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1.0 Introduction 

This report describes the first site visit undertaken as part of the Erasmus+ Learning and 

Teaching Spaces in Higher Education (LTSHE) project. The site visit to Birmingham City 

University (BCU) took place on 24th January 2020, following the opening partner meeting 

of the Erasmus+ LTSHE project.  This is the first of four site visits planned to take place 

over the course of the project. Site visits at the University of Aveiro (Portugal), 

Wirtschaftsuniversität Wien (WU) (Austria) and Kolegji AAB (Kosovo) were all held in the 

last six months of the project as a result of restrictions on travel arising from the COVID-

19 Pandemic.  

1.1 Dimensions of the BCU visit 

The BCU site visit focused on different dimensions of organizing innovative learning and 

teaching spaces at the University.  The site visit report has been written in line with the 

four key dimensions, or levels, of learning and teaching space, as highlighted in Output 

1 of the LTSHE project. As such, it explores: 

1) The university and the city: issues relating to the location of the university; 

2) The campus: the nature of the campus and the layout of the buildings; 

3) The building: the nature of the internal layout of university buildings; and 

4) classroom: the nature of learning and teaching spaces. 

The visit was focused on the City Centre campus and included a range of rooms and 

facilities, including the new public facing ‘Assessment Centre’. 

1.2 Outline of Output 3 

Output 3 is a set of reports and a summary report on learning gained from a series of 

site visits conducted through the project. These site visits provided partners with 

opportunities to view a range of learning and teaching spaces and helped the partners 

to learn from each other as well as providing useful information that can inform and 

complement the manual of principles (Output 4). 

The output was innovative because it allowed partners to see several examples of 

different learning and teaching space and be able to take away the learning to their own 

institutions and higher education sectors. The output provides a set of vignettes to allow 

a wider audience to see examples of practice. 

The impact was primarily upon the development of the principles of design (Output 4) 

and upon the partner institutions involved in the visits. As a strategic partnership, this 

element was important as part of the institutional learning process. However, the 
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records of the visits are made available and as a methodological approach will be 

potentially valuable to other institutions with a view to establishing similar visits. 

It is expected that this output will be transferrable to other institutions: the partners will 

reflect on what is transferable to their own institutions; however, it is expected that the 

learning will be transferable to other institutions because it will be a highly visual output 

that provides clear examples of different approaches to developing learning space. 

The site visits, as agreed by the partners over extensive discussion, are not intended to 

replicate findings in the relevant case studies undertaken in Output 2.  They are intended 

to focus on the strengths and issues at the host university and highlight how approaches 

in the host university could be applied to visitors’ institutions.  
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2.0 Approach 

The site visit is designed to be a practical, light touch activity.  Its aim is to allow partners 

to see space in practice and allow partners to reflect on the space and how it is designed 

and implemented as well as on how it might work in home settings.  This has been based 

on practice in several previous EU-funded projects, which include an important element 

of ‘practice visits’ designed to allow partners to learn from each other’s experiences1.  

Broad elements of the approach have also been drawn from Harvey’s (2009) description 

of quality assurance site visits and those of Lawrenz et al. (2012; 2003). Hence, visitors 

observe facilities and interact with users but do not review institutional documentation. 

The visits have been organised by the host partners: they have been designed to 

highlight the different ways in which space can be used to facilitate innovative learning 

and teaching. Four site visits were arranged, as planned: these, for economy, were 

combined with the partner meetings. In the event, although the Birmingham visit took 

place in January 2020, the COVID-19 Pandemic forced the project partners to postpone 

the other visits until a time when it was safe to do so. The visits were therefore held in 

2022.  

Whilst designated partners (BCU, Aveiro, WU and AAB) had responsibility to arrange the 

site visits, the partners all worked together to ensure that the site visits were a diverse 

but complementary set of activities. 

The content of the reports is both textual and visual, providing images of the sites for a 

wider audience. Visitors were able to see a range of different spaces, both old and new, 

both to see how things have changed over time as well as to see newer space. Visitors 

were able to encounter different users and representatives of the institution. 

Each partner prepared its own report, which included a write-up of the observation and 

informal engagement with users and institutional representatives. An important 

element of the analysis was a reflection on the use and transferability of the space 

viewed in the visit in the visitors' own settings. 

2.1 Key questions applied by visitors 

As indicated in the Introduction above, the  reports are based around a set of  broad 

questions, relating to the dimensions of space highlighted in Output 1: 

1. University and city 

 
1 For example, the Erasmus+ project Vulnerable young people accessing and sustaining vocational training 

and apprenticeships (VYPASVTA) (Grant Agreement Number: 2015-1-UK01-KA202-013612), led by 

Professor Morag MacDonald, used such visits to share experiences between partners. 
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a. Where is the University located? Is it, for example, located centrally within the city 

or on the outskirts? 

b. How easy is it to commute to the University (especially by public transport)? 

c. How accessible are the University’s grounds to the public? How inviting is 

university space to people outside the university? 

d. Are there spaces where the general public and the University can engage? 

 

2. Campus 

a. How are the buildings arranged? How are the spaces between buildings 

presented? 

b. Where do teacher-student interactions take place? 

c. Does the university follows the architectural style of the surroundings, or rather 

promote ‘landmark architecture’? 

d. What are the main sustainability issues relating to the campus? 

 

3. University buildings 

a. What common spaces exit?  What space exists for students’ to undertake 

individual and team-based work? What sort of furniture is used in the spaces? How 

accessible are electric outlets, Wi-Fi? What options are there for loud, quiet, and 

silent interactions? 

b. How easy it is to enter the library? What are its opening hours? Are there 

quiet/silent spaces? What other study rooms exist int the library? 

c. What space exists for teachers-student interactions? 

d. How accessible are necessary equipment/infrastructure such as photocopiers, 

scanners and computers? 

e. What sustainability issues do the individual buildings face?  

 

4. Learning and teaching spaces 

a. What types of L&T rooms are implemented and available? 

b. How flexible are the L&T spaces? How easy it is to rearrange chairs/tables? 

c. How well equipped are the spaces? 
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d. How accessible are the spaces? What are the opening hours?  Are such spaces 

open to the public as well as students? 

e. How well ergonomically designed are the classrooms?  Is the furniture designed 

for different individual needs? 

f. How much capacity do the spaces have? Is I appropriate to the needs? 

g. How much daylight do these spaces get? 

h. Where is the teacher’s position in the space? Is it appropriate for the space or the 

type of teaching approach? 

i. Is the space appropriate for interactive collaboration? Does it include the right 

facilities such as blackboard, whiteboard, flip-charts? 

j. Can the space be used to provide hybrid classes?
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3.0 L&T spaces at Birmingham City University: factual information. 

Birmingham City University hosted a site visit following the first partner meeting of the 

LTSHE project on 24 January 2020.  Partners were given a tour of sites within the City 

Centre Campus.  Partners were shown several different areas within the Curzon and 

Parkside buildings.  Specifically, they were shown the Hive Theatre, the new Assessment 

Centre, open spaces and several classrooms en route. In addition, partners were taken 

to the Conservatoire building. 

3.1 University and city 

3.1.1 The location of the university 

The City Centre campus is sited in the Eastside district of central Birmingham. Eastside 

is an area within what is technically the city centre. However, this district is 2.2 miles 

(3.54 km) from the City’s main railway station, Birmingham New Street. It is within the 

inner ring road and was, for many years, a derelict industrial area.  The site has, since 

2000, also been the home of the city’s Science Museum and BCU’s engineering faculty. 

The district is also bounded to the south by the old Curzon Street railway station, for 

long derelict but now being re-developed as the city’s new high speed railway terminus 

(HS2). 

3.1.2 Easiness to commute to the university 

As it is part of the city centre, it is relatively easily accessible on public transport.  

However, it is a twenty minute walk from the New Street Station.  Car access is difficult 

as there is very limited parking and has increasingly been discouraged by the city 

authorities through the imposition of driving and parking restrictions. Cycling has been 

encouraged by the city authorities and there are facilities for parking bicycles on the 

campus.  The campus is accessible by bicycle on various local cycle routes from the city’s 

suburbs.  The campus is also close to several student halls of residences in the city 

centre, making it accessible to those students living away from home.  Two halls of 

residence, the ‘University Locks’ and ‘Jennens Court’, are to be found on the City Centre 

campus whilst others are spread across Birmingham city centre and are within a short 

walking distance (no more than a mile) from the campus.  

3.1.3 Public access to the university’s grounds and premises 

The Eastside district is intended by municipal planners as an area for public, businesses 

and academia to mix.  Although referred to as a ‘campus’ it is an open model of campus, 

which allows the public and university communities to mix freely. However, University 

buildings on the site are not open to the general public.  This has implications for the 
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wider discussion in higher education about inclusion: are the buildings we have 

welcoming to people who would not normally think of engaging with a university? 

3.1.4 Space for university-general public interactions 

The existing buildings were not generally designed for university-public interactions.  

However, there are some exceptions. First, the Conservatoire building (2017) contains a 

public auditorium for performances.  Second, the STEAMhouse building, which has only 

just opened (2022), is designed to bring academic and business communities together.  

This, however, was in the early stages of construction when the Birmingham site visit 

took place.  Cafes, of which there are several in the University’s buildings, provide a 

useful space for interaction between staff and (invited) visitors. More generally, there 

are specific times when access controlled buildings become open to the public, 

particularly during ‘Family Days’ and open days.  

 

3.2 Campus 

3.2.1 The general arrangement of the buildings 

The City Centre campus is an open campus, and is currently focused on a growing 

number of key buildings built next to Eastside Park, the first new park laid out in 

Birmingham for many decades. Eastside Park forms a focal point for the University and 

is a landscaped area with trees, planting, pathways, a small waterway and seating. 

Currently (July 2022), there are eight buildings on the Eastside site. Millennium Point, 

Parkside, Curzon and the Conservatoire were operational for academic activities at the 

time of the site visit (January 2020); the STEAMhouse building has recently been 

completed (June 2022) and will be operational in the Autumn term, 2022.  In addition, 

there are two buildings exclusively for administration and services: University House and 

the Priestly Building. The two halls of residence on campus are at either end of the 

district: the ‘University Locks’ overlooks the Digbeth Branch Canal which runs between 

it and the Curzon Building; Jennens Court is smaller and is to be found at the other end 

of Eastside Park. These buildings are closed-access but the land around them is not 

owned by the University and is accessible by the general public: hence, this can be best 

described as an ‘open campus’.   

