talk about what they are learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences, 

apply it to their daily lives. They must make what they learn part of themselves.ò  

--Arthur W. Chickering and Zelda F. Gamson, "Seven Principles for Good Practice,"  

Active Learning is a process where learners are actively engaged in the education process, rather than 
passively absorbing lectures. It involves reading, writing, discussion, and engagement in solving problems, 
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Active learning engages a greater range of students in effective 
learning, has a positive affect on the attitude of students toward themselves and peers in the process, and 
builds student-to-student and student-to-instructor social communities. 
 
Instructional space must complement instruction activities In order to support active learning.  Students have 
three fundamental rights in their learning environment

1
: 

 Students should be able to see anything that is presented visually 
 Students should be able to hear anything that is presented audibly, free from noise and 

distortion 
 Students should be comfortable in their learning environment, including air flow, room 

temperature and proper furniture 
 

The University of Marylandôs design guide stated,  

ñWell-designed instructional space does not happen by chance; classrooms are the 
responsibility of everyone. While offices, conference rooms, laboratories or other 
specialized areas have their own advocacy group or responsible department, classrooms 
are learning and instructional resources that belong to the institution

6
.ò

 

Because community colleges generally lack the research and publishing missions of major 
universities, successful delivery of instruction is our measure of success.  
 
The purpose of this guideline is to provide design professionals with information to plan and design learning 
and instructional space.  The Districtôs is not to limit the creative individuality of the architect. The guidelines 
and requirements presented in this document are based upon the Districtôs and other institutionsô 
experience that provide the fewest problems in use, operation and maintenance of instructional space. 

http://www.classroomdesignforum.org/


 

Part II: Design Guidelines for Learning Spaces Page 5 of 43 

  

 

These guidelines are intended to be a minimum standard, which may be exceeded at the userôs or collegeôs 
requests, or where the use and design warrant it.  
 
This is a constantly evolving document reflecting the constantly evolving environment for and approach to 
instruction and learning. 
 
1.0 Responsibility for complying with standards, laws and program 
 
Design professionals are responsible for meeting the requirements of the facilityôs program, education 
specification, Maricopa Community College Design Guidelines, life-safety and building code requirements, 
and accessibility code requirements (including Title II Regulation (28 CFR Part 35 for State and local 
government entities) of the American With Disabilities Act (ADA) and Uniform Federal Accessibility 
Standards (UFAS)).  
 

Telecommunication and infrastructure standards prepared by  each collegeôs Information 
and Instructional technologies groups  are applicable to meeting the minimum 
requirements in all areas.  
 
Any proposed deviations from these guidelines or observed conflicts between these guidelines and the 
facility program shall be brought to the attention of the Districtôs Project Manager for approval or resolution. 
 
2.0 Informal Learning and Social Space 
 
Instruction and learning no longer stops at the walls of formal classrooms; it continues at nearly all other 
times and locations that students or faculty gather. In the Social Life of Information, John Seely Brown and 
Paul Duguid state: ñAs much learning happens outside the classroom as insideò

 13
. Because Maricopaôs 

colleges are non-residential, making them ñstickyò is important. We must create places and reasons to break 
the studentôs car-to-class-to-car model by providing a variety of indoor and outdoor spaces that fit a wide 
variety of social and learning styles.  
 
Circulation areas serving classrooms should contain seating and informal social areas. This seating creates 
an atmosphere of unhurried scholarship, social interaction and informal teaching situations outside the 
classroom. Corridors and connectors become learning streets, with activities on and between destinations, 
not just paths between endpoints.  
 
Successful outdoor and indoor informal spaces attributes include: 
 

 Proximity to and integration with main corridors, pedestrian paths and building entries 

 The ability to ñsee and be seenò from the seating. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Typically, a more active environment, but also include some quiet retreat/study spaces for students 
wanting a more calm, quiet or peaceful study setting. We are designing spaces for students 
from high school to retirement age, having a wide variety of social and study space 
preferences. 
 
 
 
 



 

Part II: Design Guidelines for Learning Spaces Page 6 of 43 

  

 

 Seasonal shade in outdoor areas allowing full or filtered sun during the cooler spring, winter and 
fall.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Larger, more active spaces placed away from classroom areas to contain the noise. Limited 
seating, quiet study and waiting areas directly outside classrooms are useful. 