3.2.2 Space for teachers-student interactions 

Teaching takes place in the four main blocks on the City Centre site: Millennium Point, 

Parkside, Curzon and the Conservatoire.  These buildings contain lecturers’ offices, 

teaching and research facilities, such as classrooms, workshops and lecture theatres. 

These buildings also contain libraries, cafes and study rooms. The Curzon Building 
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contains the University’s central Library. There are a growing number of outdoor 

recreational spaces, including a roof garden on Curzon and a balcony in Parkside.   

3.2.3 Architecture 

In the City Centre campus, the buildings are all new and different from each other. They 

have been designed as ‘landmark’ buildings and the district has, effectively been a ‘blank 

canvas’ in that it has been derelict for many years. There was little of architectural 

interest apart from a public house, called the Moby Dick, dating from the 1840s, and the 

Belmont Works, built in 1899. The public house has been renovated, renamed ‘The Eagle 

and Ball’ and incorporated into the new Curzon Building and now houses the Student 

Union. The Belmont Works has been renovated and extended and houses the new 

STEAMhouse project. 

3.2.4 Sustainability issues 

The buildings have been designed to be sustainable.  Heating and air conditioning has 

been designed to be as sustainable as possible. Current buildings are very much more 

efficient than those on the old Perry Barr campus, which were all designed during the 

1960s and ‘70s. At the same time, buildings are designed to be adaptable to the changes 

in university structures (for example, periodic faculty re-organisation), as well as 

changes in teaching approaches. 

 

3.3 University buildings 

3.3.1 Common spaces and the options for students’ individual and teamwork 

Common spaces are dominant in the building.  These include entrance foyers, landing 

areas and café’s.  Seating is of various sorts appropriate for the areas concerned.  

Classrooms tend to have rotating chairs to allow easy movement. Lecture theatres tend 

to have forward-facing seats.  Wi-fi is available across all sites of the University. There is 

a tendency towards open work spaces where users are allowed to speak: there is little 

quiet and no silent working space. 

3.3.2 The organization of the library and reading rooms 

The Curzon Library (the University’s central facility – there are several specialized 

libraries across the University’s estate) is designed as an integral part of the Curzon 

Building. Although it is entered through a single portal, the library is integrated into the 

rest of the building and walls are largely constructed of glass in order to allow people to 

see in and out of the Library. It is generally easy to access the library; opening hours have 

been extended in recent years from 9 to 5 to 24 hours.  The Library contains larger 
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reading rooms, carrels for access to books and other material; the library also contains 

smaller work rooms.  

3.3.3 Space for teachers-student interactions 

Teachers and students interact in a wide range of spaces.  Teaching takes place in 

classrooms, specialized workrooms and lecture theatres.  Teachers’ offices are 

congregated along corridors. Offices are shared: small offices might have two or three 

staff members; larger offices might contain up to twenty staff members. However, one-

to-one interactions can take place in open spaces such as foyers, pods and cafes. 

3.3.4 Access to necessary equipment/infrastructure 

Buildings on the City Centre site contain computer facilities but mainly, students use 

laptops provided by the University.  All rooms are set up to allow working on personal 

laptops, so the internet is available everywhere. Copy machines and scanners are placed 

on each floor in the corridors. 

3.3.5 Sustainability issues.   

There are a wide range of sustainability issues. They are, of course changing rapidly.  

Environmentally, buildings are designed to be as efficient as possible.  Sustainability also 

applies to building use.  Classrooms are generally designed to be flexible and adaptable. 

As faculties often change to include different subjects, so too do the purposes behind 

individual buildings.  For example, the faculty that now occupies the South City campus 

is now Health, Education and Life Sciences, whereas the original campus was a teacher 

training college.  The Curzon Building is the home of the faculty of Business, Law and 

Social Sciences, but these disciplines were only been brought together in 2013. 

 

3.4 Classroom 

3.4.1 The flexibility of the L&T spaces (how easy it is to rearrange chairs/tables) 

Most of the furniture in the City Centre buildings is moveable.  Chairs are of various kinds 

but many are swivel chairs. 

3.4.2 Equipment (quality of the equipment, types of equipment) 

Rooms are supplied with various equipment, depending on the room. All rooms have 

computing facilities, in lecterns for the use of the teacher.  Users in all rooms have access 

to the internet. 
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3.4.3 Accessibility (is it open for students/public also after teaching hours) 

Most rooms are accessible to lecturers and students whilst the building is open. Rooms 

with more specialized purposes are not normally accessible outside timetabled classes.  

Rooms are not normally freely accessible to the public. Access to buildings on the 

campus is controlled with turnstiles, monitored by security guards that require 

student/staff card and that the public need to sign in. Attention has been given to 

accessibility for people with mobility issues, such as wheelchair users.  Lifts have been 

installed to ensure easy access to all floors.  Care has been taken to ensure that it is 

possible to move freely across whole floors without unnecessary restriction. 

3.4.4 Ergonomics of the classrooms (e.g., tables for left-handed persons) 

The classroom furniture varies according to the purpose of the rooms. 

3.4.5 Ability to accommodate large and/or small groups 

Rooms vary in size for different groups. The average size of room seems to 

accommodate around 40 people.  Rooms don’t generally accommodate very large 

numbers. However, the large lecture theatre has a capacity of 250. 

3.4.6 Access to the daylight 

Access to daylight can be a challenge in a large modern building and this has been 

addressed by using transparent internal dividing walls. Several classrooms and the 

Library have glass walls to corridors.  However, there is still a noticeable amount of 

artificial lighting in the buildings. 

3.4.7 The location of the space intended for the teacher 

There has been a continuing tendency in the design of the Curzon Building to provide 

lecturers with a lectern at the front of the room, encouraging students to focus on the 

lecturer rather than each other and encouraging an approach where the lecturer talks 

to the class.  This approach, however, has been different in the Hive Theatre, where 

there is no podium.  The Hive has been designed to encourage engagement between 

lecturers and students and discourages lecture format teaching. 

3.4.8 Space for interactive collaboration (blackboard, whiteboard, flip-charts…) 

Classrooms are provided with facilities for interaction between staff and students and 

between students.  However, this is most effective when lecturers encourage 

interaction combined with appropriate furniture (organically shaped tables where 

students sit around the table; swivel chairs to allow students to turn around and engage 

with different groups). 
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3.4.9 Ability to provide hybrid classes 

The availability of computer technology makes it possible to provide hybrid classes. The 

site visit was conducted before the Covid-19 Pandemic and hybrid classes were not 

provided. Classes were, however, recorded for the benefit of students unable to attend 

the session. Indeed, the University strategy post-pandemic has been to return to 

providing recordings rather than hybrid classes although the technology is available.  
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4. The reflections of the partners after the site visit at Birmingham City 

University 

When preparing your reflections/impressions, do not describe the site, but rather focus 

on the good practices that you would like to apply to your home institution, the 

challenges the host university faces, and the recommendations you might have for 

them. Prepare around 2 pages of text. You may include the photos taken during the visit. 

4.1 The reflections of the Austrian team 

The tour to visit the facilities of Birmingham City University in January 2020 was inspiring 

with regard to several aspects: What stuck out as specifically interesting for the visiting 

team from WU Vienna, were the numerous learning spaces that BCU is providing for its 

students. We also particularly enjoyed visiting the Hive Theatre with its very specific 

characteristics and possibilities for teaching and learning. The impressive Conservatory 

was the last stop on our tour and allowed us to gain insight in the teaching of disciplines 

that are not offered in WU’s portfolio.  

4.1.1 The university and the city 

The buildings we visited during the site visit are all located in the city centre, which 

contributes to the rather lively atmosphere we experienced throughout our tour. We 

visited the Curzon building, the Parkside Building, as well as the Conservatoire, which 

are all easily accessible via public transport. Especially the space in front of the Parkside 

and Curzon building was used by the general public and members of the university, 

which nicely connects city and university.  

4.1.2 The campus 

The buildings on the BCU Campus are partly redesigned buildings (like the Parkside 

building) and partly completely new buildings (like the Conservatoire). We noticed that 

the premises transport a campus feeling, although the buildings of BCU are spread over 

several locations.  
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4.1.3 University buildings 

We visited the Curzon building and its impressive areas for student learning and 

exchange. What we found especially impressive, were the diverse zones where students 

can work alone or in groups on their projects. Although WU is quite well equipped with 

different learning zones for students, the diversity of the offers at BCU was inspiring for 

us.  

The different areas in Curzon building definitely invite students to spend time at the 

university and make use of the facilities for the purposes of studying and group work. 

We specifically appreciated the division of the space in several zones that was made 

visible by the differing design of the spaces. During our visit, we saw a lot of 

students/student groups who made use of the facilities available. We also noticed 

amenities that facilitate student life, like laptop charging stations right next to the study 

zones. Such practical offers surely increase the likelihood of students being able to fully 

make use and enjoy using the learning spaces.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

L&T spaces  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1b: Learning spaces at Curzon building (Own source, BCU) 

Figure 4.1a:  Hive Theatre 
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4.1.4 L&T spaces 

When it comes to teaching rooms, we noticed that the different rooms are equipped 

with diverse facilities and furniture, at least partly also with very flexible furniture that 

allows for different teaching scenarios. There is a great variance of offers available for 

the teaching staff. To our knowledge, by the time of the visit, no specific scheduling 

arrangements were in place, that would allow teachers to deliberately book a certain 

room for a certain class. In order to fully profit of the facilities at hand and their implicit 

implications for course didactics and pedagogics, one of our recommendations would 

be to work on this aspect.  

The room that stuck out most was the Hive, an almost round teaching room with 

outstanding acoustics and technical details. Every desk has facilities which allow the 

students to connect their own computer and to project their screen on the big screen in 

the room. The couches available are very comfortable to sit and the seating 

arrangement includes students facing other students. This also means that the teacher 

might have students in his/her back, which might be perceived as uncomfortable or 

require a lot of movement in his/her teaching style. Nevertheless, we believe that 

especially discursive teaching approaches and discussions will profit enormously from 

the seating arrangement in this room. As we already stated before, our 

recommendation would be to deliberately promote teaching scenarios that are best 

suited for this room in order to profit as much as possible from this outstanding facility. 

We also visited a room specifically equipped for online assessments. The innovative 

approach here lies in the exam scheduling that depends on the student’s planning: 

When s/he feels ready to take the exam, the teacher will make it available to the 

technical team of the assessment room. We saw this as an example of good practice to 

increase flexibility when it comes to exams and assessment in general. We also 

specifically liked the approach that the team responsible of the online assessment room 

also included an assessment designer who helps the teaching staff to “translate” 

conventional exam formats to a digital format.  

The Conservatoire provides ample of space for students to rehearse. The rehearsal 

rooms are sound proof and adapted to the needs of music students. Apart from the 

impressive number of rehearsal rooms available, the Conservatoire is also equipped 

with a concert hall and a jazz café which allow the students to perform in front of an 

audience.   

4.1.5 Conclusion 

The tour through the facilities of BCU showed that the university has invested a lot of 

time, money and effort in spaces for students. The learning areas are thoughtfully 

designed and very convenient for students.  
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When it comes to the teaching rooms, we observed a great variety of room designs. The 

Hive theatre, with its great acoustics and novel room design stuck out as a particularly 

interesting. While not all teaching rooms seem to be perfectly adapted to teaching 

(some of them are very translucent, with difficult lighting conditions), the variance 

allows for a lot of different didactic scenarios. Since most of the rooms are equipped 

with flexible furniture, the teaching staff can also easily change and adapt the setting to 

their needs.  

Although the room for e-assessment did not look particularly interesting regarding its 

furniture and setting, the logic behind it, which allows for a more flexible exam 

scheduling was perceived as really innovative and effective by the visiting team. This 

was also a prime example of how rooms also need to be connected to functional 

processes, policies and an overall strategic approach.  Our recommendation also points 

in the same direction: We would advise the unviersity to invest in additional support 

regarding scheduling and didactic development, which would support the teaching staff 

to really profit from the diverse arrangements and make the most of a given setting. In 

addition teachers would be enabled to deliberately choose a certain room for a 

particular course design.  

4.2 The reflections of the German team  

4.2.1 Introductory remarks   

Birmingham City University (BCU) was originally founded as the Birmingham College of 

Arts, with roots dating back to 1843. In 1971, it was designated a polytechnic and gained 

university status in 1992. BCU is the second largest of Birmingham city’s five universities, 

the other four being the University of Birmingham (the largest), Aston University, 

University College Birmingham and Newman University.  

BCU has two main campuses, the City Centre Campus and the City South Campus, with 

the four faculties of Arts, Design and Media, Business, Law and Social Sciences, Health, 

Education and Life Sciences, and Computing, Engineering and the Built Environment, 

altogether comprising several schools. BCU has a student population of about 29,000 

students from 100 countries.   

As of 2011, BCU has invested extensively in its land and facilities to create a sustainable 

campus. The City Centre Campus has seen three major new developments – the Parkside 

Building for design and media students, which opened in 2013; the Curzon Building, 

which houses courses in economics, law and social sciences, as well as new library, IT 

and student services facilities, which opened in 2015; and a new music building for the 

Royal Birmingham Conservatoire, which opened in 2017 (Images 4.1.2 and 4.1.4). A new 

expansion of the City South Campus for education, physical education and life science 

courses opened in 2018. The costs for the entire project amounted to about £ 430 

million. During the LTSHE site visit from 23-24 January 2020, the City Centre Campus 

(Eastside Campus) has been visited which is part of this Eastside development of a new 

technology and learning district that opened from 2013 onwards.   



 

Report of the site visit at BCU                                                                                                                                                     22 

4.2.2 Methodological remarks   

The impressions, reflections, and assessments of this report are solely based on publicly 

available information and the visit at BCU City Centre Campus.   

The site visit was carried out by two members of the LTSHE project partner evalag 

(Evaluation Agency Baden-Wuerttemberg, Germany) from 23 to 24 January 2020. The 

site visit included a walk in the city centre and from BCU Campus to the city centre as 

well as visits of several L&T spaces in the Curzon Building, the Parkside Building, the 

Royal Birmingham Conservatoire and the Millennium Point, including the university 

library.   

In methodological terms, the site visit was part of an informed peer review that was 

carried out by two experts in evaluation, accreditation and quality assurance in higher 

education L&T. The informed peer site visit was oriented at a set of guiding questions 

and a common report structure that was consensually developed by the LTSHE project 

members. In addition, information from publicly accessible documents was used and 

photographs were taken during the site visit.1   

The observations conducted during the study visit, as well as the case studies prepared 

so far (LTSHE IO1 and IO22), should be used as the methodological basis for the LTSHE 

partner contributions to the four IO3 reports. When collecting materials for IO3, it was 

recommended focusing on the following four areas and their related aspects:  

· University and city  

o The location of the university (city centre/outskirts)  

o Easiness to commute to the university (esp. by public transport)  

o Public access to the university’s grounds and premises (is the university space 

inviting for persons not being members of the academia)  

o Space for university-general public interactions (e.g., open coffeehouses, 

cafeterias, accessible meeting spaces, open offices, etc.)  

· University and campus  

o The general arrangement of the buildings, the spaces between them   

o Space for teachers-student interactions (regular offices, coffee places, etc.)  

o Architecture (whether the university follows the architectural style of the 

surroundings, or promotes “landmark architecture”)  

o Sustainability issues  

· University buildings  

o Common spaces and the options for students’ individual and teamwork (types of 

chairs, seats, tables, access to electric outlets, Wi-Fi; options for loud, quiet, and 

silent spaces)  
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o The organization of the library and reading rooms (accessibility, understood as 

to how easy it is to enter the library; opening hours, quiet/silent spaces; study 

rooms, etc.)  

o Space for teachers-student interactions (regular offices, coffee places, etc.)  

o Access to necessary equipment/infrastructure (e.g., copy machines, scanners, 

computers, etc.)  

o Sustainability issues   

· L&T spaces   

What types of L&T rooms are implemented and available? (e.g., co-working spaces, 

hybrid co-working zones, creative spaces, learning café, spaces in space, puzzle tables, 

seating options for group discussions, work boxes, learning centre, …)  

o The flexibility of the L&T spaces (how easy it is to rearrange chairs/tables)  

o Equipment (quality of the equipment, types of equipment)  

o Accessibility (is it open for students/public also after teaching hours)  

o Ergonomics of the classrooms (e.g., tables for left-handed persons)  

o Ability to accommodate large and/or small groups  

o Access to the daylight  

o The location of the space intended for the teacher  

o Space for interactive collaboration (blackboard, whiteboard, flip-charts, …)  

o Ability to provide hybrid classes  

Throughout the report it should be kept in mind that the focus of this site visit and the 

LTSHE project is L&T spaces including their design, implementation and usage.   

4.2.3 University and city  

In particular, with the City Centre Campus (Images 4.1.1 and 4.1.4), BCU has transformed 

the landscape of Birmingham’s Eastside, revitalizing a previously neglected area that is 

now recognized as the city’s learning district and will house the city’s HS2 terminus, 

Birmingham Curzon Street Station (Image 4.1.2). BCU City Centre Campus3 clearly is a 

campus because it was completely newly built starting about ten years ago in an former 

industrial area that had to be rediscovered and reintegrated into the city. It does not 

seem to be an exaggeration to say that this campus is based at the heart of Birmingham 

being just about 1 km (13 min footpath) East from the centre. The campus has 

reimagined the city’s skyline, created a welcoming area for visitors to the city and 

provided state-of-the-art facilities for students.   

As a campus, BCU City Centre Campus is demarcated from the city while completely 

integrated in the city’s core area within the main ring roads (Image 4.1.2). This structural 

integration will be further developed when the new sustainable Curzon Street Station 
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(Image 4.1.3) will be established near the historic Curzon Street Station thus completing 

an excellent public transport connection of the city and the City Centre Campus.   

Image 4.1a: BCU – City Centre Campus (aerial view): Think Tank, Millennium Point, The Parkside Building 

and The Curzon Building (from left foreground to the right) 

Source: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/about-us/bcu-2025/transforming-our-city (accessed 7 November 2022) 

 Public transportation by train, tram, and buses from all over the city to the BCU 

campuses seems to be well developed, accessible and affordable. Infrastructures 

dedicated to bicycle mobility could also be observed during the site visit (e.g., bicycle 

paths, bicycle parking points). In addition, it there are also commuters4 using the car 

which is visible at the BCU car parking spaces. Due to the location close to the city, 

restaurants, bars, hotels and shops are always within reach and walking distance. In this 

sense, BCU City Centre Campus is the case of a campus university that is integrated into 

the city while having also on the spot all basic facilities needed for everyday life of 

students and academics such as L&T spaces, research spaces, indoor and outdoor leisure 

spaces, library, canteen (Mensa), book shop, supermarket, ATM, and cafés.   

Image 4.1b: BCU –Planned Birmingham Curzon Street Station (artist’s impression) 

 

Source: https://www.hs2.org.uk/building-hs2/stations/curzon-street/ (accessed 10 November 2022) 

 

 

 



 

Report of the site visit at BCU                                                                                                                                                     25 

Figure 4.1c: BCU –Birmingham city centre and BCU City Centre Campus 

 

Source: Google Maps 

 The university attaches importance to close ties with the city, especially the local 

economy.5  

It cannot be doubted that student life outside learning activities has sufficient options 

in the city of Birmingham, the second largest city in the UK with its 1.145 million 

inhabitants in the city proper. This is clearly corroborated by the fact that Birmingham 

is an outstanding place of industrial and cultural heritage including vibrant and 

influential grassroots art, music, literary and culinary scenes. In addition, Birmingham is 

a European and international tourist centre of world rank: In 2021, Birmingham was the 

third most visited city in the UK by people from foreign nations.   

As BCU Campus is an urban neighbourhood, BCU’s grounds and open spaces remain 

publicly accessible at all times. The university open space is inviting for persons not being 

members of the academia. Right on the campus a super market, a restaurant and a café 

are open for everybody. This offer is complemented by several gastronomy facilities in 

the near neighborhood of the campus.   

BCU buildings are normally open Monday to Friday 9 am to 5 pm. The Curzon Building 

can only be entered by an access card. The Curzon Library is open 24/7 and can be 

accessed by everybody who is owner of a library card.   

As already mentioned, Birmingham is a city area of millions well-known for many historic 

and contemporary attractions including five universities. Thus, Birmingham is also a 

university metropolis in which BCU plays an important role that it shares with other 

higher education institutions.   
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4.2.4 University Campus  

BCU Campus was designed by Associated Architects Birmingham/Leeds/Oxford. It is 

made up of five buildings: The Curzon Building, Millennium Point, The Parkside Building, 

The Joseph Priestley Building and The Royal Birmingham Conservatoire (Image 4.1.3).  