 Nearby food or drinks. 

 Separate areas for smokers must be located at least 25ô away from buildings, fresh air make-up 
locations, main circulation paths and other seating areas, but including arrangement and 
amenities to other seating 

 A variety of seating arrangements, including picnic tables outdoors, two or four person light movable  
tables with loose chairs for group meetings and learning both indoors and outdoors. Indoors, we 
can use upholstered chairs and couches with durable fabrics for social settings. Include seating 
and accessibility for physically challenged and wheelchairs.  
Generally avoid cast concrete benches that will be too hot to sit in the summer and donôt allow 
movable arrangements to suit multiple needs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Inviting colors and finishes, with floor covering or ceiling plane differences to define the area 

 
 Bulletin boards for general information posting and small whiteboards to facilitate student or faculty 

discussion and interaction. 

 Wireless internet with plenty of easily reachable power outlets for computers and cell phones. 
Preferred are wall outlets mounted at +36ò to + 48ò for easy access.  

 
 
 

If floor outlets are used, use outlets that are even with the floor 
with flip up covers rather than harder to reach and use floor 
recessed boxes. 

 

 Wall mounted flat screen monitors for general college information and announcement.  Flat screens 
in some areas may be provided with the capability to allow computer displays for group work to 
be displayed.  

 A variety of lighting arrangements to complement the setting, with proper lighting for reading and 
use of computers  
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 The proper levels and balance of light, temperate and acoustics to make it a comfortable, attracting 
space 

 
Emory Universityôs Guideline emphasized ñMake these areas a specific planned space, rather than an 
afterthought. Value the spaceò. 
                                                                               
3.0 Formal Instructional Space  
 
Where possible, instructional spaces should be located in multipurpose buildings that also include faculty 
offices, in order to facilitate student access to classrooms and academic services, enhance safety and 
security, and heighten stewardship of classrooms. Although a single department may have first priority to 
schedule and use the rooms, instructional spaces belong to the college. 
 
3.1 Instructional Space Location 

 
A. Provide interior corridor entry for all rooms. Avoid entrances to instructional space directly from the 

outdoors in order to enhance after hours security, reduce soiling of rooms, reduce exterior noise 
coming into instructional spaces and allow proper air balance and conditioning of spaces. 

 
B. In single story buildings, place instructional spaces closest to main entry doors due to high traffic 

volumes. In multiple story buildings, place as many instructional spaces as possible at grade level, 
then next on floors directly above or below grade, again as close as possible to the main stairways 
and elevator cores.  

 
C. Locate instructional spaces to avoid heavy student traffic passing through non-instructional areas. 

 
D. Isolate classrooms from internal noise sources such as restrooms, dining facilities, mechanical and 

equipment rooms, vending areas and elevators; and away from external noise sources such as 
loading docks, parking lots, driveways and streets. Wherever possible, avoid common walls 
between instructional space and high noise sources like restrooms, elevator (shafts and equipment 
rooms), electrical and mechanical rooms. If common walls cannot be avoided, these walls must be 
very high acoustic rated in order to isolate and contain the noise source. 

 
E. Size corridors serving classrooms and labs for one and one-half to twice the code required loads 

and width due to heavy numbers of students leaving and entering at the same time, along with 
students waiting or talking.   If classrooms must be located on upper floors, increase the widths of 
the stairs as well as their doors to accommodate larger than code minimum traffic flows at class 
change over. (Take into account area of refuge requirements on stair landings in order to keep 
these areas outside of necessary exit paths/flows) 

 
F. Include student waiting/meeting/social spaces along circulation paths.  Design and locate these 

areas to reduce noise and contain activity levels generated from class areas.   
 

G. Provide restrooms on each floor along the main travel path between primary entry doors and 
vertical circulation cores to the instructional areas. Provide one easily found and accessible 
unisex/family restroom within the main restroom core on each floor. 

 
H. Multiple floor buildings shall have at least two elevators, one of which is oversized/freight to allow 

movement of furniture, equipment, etc.  
 