Figure 4.1d: BCU – City Centre Campus map 

 

Source: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/fashion-and-textiles/about-us/facilities-and-campus/floor-plans 

(accessed 7 November 2022) 

 As already mentioned, the BCU Campus is situated on a rediscovered industrial area 

surrounded by Belmont Row (East and North East), Jennens Road (North West), 

Grosvenor Street (West) and Curzon Street (South) (Image 4.1.3). The modern layout 

and architecture of the campus catches the eye as it appears clear and functional with 

aesthetically pleasing details. The buildings are large in area and height, with large 

window fronts. Concrete, steel and glass are the building materials used.   

Figure 4.1e: BCU – BCU Campus, perspective from Eastside City Park; The Parkside Building and the 

Curzon Building (right) 
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Source: https://studyabroad.shiksha.com/uk/universities/birmingham-city-university (accessed 7 

November 2022) 

 Modern and creatively structured architecture characterises the buildings and sets the 

campus as a whole apart from its surroundings. The different buildings are not all 

arranged as to surround a compact campus (“open field”) area. Rather, the Millennium 

Point, The Parkside Building and the Curzon Building (Image 4.1.5) bound Eastside City 

Park on two sides, while the other sides of the Park are open to the proposed Curzon 

Station. The Royal Birmingham Conservatoire is connected to the other building by car 

parks.   

Figure 4.1f: BCU – Curzon Building (left) and Parkside Building (right) 

 

Source: https://studyabroad.shiksha.com/uk/universities/birmingham-city-university (accessed 7 

November 2022) 

 Within the Eastside City Park, in front of the Think Tank technical museum there is a 

nice interactive science garden for children (Figure 4.1g) enriching the campus area by 

connecting academia to the world of technology museum visitors.   

Figure 4.1g: BCU – Interactive science garden belonging to the Think Tank museum 

Source: https://letsgowiththechildren.co.uk/places-to-go/thinktank-birmingham-science-museum/ 

(accessed 8 November 2022) 
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 4.2.5 University Buildings  

The university is proud of its modern architecture. In the www all buildings are described 

in detail and illustrated by a lot of nice photographs and virtual walk throughs.6 The 

LTSHE on-site visit confirms the numerous positive impressions of the diverse and 

different innovative buildings and interior and exterior designs of the BCU campus, 

which the BCU presents on the www.  

One of the main focuses of the LTSHE on-site visit was the Curzon Building which offers 

a mixture of formal and informal L&T spaces for several thousands of students (Image 

4.1.7, right; Image 4.1.8 and 4.1.9). The youngest part of the building, Curzon B (Image 

4.1.7), a 100,000 square foot extension with more than 650 rooms, is also home to the 

university’s Centre of Academic Success, the New Technology Institute (NTI) and its 

Students’ Union. Curzon B, marking the East end of the campus at the Digbeth Branch 

Canal, offers nice canal-side views and external landscaping has provided space for the 

building’s inhabitants to relax and engage with each other.   

Figure 4.1h: BCU – Curzon B Building: Digbeth Branch Canal view (left) and open communicative mixture 

of formal and informal learning spaces (right) 

 

 

  

Source: https://www.associated-architects.co.uk/project/curzon-b/ (accessed 11 November 2022) 

 

According to Associated Architects’ own view, they have worked with BCU to establish 

a strong visual vocabulary for the BCU campus. Curzon B is divided into two sections 

with a two-storey and a six-storey element (Image 4.1.7, left). On the six-storey block, 

bronze window soffits create a strong visual marker for the building when viewed from 

the canal corridor. Additionally, according to Associated Architects, Curzon B is 

developing the terracotta element introduced in the previous Curzon Building. Rich red 

fins mark important social learning spaces and provide sun protection. The building 

design uses a combination of brickwork and glazing to create a crisp contemporary 

style that reflects the industrial heritage of the surrounding area. Altogether, the 

structure of Curzon B extends the award-winning £63 million Curzon Building, which 

has been opened in 2015.   
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Figure 4.1i: BCU – Innovative learning spaces, open space for collaborative and individual learning (left) 

and informal learning space (right)  

Source: https://studyabroad.shiksha.com/uk/universities/birmingham-city-university (accessed 7 

November 2022) 

Figure 4.1j: BCU – Curzon B Building: hall and stairs area with different L&T spaces in the background 

(left) and internal two-storey view with student help desks, closed quiet group learning space and open 

communicative learning space (right) 

Source: https://www.associated-architects.co.uk/birmingham-city-universitys-curzon-b-officially-opens/ 

/ https://www.associated-architects.co.uk/project/the-curzon-building/ (accessed 7 November 2022) 

 In general, the BCU Campus buildings are characterised by large entrance areas (Figure 

4.1j and 4.1k), which naturally also serve as meeting places for student groups, more 

informal learning spaces and music concerts (Figure 4.1k, right). All buildings have 

barrier-free entrances and L&T space accessibility.  

Figure 4.1k: Parkside Building Hall (left) Royal Birmingham Conservatoire, Gallery Bar, Foyer Atrium (right) 
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Source: https://studyabroad.shiksha.com/uk/universities/birmingham-city-university / 

https://www.bcu.ac.uk/conservatoire/hire/venues/product-launches-awards-ceremonies-drinks-

receptions-occasions (accessed 9 November 2022) 

Among many other explicitly documented policies about research environment and 

processes, L&T environment, behaviour and processes etc., BCU has a systemic, 

explicitly documented disability support for students7 which is not a matter of course 

and might not be available in many European universities. BCU has a disability team and 

mental health and wellbeing team who offer advice, information and practical support 

to all students with a disability, medical condition, illness, mental health condition or 

specific learning difficulty (e.g., dyslexia). Further, libraries and L&T spaces are barrier 

free, all areas are wheelchair accessible.8   

As well as a new dedicated IT suite for students – with nearly 100 laptops available for 

loan – Curzon B also boasts an innovative lecture theatre called The Hive that features 

raked, group activity seating, integrated technology also prepared for hybrid sessions 

and excellent sight lines (Image 4.1.11, left).  

The Royal Birmingham Conservatoire is a unique contemporary building containing five 

public performance spaces, including a 500-seat concert hall, the Bradshaw Hall (Image 

4.1.12, left) for orchestral training and performance, private rehearsal and practice 

rooms, and classrooms for musicians of various disciplines. It also includes The Lab, a 

state-of-the-art, fully flexible black-box studio, and the first permanent jazz room at a 

UK conservatory – the 80-seat Eastside Jazz Club (Image 4.1.12, right).  

Figure 4.1l: BCU– Curzon Building: HIVE theatre (left) and Deli café situated next to the Curzon Cafeteria 

(right) 

Source: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/news-events/news/new-education-hub-provides-learning-spaces-for-

thousands-of-birmingham-students#mixed-15 / https://www.bcu.ac.uk/about-us/maps-and-

campuses/city-centre-campus/phase-2#mixed-13 (accessed 8 November 2022) 

According to BCU, Bradshaw Hall has been acoustically modelled to optimize the artists’ 

experience and ensure the best listening experience from any seat, while the Eastside 

Jazz Club, Birmingham’s only jazz-only venue, has been expertly designed to provide the 

perfect, intimate atmosphere to create a jazz club atmosphere. Guests can relax in style, 

with subtle mood lighting and a cabaret backdrop creating the perfect ambiance for an 

authentic, sophisticated, laid-back jazz bar. The bar is a fully flexible performance space 

with removable auditorium seats, tables and bar stools spread over three elevated levels 

that can be rearranged as required. Users may choose from a private setting with 

blackout blinds or open to let in natural light depending on their preference.  
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Figure 4.1m: BCU– Royal Birmingham Conservatoire: Bradshaw Hall (left), the Symphony Hall (right) and 

the Eastside Jazz Club (below) 

  

  

  

  

Source: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/about-us/bcu-2025/12-ways-bcu-has-transformed-birmingham / 

https://studyabroad.shiksha.com/uk/universities/birmingham-city-university / 

https://www.bcu.ac.uk/conservatoire/hire/venues/eastside-jazz-club (accessed 9 November 2022) 

 The Parkside Building houses many innovative, flexible, multifunctional and technically 

well-equipped studios for media and TV performance and production (Images 4.1.13 

and 4.1.14), which can be described as outstanding compared to the European 

university average. Elements of this equipment may also be used, for example, by 

individual teachers to record lecture presentations and other course content for online 

and hybrid teaching.   

  

Figure 4.1.13: BCU – Parkside Building: Media Centre – TV studio A (left) and studio B (green studio) 

(right)   

  

  

Source: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/digital-technology/about-us/facilities/film-television/tv-studio (accessed 

9 November 2022) 

  

For example, Studio C has a fixed theatre set and double cyclorama curtain with white 

and black fabrics and access to a lighting rig. Curzon Street Studios have been 
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acoustically treated and isolated from the main building and offer their own Green 

Room, one of the largest fixed green screens in the UK (Image 4.1.13, right), dressing 

room and WiFi. The studio rooms can be rented and pricing is appropriately tailored to 

the customers’ needs.   

  

Image 4.1.14: BCU – Parkside Building – Curzon Street studios: studio C (left), and TV 

studio D (right)   

 Sources: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/curzon-street-studios/hire/tv-studio-b; 

https://www.bcu.ac.uk/curzon-street-studios/hire/tv-studio-c; 

https://www.bcu.ac.uk/curzon-street-studios/hire/tv-studio-d (accessed 8 November 

2022)  

  

Effective energy efficiency is a key element in the design of the BCU campus buildings, 

particularly the Parkside and Curzon buildings. A combination of photovoltaic panels, 

mixed mode ventilation, high airtightness and a biomass boiler has resulted in EPC B and 

BREEAM Excellent ratings.   
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In summary, the buildings of the BCU City Center Campus are a collection of outstanding 

modern structures that transform elements of the city’s historical and technological 

heritage into architectural language and reinterpret a whole city district – which only 

few universities can claim.   

4.2.6 University Classrooms  

The classrooms visited at BCU are all modern, with possibilities for digitally supported 

L&T. There are plug sockets for students’ laptops in all classrooms. Only in very few 

rooms, the seating arrangement is rather classical, that is, oriented towards frontal 

teaching, but always with flexibly adjustable seating and tables (Image 4.1.15). No 

traditional classrooms exclusively prepared for and focused on frontal teaching including 

inflexible furniture were seen at the BCU site visit.   
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Image 4.1.15: BCU– Curzon Building: two “standard” classrooms with flexible furniture  

Source: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/about-us/maps-and-campuses/city-centre-

campus/phase-2#mixed-13 / https://www.bcu.ac.uk/news-events/news/new-

education-hub-provides-learning-spaces-for-thousands-of-birmingham-

students#mixed-7 (accessed 8 November 2022) 

  



Report of the site visit at BCU                                                                                                                                                    35

Image 4.1.16: BCU – Curzon Building: Computer examination room (left) and a large 

classroom, with flexible furniture and transparent walls (right)

Source: own photos (borrowed from UPNA group)

Further classrooms that are probably not found at many contemporary universities are 

a computer examination and digital assessment rooms (Image 4.1.16, left; Image 4.1.17) 

as well as large classrooms with flexible furniture and transparent walls (Image 4.1.16, 

right).

Image 4.1.17: BCU – Curzon Building: Digital assessment room

Source: own photos (borrowed from JU group)

Student workplaces are plentiful and easy to find on the BCU campus, particularly in the 

Curzon Building. For example, there are quiet, closed rooms for small-group work (Image 

4.1.18, left) and semi-open room arrangements for individuals (Image 4.1.18, right). 

Wireless Internet is available almost everywhere, and the large number of sockets for 

laptops and the like is also striking.
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Image 4.1.18: BCU – Quiet zone, closed learning space for small 

groups (left) and semi-open learning space arrangements for individuals (right)   

Source: own photo (borrowed from JU group) / 

https://spacestor.com/projects/birmingham-city-university/ (accessed 11 November 

2022)  

  

Another example of an semi-open innovative learning space for small groups (e.g., 2-6) 

is the Railway Carriage Classic which is a flat roof arch, with back, for 4 persons, with 

spotlights, basic power module and screen, and a custom table to extend beyond the 

end of the pod (Image 4.1.19).   
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Image 4.1.19: BCU – Railway Carriage Classic (flat roof arch, with back, 4 persons, 

Spotlights, basic power module and screen, custom table to extend beyond end of the 

pod  

Source: https://spacestor.com/projects/birmingham-city-university/ (accessed 7 

November 2022)  

  

Concerning access to daylight, due to the modern, bright and open architecture 

conditions of L&T spaces, offices of employees, and corridors as well are very good in 

general. It is worth noting that the architecture, while taking a high priority, does not 

limit or overpower the basic functions of the spaces. With respect to the acoustics of 

the visited L&T spaces no significant limitations or problems were observed.   

BCU has invested £6.5 million on improvements to their Millennium Point facilities, 

including new specialist labs, and a project space with makers’ area, to ensure BCU 

students and teachers have optimised L&T environment for practice-based learning and 

applied research in technology, health and social care, for example (Image 4.1.20).   
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Figure 4.1.20: BCU – Millennium Point: New specialist labs for technology students 

(left) and teaching wing for health and social care students (right)  

Source: https://www.bcu.ac.uk/about-us/bcu-2025/12-ways-bcu-has-transformed-birmingham 

(accessed 7 November 2022) 

 

Summarising remarks  

Based on evalag’s site visit and reflections, the following summary can be given.   

 University and city  

BCU City Centre Campus is a campus university which is embedded in an urban 

neighbourhood, specifically by revitalising an earlier industrial region which in the future 

will be even more tied to the city centre which is very close. For a campus university 

which (usually) is not in the city centre, this is a maximum of integration into and relation 

with the city. BCU campus is easily reachable from the city through different means of 

transport. Public transport (railway; tram, bus) is available and affordable and use of 

bicycles is supported as well, for example through bicycle paths and bicycle parking 

facilities. The campus is also accessible by taxi or car, for shorter distances also on foot.   

The university attaches importance to close ties with the city, especially the local and 

regional economy and employers.   

In this way, BCU and the city form a convincing organic unit, although, as always, there 

is room for improvement, for example in the area of reducing individual car traffic and 

improving sustainable mechanisms in the general area of resource consumption.  

 University and campus  
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According to BCU, their mission is “simple – we aim to be the University for Birmingham 

and to enable our students to transform their lives and to achieve their potential. 

Through our education and research, and the roles our graduates go on to play in the 

world, we not only support individuals to transform their lives, but we also play a part 

in transforming society.” 9 Since the BCU City Centre Campus is a completely new 

university campus with numerous innovative buildings and impressing L&T and other 

spaces, the architectural planning was obviously able to make a significant contribution 

to supporting this mission as far as possible.   

The BCU campus has a priority on innovative exterior and especially interior 

architecture. This leads to an open, bright, communicative and integrative arrangement 

of buildings on the campus and offices, service rooms, libraries, corridors, and L&T 

spaces within the buildings.   

There is sufficient outdoor space available including sports areas, which is functional and 

aesthetically pleasing at the same time. With regard to planting trees and implementing 

more shadow areas on the campus, development opportunities seem to exist.   

 University buildings  

The university buildings are all quite new (less than ten years old) and in a very good 

shape.   

In general, many common indoor spaces for students are available including group and 

individual learning spaces and lounges. These spaces are well-equipped with facilities to 

make students’ stay comfortable (e.g., flexible tables and chairs, innovative seat boxes, 

sofas and other seatings) and help to make studies effective and enjoyable (e.g., PCs, 

pin boards, shelves to store produced materials).   

BCU buildings are normally open Monday to Friday 9 am to 5 pm and Saturday 7 am to 

8 pm (no 24/7 access). However, various schools, the Millennium Point, or the Royal 

Birmingham Conservatoire have longer opening hours in the morning as well as the 

evening. Curzon Library is open 24/7 (during term time) and can be accessed by 

everybody who is owner of a library card. In this sense, the accessibility of buildings and 

interiors is good under the requirements of high safety standards.   

During the LTSHE site visit, it was noticeable how clean and well-kept the campus and 

the buildings as a whole are: no graffiti, no posters, no pollution, no waste. This indicates 

actual student “appropriation” of the campus, buildings, rooms, facilities, and furniture, 

and likely effective equipment conservation and waste disposal policies.   

Classrooms  

At BCU there are many contemporary innovative L&T spaces for active, collaborative 

and problem-based learning; truly traditional L&T frontal classrooms were not observed. 

There are also innovative areas and rooms for informal learning, relaxation and physical 

well-being. Classroom furniture is generally easy to move and flexible in use. 

Additionally, the availability of many practice learning and action rooms should be 

mentioned ranging from TV studios over music halls, theatre performance spaces to 

experimental labs and maker spaces.10 This offer of various, modern, well-equipped and 

innovative L&T spaces is outstanding and not to be found at many university places 
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throughout Europe. In this sense, it becomes clear here that BCU, in the British university 

tradition, attaches great importance to effective and intensive learning support, which 

relies on empirical learning evidence and innovative learning materials (and of course a 

high level of supervision and peer learning).   

4.3 The reflections of the Portuguese team  

4.3.1 Introduction 

This section concerns the reflections of the Aveiro team about the visit to Birmingham 

City University in January 2020. 

According to the methodology defined, we will focus on the good practices we have 

observed, challenges faced by BCU and any recommendations we might have. This 

section will be structured as agreed upon: a) reflections on the university and the city; 

b) the campus; c) university buildings; d) L&T spaces; and e) conclusions. 

4.3.2 The university and the city 

The two days spent in Birmingham gave us the opportunity to visit both the city and the 

Birmingham City University (BCU). 

BCU is located in the city centre, which makes it easy to reach on foot and easy to get 

around. This proximity to the city centre is an advantage as it brings the city and the 

university closer together. 

Some outdoor facilities invite both university members and general public to the campus 

(e.g., the children’s play area at the science garden and sidewalk benches outside the 

Parkside building, as shown in Figure 4.2a). 
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Figure 4.2a – Children’s play area within the 

science garden 

(Source: 

https://letsgowiththechildren.co.uk/places-

to-go/thinktank-birmingham-science-

museum/ ) 

4.3.3 The campus 

BCU campus comprises a set of very modern buildings both in terms of architectural 

aspect and their interior design. The buildings that were part of the visit were very close 

to each other, which enabled the LTSHE team to go from one to the other on foot: the 

Curzon building, the Parkside building, the Millennium Point and the Royal Birmingham 

Conservatoire (Figure 4.2b). 

 

Figure 4.2b – BCU Campus map (Source: BCU's website) 

The City Centre Campus is the result of a big regeneration project for the Eastside area, 

as explained by the BCU team, and it includes redesigned buildings (like the Millenium 

Point), new buildings (as the Curzon building) and green areas. From our point of view, 

a very nice campus that invites people to come, walk around and enjoy. 

The proximity of the campus buildings is surely appreciated by those working and 

studying at BCU. The Aveiro team has this 

experience from their own university: a 

university campus joining faculties / 

departments promotes acquaintance and 

fellowship among staff and students, and a 

very positive university experience. Below 

we include some picture from campus 

buildings (Figure 4.2c). 

Figure 4.2c – The Curzon building (left) and the 

Conservatoire (right) 
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Source: https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/birmingham-west-midlandsengland-uk-

0616-city-1660289803  

4.3.4 University buildings 

BCU’s campus buildings are quite impressive. Both the outside and inside architecture 

impact positively on first-time visitors like us. The Curzon building is the one that most 

stands out, with its red impressive façade. The other buildings were not less impressive, 

though. The buildings’ volumetry is what impresses most and at the same time it makes 

the campus more vertical when compared to the campus of the University of Aveiro. 

The inside architecture, with bright, warm colours and lighting, welcomes the visitors 

and provides sitting and relaxing areas that we have enjoyed seeing and using. The 

pictures included below show examples of such interior design (Figure 4.2d). 

We remember thinking that the buildings we visited and those common areas inside 

them invited people to come and stay. We believe they are of great help in creating 

residency among the student population, which is something rated as important for a 

university. 

4.3.5 L&T spaces 

Coming from a university that has started more recently to renew spaces and adapt 

others to be more flexible in terms of what they can be used for, the Aveiro team was 

very pleasantly impressed by the number and quality of the spaces that were visited. 

Figure 4.2d – The Parkside building 
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BCU offers widespread flexible spaces in common areas in all visited buildings. These 

spaces can be used by all BCU members (staff and students) for multi purposes: study, 

group work, just relaxing 

while having a coffee / 

snack, for example. This is 

something the UA lacks and 

that definitely is a good 

practice that should be 

implemented. Below some 

pictures of such kind of 

spaces (Figure 4.2e). 