3.2   Instructional Space Design 
 
3.2.1 General Requirements 
 

A. Instructional space is designed for the department and college general use, never for an individual 
instructorôs preference or teaching style. 
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B. Design classrooms to allow different seating arrangements.  Coordinate floor boxes for power, 
where requested, providing additional boxes as needed to cover all arrangements. (NOTE: confirm 
whether data will be wireless or be provided in the floor boxes. ALL instructor station locations get 
both power and data/A-V connections in the floor boxes).  
   

C. Structural columns must not occur within the seating area or obscure sightlines to the instructor and 
projected images.   

 
D. Ceiling heights are a function of proper architectural room proportion, acoustic properties, and 

projection screen heights/image size/viewing angles. In new construction, provide adequate ceiling 
height (a minimum of 9ô-6ò and as suggested below for larger areas) based on the height of a 
projected image.  

 
E. Locate entrances at the rear of the room or in the side walls towards the back of the room to lessen 

the disruption of students entering and exiting while class is in session.  Provide recessed 
vestibules for out-swinging doors to avoid conflicts with corridor circulation paths. 

 
F. Provide a narrow window in the door or sidelight at the latch side to prevent accidents when doors 

are opened and increase security. Each door should have a door stop, sound stripping and a 
ñClassroom functionò lockset where panic hardware is not required.  At the collegeôs option, provide 
card access and the coordinated electric latch (not lockset) hardware for the room. Confirm 
lockdown requirements or special hardware with College Safety. 

 
G. Instructor consoles shall be located so as not to obscure the students' sight line to the projection 

screen(s) and markerboard(s). Provide a minimum of 8ô (with 10ô preferable) from the front wall to 
the first row of student seating for the instructor desk/station and circulation. Additional distance 
may be required to meet projection screen viewing angles. Allow and design a second location at 
the opposite end of the front instructional area. 

 
H. Small exterior windows are encouraged in classrooms to provide controlled natural lighting. Design 

and arrange windows toward the rear end of the sidewalls to prevent light spill on projection screens 
and markerboards.  Exterior windows should have an STC > 50. Provide window shade systems or 
blinds to darken the room, including sidelights at doors (windows in doors generally do not require 
black out ability). Provide electrically operated shades in larger tiered rooms. Blinds and window 
coverings are part of the General Contractorôs package and are not provided through college 
FF&E. 

 
I. Accent colors on walls are desirable.   

 
J. Movable walls generally should not be used in classrooms because of the difficulty in maintaining 

adequate sound separation. If the user program requires an operable wall for space versatility, 
provide a movable panel operable wall instead of an accordion partition.  Specify an STC that 
equals or exceeds the classroom wall rating. Include a continuous acoustical rated wall closure 
between the door track head and roof/floor deck above to maintain full acoustic separation above 
the operable partition. 

 
K. Locate the main set of light switches, technical controls, A/V controls, wall phone, data and power 

outlets near the primary instructor station at the front of the instructional space. Provide power data, 
and A-V connection in both wall outlets behind the primary and secondary instructor station as well 
as a floor box under the primary instructor desk.  Provide one switch for general/partial lighting at 
the each entry door; the entire lighting control need not be duplicated at the doors. Coordinate 
switch locations for lighting, projection screens and electric blinds to assure that the switched are 
not located behind the screens and become inaccessible when screens are down.  

 
L. The front wall and ceiling must be clear of anything that will conflict with projection screens, marker 

boards or tack boards.  Coordinate, check AND THEN RECHECK AGAIN locations of lights 
(especially cable hung lights), projection screen switches, temperature sensors, thermostats, or fire 
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alarm strobe/annunciators to assure that these do not fall within marker boards and tack boards. 
Coordinate light, projector and electric blinds switched so that they are not behind projection 
screens. Do not place emergency lights that remain on in front of projections screens, and do place 
air supply grilles that blow on and ripple projection screens. Place any clock on the back wall of the 
classroom.  

 
3.2.2 Room Configuration and Design 
  
Good room configuration simultaneously addresses seating, views of the instructor, whiteboards and 
projection screen(s), acoustics, traffic flow and spatial proportions.   
 

E When specific seat counts are provided in the user program, that number must be placed in the 
room, within the required layout and sight lines, even if the room size must be increased 
beyond the program size. Do not squeeze the required seat count into too small a room, a badly 
configured room, or reduce the front instructional area or aisles to achieve the required seat 
count. 