 

     

 

In terms of formal L&T 

spaces, we had the 

opportunity to visit very 

interesting rooms such as a 

classroom in the Curzon 

building set up in small 

amphitheatre shape with all the 

necessary technology for 

students and teachers to share 

their work done on personal 

computers with display 

possibility for the whole room to see, microphone incorporated at each desk / seat and 

with a control table on the side of the teacher so s/he can choose what to display. This, 

we believe, may promote some interesting L&T collaborative approaches that might be 

valuable to the students. Again, such type of space can be considered as a good practice 

that is worth to be considered in other campuses, namely in our own university (Figure 

4.2f). 

Figure 4.2e – Inside L&T spaces for individual or group work 
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Figure 4.2f – The amphitheatre prepared for student-centred collaborative a L&T approach 

 

In this same building, we also had the opportunity to visit an examination room set up 

exclusively for students to sit an exam in a very flexible manner and equipped with 

computers. The concept behind this room is interesting and seems to be rated very 

positively at BCU: students take exams when they feel ready for it, inform the teacher 

who then makes the exam available to the technical team in charge of the assessment 

room. On the exam day, the student will have a place in the room and the exam will be 

displayed on the screen. This allows for greater flexibility in examination management 

and in L&T student assessment. And of course, is something the UA should also consider 

setting up in the future. 

BCU has set up this campus gathering areas like Arts, Design and Media, Business, Law 

and Social Sciences, Health, Education and Life Sciences, Computing, Engineering and 

the Built Environment, and the tour we took gave us the opportunity to see state-of-

the-art music and cinema recording rooms, a concert hall, a small jazz café, which was 

having music by the time of our visit, with audience – showing that students are in fact 

living, experiencing and enjoying BCU’s campus facilities (Figure 4.2g). 

     

Figure 4.2g – Music and cinema spaces at the Conservatoire building 
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4.3.6 Conclusion 

Overall, the Aveiro team felt inspired by the student-centred approach to spaces’ design 

taken up by BCU and confirmed the perception that well designed spaces that care for 

the users’ wellbeing foster a good L&T experience, collaborative work and flexible L&T 

approaches. 

This visit was done in January 2020, before the pandemic caused by COVID-19. We 

imagine that BCU might have now the challenge of bringing back students and staff on 

campus, at least in the numbers registered before the pandemic – this might be a 

challenge BCU faces. 

Another challenge we can foresee is the degree of acceptance/engagement on behalf 

of the teaching staff to actually make use of the facilities provided to them and the need 

for training teaching staff might have felt to make the best use of these L&T spaces and 

approaches. 

Teachers’ training programmes might help overcome these challenges, if indeed felt at 

BCU. 

 

4.4 The reflections of the Polish team  

4.4.1 Introduction 

In total, we spent 4 days in Birmingham with two days of the organized study tour, which 

gave us an opportunity to walk around the city and to understand both city-university 

interplay and the BCU itself better. 

4.4.2 University and city 

The university is located close to the city center, conveniently located within the 

proximity of the main public transport hub, i.e., the main railway station. There are many 

options for communing with the University by bus and/or rail. At the same time, the BCU 

is located in the eastern part of the city on an ambitious Eastside development project, 

thus forming a kind of academic campus, shared with Aston University (another public 

university located in Birmingham) and Birmingham Metropolitan College (a further and 

higher education college). Birmingham as a city represents rather a typical industrial (or 

post-industrial) English city, with its dense urban core. Fortunately for BCU, the 

university itself is surrounded by some green areas. Furthermore, Digbeth Branch Canal 

provides yet another opportunity for students, professors, and city inhabitants of 

enjoying close contact with nature in the middle of the city. In general, the area of the 

university is well defined, and the BCU campus is not dispersed across the city, thus 

everyone can easily explore all opportunities provided by the BCU. 
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The university is relatively open to the public; 

however, full entrance is granted to staff, students and 

visitors having official passes. Therefore, it is rather 

impossible to find a space for uninterrupted 

interactions between internal and external 

stakeholders. Unlike in many other European 

universities, there is limited option for sharing coffee 

or lunch (not planned in advance). On the other hand, 

the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire (part of the BCU) 

provides a unique opportunity for attracting the 

general public by organizing concerts and other 

musical events. Interestingly, at the Conservatoire 

they serve their own beer—Conservatoire Ale.  

4.4.3 Campus 

The campus was designed as a part of the Eastside development project, being part of a 

much greater investment within the framework of the Big City Plan. Thus, the main 

campus of BCU was completed very recently (the second phase was completed in 2015). 

Wikipedia rightly summarizes this new location: Birmingham-based Associated 

Architects have designed the facility around the general principles of ‘spacial efficiency, 

sustainability and functional suitability’. It includes an open courtyard, a large atrium 

and an elevated bridge link into the Universities existing occupied areas of Millennium 

Point. The special efficiency was by no doubt one of the key features of the campus, 

which one can appreciate from the very first sight. The buildings are new, representing 

a utilitarian approach to architecture (Figure 4.3b).  

 

     
Figure 4.3b – Buildings of the BCU city center campus (Source: own photos) 

Figure 4.3a – Conservatoire Ale at 

the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire 
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The buildings are located in close 

proximity to one another, so, there is 

no problem navigating through the 

campus on foot. The plan of the 

campus is rational making it easy for 

everybody to locate the right building 

and the right classroom, lecture hall, 

etc. (Figure 4.3c).  

 

The main ‘attractions’ of the campus 

are located along the canal (where 

students’ housing is located) and at the 

southern end of the campus, where 

Eastside City Park is located. It is worth 

to notice that the whole campus 

represents a rather ‘industrial’ 

ambiance and the space for green areas 

is rather limited. Thus, the existing 

environment is positively exploited to 

the maximum (Figure 4.3d). 

 

   
Figure 4.3d -Walkways and small architecture at the campus (Source: own photos) 

 

Commuting to the university is easy. Bus stops are located around the whole campus. 

Along with the railway connections it is easy to get to the university even from a 

relatively distant location. The campus is also well prepared to accommodate cyclists, 

which makes the campus more sustainable. There is one rather specific feature of the 

BCU, however. The central point of the campus is… a parking lot. So, the heart of the 

campus is designed with cars (or car owners) in mind. 

 

The campus is divided according to the internal organization of the university, reflecting 

the structure of the BCU: faculties and departments. The Curzon Building, except for 

being a home for Business, English, Law and Social Sciences programs, provides also 

Figure 4.3c – Plan of the BCU city center campus 
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generous space for the university library, extra teaching space and some facilities 

designed especially for students (e.g., students’ association's rooms). The Curzon 

Building hosts also some student-support offices related not only to academic education 

itself, such as the Migration Office, which reduces the bureaucratic burdens: students 

do not have to visit some city offices located in another part of Birmingham. 

The campus provides some opportunities for refreshment, such as cafeterias, coffee 

places and restaurants. 

 

  

 

Figure 4.3e – Places with refreshments around the campus (Source: own photos) 

4.4.4 University buildings 

University buildings are divided according to the faculties/departments they serve. We 

have visited four buildings: Millennium Point (with a short visit to Thinktank), the Curzon 

Building, the Parkside Building, and Royal Birmingham Conservatoire. It was very easy 

to notice the omnipresence of well-equipped common spaces across all campus (Figure 

4.3f). There is a variety of tables, sofas, chairs and quite rooms that are available for 

learning purposes. All of them are equipped with electric outlets and USB outlets, so 

everywhere across the campus students can easily use their laptops. Moreover, at the 

Curzon Building there is a special rental scheme organized and students lacking their 

own hardware can anyway access all digital spaces and resources available at the 

campus. There is a stable broadband Wi-Fi connection, enabling smooth engagement in 

online collaboration with teachers and/or other students. The space available at the 



 

Report of the site visit at BCU                                                                                                                                                     49 

Curzon Building brings an extra touch of cosiness. It is inviting not only to work hard but 

also for some moments of relaxation. The Curzon Building (which holds main university 

library) has a clear and distinct division into three spaces: loud (where you can easily talk 

and discuss with others), quiet (whispering is allowed) and silent (mainly—the library, 

especially the reading room). Quiet zones are clearly marked with yellow colour, while 

silent—is in red. 

   

Figure 4.3f – Spaces for students and staff in the halls (Source: own photos) 

Across the campus there are also numerous project rooms that can be booked by 

students.  They are equipped with tables, chairs, and sometimes even sofas. They ensure 

the necessary level of privacy, which may be a definite asset when working on a project 

that requires louder discussions, or conversely when reading or writing quietly without 

being disturbed by the background noise. We asked students about the availability of 

the space, and they saw no reason for any complaints. 

The central library of the BCU is well-organized, it is spacious and offers various spaces 

for independent study. The library represents a new approach to openness to student's 

needs and 21st century working habits. Curzon Library is open 24/7, although staffed 

hours are 9:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m. One should remember that the library offers the 

opportunity for self-service. At the Curzon Library there is a laptop rental service, 

organized as self-service: students with their student's ID cards could easily rent the 

necessary equipment. 

     

Figure 4.3g – The central library (Source: own photos) 
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It is worth noticing that all furniture seems to be solid. The use of natural materials (e.g., 

wood) enhances the support for sustainability (Figure 4.3h). As we were told, the 

university decided to invest in more expensive furniture that could last for many years.  

 

Figure 4.3h – Furniture at the campus (Source: own photos) 

The buildings of the BCU are also easily accessible for people with disabilities. They have 

been designed as barrier-free and wheelchair-accessible – hence the wide doorways, 

elevators and ramps, as well as the tactile guidance system for the visually impaired.  

4.4.5 L&T spaces 

During our visit, we were able to visit a number of various learning and teaching spaces. 

The most advanced L&T space was a classroom located in the Curzon Building. This 

technologically advanced space is prepared for providing lectures, and seminars, as well 

as online and hybrid classes (Figure 4.3i). The classroom is arranged as an oval 

auditorium, equipped with two media projectors and screens, thus, the students could 

easily see the presentations, films, and other materials no matter where they seat. The 

seats and working space are organized in such a way that the class could easily start to 

work in subgroups and then equally easily merge back into one class. The arrangement 

of the classroom enables the lecturer/teacher to walk through among the working 

groups without any problems to check the progress and/or to support students’ 

collaboration. All working spaces is equipped with access to electric outlets and/or USB 

power. 
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Figure 4.3i – The Curzon Building innovative classroom (Source: own photos) 

An interesting L&T space located in the Curzon Building is the Assessment Room (part 

of the Success+ project of the BCU). It is a special classroom prepared for conducting 

examinations, supported with the top-class IT equipment. This solution enables teachers 

to secure fair access to the computers of exactly the same quality. Moreover, it helps to 

grade exams in much faster manner (Figure 4.3j). As we were told, this kind of 

examination’s organization is more and more preferred by the School of Law. 

 

     

Figure 4.3j – The Assessment Room in the Curzon Building (Source: own photos) 

The School of Law, located in the Curzon Building, has yet 

another interesting L&T space: the office of the Law 

Clinic. Students, under the supervision of their 

professors, have the opportunity to learn law by solving 

real, existing legal problems. It is worth to notice that the 

Law Clinic provides necessary level of confidentiality, 

since nobody would ask for any legal advice knowing that 

his/her case might be overheard by the others. This also 

applies to the necessary appliances to destroy any 

confidential documents (Figure 4.3k). 

     

 

Figure 4.3k – The Law Clinic – 

depositing confidential 

documents (Source: own photos) 
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The Royal Birmingham Conservatoire provides another example of great Learning & 

Teaching space. For the purpose of musical education it is necessary to provide rehearsal 

rooms. All of the rehearsal rooms are sound-proof and secure the right level of humidity, 

necessary for keeping musical instruments in healthy conditions. As in any other school 

of music RBC has proper music halls, so the students (and professors) can perform in 

front of the public. The hall is top-class, and equipped with all necessary technology, 

thus enabling the organization of musical concerts (Figure 4.3l). 

   

Figure 4.3l – Royal Birmingham Conservatoire (Source: own photos) 

Among the programmes of studies offered by the BCU there are those requiring well 

equipped studios/lab, among others: TV production, sound production and graphic 

design/typography. The university provides the necessary space and top-class 

equipment. Students can acquire skills in high demand in job market, while learning 

about the latest technological achievements in the field. Therefore, the BCU can easily 

combine theory with practice, making the graduates of the BCU well prepared to start 

their professional career (Figure 4.3m). 

   

Figure 4.3m – Special acoustic and film studios (Source: own photos) 

In general, the BCU provide and excellent learning and teaching space, promoting 

independent studies, securing safety at work, and immersing the students into the 

reality of future jobs. The common space across the campus is inviting and encouraging 

interpersonal interactions. There is a plethora of various spaces one can use for reading, 

writing papers or just enjoying some leisure time. There is, however, one significant 

drawback in the organization of L&T space at the BCU. Since ‘openness’ was the policy 

of the BCU, professors and instructors lack some office space that could provide some 
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level of privacy during office hours. We saw professors-students discussing at the Curzon 

Building, but they were in public space, close to café (with all its noise). That was not an 

ideal solution for discussing exams and/or written papers (Figure 4.3n). 

      

Figure 4.3n – ‘Office hours’ at the Curzon Building (Source: own photos) 

4.4.6 Conclusion 

It is easy to notice that the Birmingham City University invested a lot of money in 

providing innovative, top-class, well-equipped learning and teaching space. For many 

programmes of studies (e.g., music, sound design, TV production, etc.) the BCU is almost 

an ideal place for study, providing the opportunity for the most accurate and sought for 

training. The common space at all buildings we have visited is very much student 

oriented. It provides and encouraging environment for learning and for taking necessary 

rest. The campus is very conveniently located. It provides enough green space, especially 

considering Birmingham is an industrial city. 

The only problem our team observed is the lack of office space for personal, face to face 

interactions with students. The option of discussing exams and/or papers with students 

sitting at the café might seem nice at first, but it is not ideal considering the lack of 

necessary privacy. 

 

4.5 The reflections of the Spanish team  

4.5.1 Introduction 

Birmingham City University, was founded in 1971 as ‘The city of Birmingham 

Polytechnic’, and it was the result of the union of five individual colleges, and since then, 

it is a multi-campus university that took its current name in 2007 

(https://www.bcu.ac.uk/about-us/our-history ).  
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This university, with 24,000 is a large and diverse place to study, comprised by two main 

campuses, with additional sites located throughout the city. The most relevant one is 

the City Center Campus, a new and multi-million pound centre of excellence in the heart 

of Birmingham’s Eastside development. The other ones are the ‘City South Campus’, The 

‘Royal Birmingham Conservatoire’, The ‘School of Acting ‘, The ‘School of Art’ and the 

‘School of Jewellery’.  

From 2011, the University has undertaken a major investment in its estates and facilities 

to create a campus fit for the future. The City Centre Campus has seen three major new 

developments – the Parkside Building for Design and Media students opened in 2013; 

the Curzon Building, which houses Business, Law and Social Science courses as well as 

new library, IT and student support facilities opened in 2015; and the new music building 

for the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire opened in 2017 (https://join-

bcu.com/about/university-today ). 

The City Center Campus analyzed in this visit report, it is part of the urbanistic Eastside 

project, which is considered as the Birmingham´s biggest physical regeneration scheme 

in the last decades. Birmingham-based Associated Architects have designed the facility 

around the general principles of ‘spacial efficiency, sustainability and functional 

suitability’. 

(https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Birmingham_City_University_City_Centre_Campus ). 

The present report is centered in the complex composed by the City Center Campus 

where LTSHE team visited in January 2020 some of its buildings: Curzon Building, 

Parkside building, Millenium Point and The Royal Birmingham Conservatoire. 

4.5.2 University and city (L&T spaces) 

Globally analyzed, the City Center Campus presents a model of relation University-City 

corresponding to the type ‘City-Center’ model. 

The location of the this campus (city center/outskirts). This campus of BCU is located in 

the heart of the city of Birmingham, in the Eastside district of Birmingham City Center. 

It was constructed next to the existing facilities at Millennium Point and it is part of the 

ambitious Eastside project - Birmingham's biggest physical regeneration scheme. 

Limits. In its North orientation, the Campus is attached to the urban Jennens road A47. 

In the West one, it shares a border with the James Watt Queensway Road, which is one 

of the main entrances to the campus. The natural outline of the East part of the Campus 

is delineated by the Digbeth Branch Canal and in the south part of the campus borders 

with the Eastside City Park. 

The Campus is open to the surrounding urban and social environment, and accessible 

by public transport. There are good connections to arrive by rail, walking and by car.  

The walking distance from the Campus to the city center is less than 10 minutes; this 

facilitates the academic community to enjoy the rich urban and architectural heritage of 
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Birmingham, together with numerous cultural facilities (museums, theaters, libraries, 

etc.) as well as restoration and leisure centers. 

The Campus spatial border areas are opened, fostering public interactions. It is a clear 

example in which the university community is enriched by the offer of services, spaces 

and facilities offered by the city, thanks to its full integration into the core of the city. 

And on the other hand, it´s important to underline that the great investment made by 

the university has served as one of the engines of change and development of an area 

previously derelict and recently regenerated.  

In order to foster sustainable transport, the Campus has several bike parks next to the 

different buildings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.5.3 University Campus (L&T spaces) 

The City Centre Campus covers an area of 16.900 m2 and is made up of five buildings: 

The Curzon Building, Millennium Point, the Parkside Building, The Joseph Priestley 

Building and The Royal Birmingham Conservatoire. 

The Campus main body consists in a trapezium scheme, where there is a lateral axis 

composed by a long pedestrian avenue, which functions like an urban park, which offers 

some spaces for social interaction and casual learning. There are few benches, but we 

could say the campus has not been thought as a learning spaces for outdoor academic 

activities or as meeting social place. This informal learning spaces are located mainly 

inside the buildings.  

Figure 4.4a – BCU Campus and location 
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In addition to this lateral axis, the campus is divided by Cardigan Street, which breaks up 

the pedestrian unity of the campus.  

The overall volumetry opts for a predominantly horizontal development, which 

contributes to emphasizing the human scale of the academic complex. 

The masterplan for the campus was designed by Building Design Architect (BDP). 

The architectural pieces are the majority irregular in plant, placed three of them 

(Millenium Point, Parkside Building and Curzon Building) directed towards the Eastside 

city park. The architectural style reflects a certain heterogeneity, but each piece is 

subordinated to the urban construction of an irregular geometry campus. They are not 

similar in dimensions and they all present different stylistic resolutions. Such a pattern 

corresponds to the philosophical intention of ‘unity within diversity’ 

Wi-fi is available across the Campus, activating as innovative learning and teaching 

spaces marginal zones. 

The park side zone between the three different architectural modules consist in a green 

rectangular area, but this is not be designed as an innovative Learning & Teaching space. 

As a complementary element that enriches the learning experience, inside the Campus 

it is located the Thinktank Birmingham Science Museum and its free science garden, an 

outdoor discovery space packed with surprises and fun activities bringing themes of 

engineering, mechanics and transportation to life through over 30 hands-on exhibits 

(Figure 4.4b). 

 

Figure 4.4b – Plan of City Centre campus, buildings Think Tank science garden and Conservatoire 
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4.5.4 University buildings (L&T spaces) 

One of the general features in many of the BCU buildings, is the transparent vertical 

plans which foster an experience of transparency, connecting visually the internal 

activities with the outdoor areas. 

The different buildings have high levels of natural daylight to create a bright workspace 

for students. 

Wi-fi works inside the buildings, and there are many different spaces offering thus the 

possibility of activating as innovative learning and teaching spaces ambits which before 

hosted no academic activity. 

In all its buildings, it is specially remarkable the great amount of original, modern and 

extraordinary furniture located in the wide corridors, which have become excellent 

spaces for informal and innovative learning. They present a sound variety of chairs, 

seats, tables, studio boots, collaboration spaces, etc., providing students and faculty the 

opportunity of carrying out innovative academic activities out of the regular classrooms 

(Figure 4.4c). 

 

Numerous and spectacular free spaces inside buildings have pieces of furniture that 

encourage the stay or interaction between members of the university community. 

In the buildings, students have available lockers, placed in halls or corridors, and some 

sophisticated ones where can be charged electronic devices.  

Figure 4.4c – Interior of buildings, public spaces 
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Besides, the natural vegetation elements included in all buildings help to make them 

more attractive and human—scaled and it´s remarkable the integration of them into 

modern furniture (See Parkside building hall).  