 
In general, classrooms with seating capacities above 40 work better with a tiered floor or raised instructor 
platform to improve sight lines. 
 
Rooms should be designed from the inside outward, in this order. Provide a room plan, elevation and front-
to-back section of the room to design and test each of the following in order:  
 

1. Confirm whether the room will be used as a traditional single front instructional zone or multi-front 
learning studio and, for larger rooms, whether the room will be a flat floor or tiered/sloped floor 
arrangement.  

2. Confirm the seat count and type of furniture to be used.  
3. Determine the preferred seating and aisle arrangement (single center aisle, aisle each side, sides 

plus center aisle).  Multiple options during early design are helpful to allow visualization and fit 
testing vs. program space. 

4. Show the minimum 8ô depth of the front instructor zone 
5. Determine the number, general location and orientation of projection screen(s) (front-centered, front 

but off center, front corner plus verify single or multiple screen preference) 
6. Draw horizontal and vertical ñviewing anglesò from each screen to assure that all seats fall within 

this optimum horizontal area and vertical viewing angle, especially seats in the front rows.  
7. Determine the overall preliminary room width and depth, testing against preferred proportions  
8. With Instruction Technology, select a projection screen size, based upon seating configuration, 

minimum/maximum distances from students and image proportion (4:3 or 16:9) 
9. Set the ceiling height, based upon minimum ceiling height, required image height and minimum 48ò 

image height above the floor. If suspended or direct/indirect light fixtures are used, the ceiling 
height must be increased, or lights must be moved, to avoid conflicts between the lights and 
projected image. 

10. Reconfirm that all of the above works together and properly, including an acceptable room 
proportion, and re-adjust anything as needed. 

 
In larger tiered rooms and auditoriums, the use of non-parallel wall surfaces are recommended to enhance 
acoustics.  
 
3.2.2.1 Room Proportions 
 
Room proportions impact seating capacity, sight lines and the ability of students and instructors to interact 
with each other. In more traditional, single/front instructional zone configuration, the preferred average 
classroom width-to-depth ratio ranges from to 4:3 to 3:2.  Learning Studios, which do not use a traditional 
single front wall instructor zone, should be roughly square.  
 
Odd shaped or oddly proportioned classrooms should be avoided. Classrooms that are too wide have poor 
sightlines (often requiring multiple projection screens), dedicate too much space to the instructional zone 
and make it harder for instructors to maintain easy eye contact with the entire class. Classrooms that are 
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too deep make it challenging for students in rear rows to interact with instructors and other students, to hear 
what is said, and to see the front of the room. Instructor areas may be too narrow to contain the projector 
screens, markerboards and instructor station without conflicts or unwanted overlapping. 
 

 
Concept diagram originated by ñDesign Guidance: Learning Environmentsò, University of Cincinnati 

 
3.2.2.2 Aisle and seating configuration 
 
Primary aisles should be 36" wide, including all access to wheelchair paths and seats. Secondary paths 
should be a minimum of 28" wide. Configurations providing both a center aisle and side aisles are preferred 
but where space is limited, a single center aisle configuration generally is preferable to aide aisles with 
uninterrupted rows of seats.  Seating for physically challenged users and wheelchairs should be dispersed 
in the instructional space when more than one location is required. Minimum handicapped seating space 
shall be 30" wide by 48" deep. Ramps to platforms and tiers must not have slopes steeper than 1:20. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Concept diagram originated by ñDesign Guidance: Learning Environmentsò, University of Cincinnati 

 
The ñMaricopa Tierò 
 
In tiered classrooms, Maricopaôs latest design places two rows of tiers on each level, with the back row 
having an extended depth table top.  This arrangement allows students in the front row of the tier to turn 
around and participate in group work with the second row.  Seats in the rows are loose chairs with wheels.  
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Offset seating positions to allow unobstructed viewing lines from each row to the instructor, writing surfaces 
and projection screens.  

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.2.2.3 Optimal viewing of projection screens 
 
If lines are drawn out at 45 degrees from the outer edges of the screen, they form a cone that consists of 
optimum viewing positions with a minimal amount of optical distortion. Seating outside of this cone is not 
desirable.  
 
Based upon the image height (H), the minimum distance from the screen to the first row should be at least 
1.5H and preferably 2H. Based upon screen height (H), the distance from the farthest screen edge to the 