Particularly striking is the large number of open spaces designed for social interaction in 

the corridors and interiors of the different buildings. All buildings include many spaces 

for teachers-student interactions (regular offices, coffee places, etc.). 

It is also specially interesting the way common spaces as corridors, halls, etc. are used 

as spaces to show the art developed by the students: for learning activities. See the 

improvised concerts in the entrance hall of the Royal Conservatory and the exhibitions 

in the hall of the Parkside building. 

Some buildings have different tools for the control of access, such as turnstyles; 

although there can be security reasons for this, it must be remarked that these kind of 

elements project an image of closeness to visitors and limit the interaction between the 

University and the society.  

4.5.6 University Classrooms (L&T spaces) 

The new buildings on BCU City Centre Campus, house a variety of innovative classrooms, 

adapted to the diverse needs of the different studies taught there. 

As a general comment, innovative spaces have been implemented under the principle 

of flexibility and versatility. Besides other factors, having horizontal continuous floors 

helps flexible furniture to modify spatial arrangements, depending on the type of 

learning and teaching pedagogical modality. 

Most spaces receive a qualified amount of natural light, combined with artificial one, 

whenever needed. 

According to the elements incorporated in these innovative spaces, hybrid classes can 

be carried out easily. 

The physical dimensions of the new learning and teaching spaces are mainly medium-

low, fostering therefore human scale in most of them. 

Some spaces show relevant progress in terms of learning and teaching innovative 

attitudes, which are mentioned next: 

The auditoriums and concert centres of the conservatoire; the recording studios and the 

exhibition halls of the Faculty of Art, Design and Media (Parkside building) are 

particularly noteworthy for their spectacular nature and their provision of adequate 

resources to meet the learning needs of the music and arts students. 

The Curzon Building (Faculty of Business, Law and Social Sciences) is equipped with 

innovative classrooms suitable for collaborative work. There are also classic-style 

classrooms for lectures, where the agile and individual furniture offers great potential 

for flexibility, which increases the possibilities for teaching innovation. 

In the same building, the amphitheater-shaped classroom is a striking. The arrangement 

of the group tables facing the center and the provision of IT facilities in each table, allow 

for a perfect combination of small group teaching activities and large group activities.  



 

Report of the site visit at BCU                                                                                                                                                     59 

For the UPNA team, the concept of the computer room prepared for exams was a 

novelty. Technically, it consisted of an apparently normal computer room with individual 

dividers. The novelty comes from the teaching idea of offering students a space where 

they can take the different exams at the time that suits them best. By means of a 

technology that makes it possible to prepare exams ad hoc from a battery of questions 

and correct them automatically, the aim is to reduce the level of stress generated by 

taking tests and at the same time reduce the teaching cost of carrying out this activity. 

The library in Curzon building is an interesting multi-use space, which hosts inside a rich 

and interesting series of learning and teaching spaces: big and great spaces for social 

learning, group study, basic making space and for silence individual study.  

Understood globally as a major ‘classroom’, it presents an attractive spatial solution, 

where large windows provide natural light and a connection to the outside, in a space 

that at the same time offers the possibility of interior seclusion. 

It is designed as a multiple height space, so permits transparency in its double version 

(vertical and horizontal). Such a solution fosters an experience where ‘everyone sees 

how everyone learns’ , becoming therefore quite a motivational solution. 

The majority of the areas in which is composed the library, reading and study ambits are 

divided in small-scaled places, separated by bookstores, increasing therefore the feeling 

of homely and welcoming spaces (Figure 4.4d). 

  

 

Figure 4.4d – Individual learning and teaching spaces 
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4.5.7 Conclusions and recommendations 

Birmingham City University (City Centre Campus) is a very new and a very good example 

of the implementation of innovative learning and teaching spaces in higher education. 

In the University-City scales, the integration of the campus into the urban core offers 

outstanding options to take advantage of the City of Birmingham as a solid formation 

resource: opposite, the dimensions and variety of spaces and functions of the Campus 

permit the development of common activities inside for external groups. 

In the Campus scale, there could be more innovative areas transformed easily in Eastside 

city park, which could include varied outdoor zones for social interaction in a human-

scale.  

In the Building scale, the different buildings that comprises the campus can be 

considered as benchmark examples of how to use common areas easily (halls, corridors, 

etc) with diverse furniture for creating spaces for informal innovative learning and 

teaching spaces.  

Also in the Classroom scale, the very innovative solutions to respond to different student 

learning needs, can be consider as good examples that other universities as UPNA, could 

follow.  

As a major recommendation for Birmingham City University, some planning documents 

should be carried out, in order to structure and program future innovative learning and 

teaching spaces. Such planning effort would be an outstanding complement to continue 

and improve the already begun process of requalification of the University built body. 

 

4.6 The reflections of the Kosovo team  

This section contains the reflections of the Kosovo team (hereafter: KT) about the 

educational setting of Birmingham City University (hereafter: BCU) upon the site visit of 

January 2020. In accordance with the methodology outline in section 4.2, the focus is on 

the observation of good practices in BCU along the four main categories which include 

(1) the university and city, (2) the campus, (3) the university buildings and (4) the L&T 

spaces. Each of the paragraphs concludes with the manner in which BCU can inspire of 

AAB College along the respective dimensions.  

First, in terms of how the university situates itself and intersects with the broader socio-

spatial infrastructure of Birmingham, the KT considered the close proximity of BCU to 

the city center as an advantage. From a practical vantage point, the location was easily 

accessible via public transport. The university could also be reached on foot from the 

city center, as was done, anecdotally, by the KT. More experiential in terms of how the 

KT observed the premises, the central position of the university close to the city core 
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brings into the university an engaging urban-centric atmosphere that intersects with the 

outside world. It is worth noting that the KT noticed during the notions of diversity and 

inclusivity as core values of the university. Spatially, posters and promotional materials 

engaged students from different ethnic, and religious backgrounds, and helped establish 

a sense of belonging among minority communities. In the Kosovo context, Higher 

Education (hereafter: HE) is segregated along ethnic, and racial lines. By adopting similar 

visual strategies in the physical space, the AAB College can emphatically welcome 

students from different ethnic, and non-majority backgrounds.    

The second observation concerns the spatial arrangement of the campus and how in 

part its configuration impacts the overall academic experience of staff and students. The 

campus the KT visited was the city center campus composed of several buildings located 

in the same spatial environment. These include the Curzon Building, Millennium Point, 

the Parkside Building, the Joseph Priestley Building and The Royal Birmingham 

Conservatoire. From an architectural point of view, the buildings are each impressive 

with, according to the KT at the site, the Curzon building the most outstanding in terms 

of its outside appearance. The bold font and colors give the campus its landmark 

appearance as part of BCU. The close distance between the buildings facilitated traveling 

easily between the different settings during the stay in Birmingham. For the university 

population attending BCU this arrangement likely shapes their overall student 

experience. First, it establishes a sense of rootedness to BCU; all facilities are located in 

proximity of one another in the same physical space. Secondly, the spatial environment 

establishes a sense of connectedness between students across the different faculties. 

This is done through the different locations built for several social interactions including 

meeting spaces, cafeterias and other locales throughout the campus and in the separate 

buildings. Particularly memorable examples in this respect were the cafés and cafeterias 

populated by groups of students seemingly between classes and for student meetings. 

Other more formal work hubs are also made available for students for more work-

intensive projects and collaborations. Alternatively, if the KT recalls correctly, there is 

also a pub-like café in one of the buildings emitting an ambiance of relaxation not 

previously experienced in other university settings.  

The third observation brings the discussion to the spaces available in the university 

buildings themselves. Compared to any (public and private) educational setting 

encountered so far by the KT member who visited the site, the infrastructure inside each 

of the buildings is remarkably modern with spaces fit for a variety of different student-

centered purposes. In particular, the spatial structures are aligned with the kind of work 

expected to be carried out at the university. As the basis of the Parkside building, for 
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instance, the KT observed an open architectural plan but with smaller working zones 

characterized by closed-off chairs and work zones that give privacy to students who wish 

to seclude themselves for 

individual reading or 

teamwork. An example of the 

working zones is shown in 

figure 4.6a.2  

Similarly, the organization of 

spaces for the purpose of 

student-teacher interactions is 

innovative and designed in a 

way that fosters student-

centered education in an 

aesthetically pleasing environment.  Thus far, in Kosovo, the spatial aesthetics of HE 

institutions has been marked by socialist-style realism. This classical configuration 

conflicts with spatial organizations essential for contemporary teaching-learning 

approaches. It is in this respect that AAB College separates itself from other HE 

institutions in the region. Notionally, the institution bases its outward image on the 

concept of space as a central ingredient in the student learning experience. From a 

practical stance as well, AAB has established a modern university with working zones 

and facilities that are not just aesthetically pleasing but in a very real sense foster 

student-focused experience. Various examples attest to this in the promotional video of 

the institution.3 A particularly noteworthy illustration is the recently established clinic 

AMD which predominantly employs post-graduate students of the faculties of nursing 

and radiology at AAB College. From the example of BCU, additional working zones for 

individual study and group work can be established in the campuses of AAB College. 

Thus far, at AAB, the below-floor library is the only area that is effectively used by 

students for reading and group work. The examples of BCU can inspire expanding the 

different areas of modes of work and study.  

The fourth and final observation discussed here concerns the type of L&T rooms 

available at BCU. The classrooms seemed to befit the requirements of the different 

faculties and programs. While there were numerous different classroom types, two 

instances stood out in particular during the site visit. The first concerned The Hive 

theatre, which is an amphitheater entirely built for flexible teaching and learning 

experiences. The student seating is centered on student collaboration (‘huddle group 

arrangements of the tables). In addition, it provides high quality equipment suitable for 

different kinds of interactive work.4 Similarly attesting to BCU’s investment in quality 

 
2 Space store, accessed on 16 August 2022.  
3 AAB facilities, accessed on 16 August 2022.  
4 The hive theatre, accessed on 16 August 2022.  

Figure 4.6a - Working space at BCU (source: Spacestor 

Projects) 
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equipment as part and parcel of the T&L spaces is the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire 

which exceeded the KT’s expectations when it comes to the conditions provided for 

students. This building is equipped with what was understood as the best possible 

technology and equipment for the support of student performance. Noteworthy in this 

building are also the private practice rooms provided with state-of-the art equipment 

and used by students individually and at their own pace and time to practice their 

respective instruments and singing voices.  
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