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INNOVATIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS:   

THE AUSTRALIAN SCIENCES AND MATHEMATICS SCHOOL 

 

 

Figure 1:  Australian Science and Mathematics School (ASMS ) (Design Share, 2011b). 

The Australian Science and Mathematics School (ASMS) (see Fig. 1) in Bedford Park, 

South Australia is an Innovative Learning Environment (ILE) with a school population of 336 

students (ASMS, 2011a).   It is a specialist public school for Grades 10-12 and "is a key 

innovation that supports the South Australian Government's STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics) strategy” (Owen, 2012).   Owen’s OECD Inventory Case Study 

indicates that ASMS has a partnership with Flinders University and this allows for interaction 

between students, teachers, research scientists and education academics.  Though the school's 

focus is science and mathematics, there are definite parallels between ASMS and the yet to be 

http://www.asms.sa.edu.au/Pages/default.aspx
http://g.co/maps/nfq9u
http://g.co/maps/nfq9u
http://stem.ed.qut.edu.au/
http://www.flinders.edu.au/
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completed University Hill Secondary school in Vancouver, B.C.   In the fall of 2012, staff and 

students will move into a brand new high-tech building (see Fig. 2) at the edge of the UBC 

campus that was once the NRC (National Research Council) building. 

   

Figure 2:  The New University Hill Secondary Facility (old NRC building).  Planned 

completion is September 2012 (VSB, 2010d).   

UHill Secondary will be part of a grand plan that endeavors to make the little public school more 

connected to the growing University Village community (click HERE for Context Photos) (VSB 

2010a).  Hopefully, there will be collaboration between faculty at the university and the teachers 

of UHill so that students' learning will be enriched.   

The 2003 Merit Award-winning ASMS’s innovative educational platform for ICT-rich 

flexible learning spaces is the Learning Commons  (see Figures 3-5) (Design Share, 2011b).  

 

Figure 3:  Learning Common, ASMS (Design Share, 2011b) 

http://uhill-sec.vsb.bc.ca/content/home.php
http://uhill-sec.vsb.bc.ca/ckfinder/userfiles/files/newschool_concept.pdf
http://www.ubc.ca/
http://www.vsb.bc.ca/sites/default/files/shared/Context%20Photos.pdf
http://www.designshare.com/index.php/projects/australian-maths-science/narratives
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In the ASMS Context Statement (2011a), it is indicated that each of the 11 Learning Commons 

at ASMS accommodates up to 50 students.   Students each have their own personal desk space 

and portable locker in the Learning Commons.  There are 11 learning studios which are used for 

performances, practical and research work, that are directly accessed from the Learning 

Commons.   The student and teacher workspaces are full of glass and high ceilings.    Teachers' 

offices do not have doors and staff work areas are open and visible from the Learning Commons.    

As well, there are also seminar and meeting rooms, and staff and student social areas (ASMS, 

2012a).  The "deprivatisation of teaching" (Owen, 2012) is evident as teachers move from space 

to space.  Teachers can observe each other's teaching and yet still have the sense of duty of care.    

Because of the structure of the learning environment, a sense of community and belonging is 

created; allowing for easier sharing and collaboration.  The new UHill as evidenced in the 

architect’s plans also has a Learning Commons (see hyperlink for rendering) (VSB, 2010b) and 

teachers look forward to experiencing collaboration in the new facility.  

 
Figure 4:  Learning Common, ASMS (Design Share, 2011b) 

http://www.vsb.bc.ca/sites/default/files/shared/learning%20commons_1.pdf
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Figure 5:  Learning Common, ASMS (Design Share, 2011b) 

 

 

Figure 6:  Central Common, ASMS (Design Share, 2011b) 
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An abundance of technology is spread throughout the campus at ASMS, which is 

a wireless environment with a grid of floor plates for plug-in power and networks (Owen, 2012).   

 

Figure 7:  East Stairs, ASMS (Design Share, 2011b) 

The ILE Case Study indicates that in each Learning Common, there is a teaching wall with state 

of the art ICT (Information and Communications Technology) and audio-visual capabilities.  

Moreover, over 80% of students bring their own devices to school with the remaining students 

being provided with access to laptops at school (Owen, 2012).  There is an e-learning 

coordinator and the ASMS curriculum is available online for parents and students to see (ASMS, 

2011b).   Their inquiry programs, assessment, rubrics and resources created by ASMS teachers 

are all readily accessed through their school website (ASMS, 2012b).   Through this web-based 

medium, the teachers are participating in multi-level collaboration because now their resources 

are available for sharing internationally.  Their innovative virtual environment provides "24/7 

access to the learning community" and consists of 3 inter-related components: content 

http://www.asms.sa.edu.au/curric/framework/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.asms.sa.edu.au/schoolinfo/Documents/OP5%20Scientific%20Inquiry.pdf
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management (forums, blogs for discussion), learner management and learning resources (Owen, 

2012).  Parents can access this area to see attendance and assessment records and communicate 

with teachers.    

 

Figure 8:  Night View, East Elevation, ASMS (Design Share, 2011) 

From the Department of Education and Children’s Services (South Australia) ASMS 

2010 Annual Report, the students and parents of the ASMS have indicated in surveys that they 

appreciate the increased collaborative relationships at the school.   Student-teacher friendships 

are the norm at ASMS.   Not only are teachers called by their first names but there is also a 

casual dress code.  Furthermore, there is a lack of bullying at ASMS as the learning environment 

is casual and the culture is nurturing.   Frequently, former students visit after graduation because 

of the supportive environment created by strong teacher listening skills and a high value placed 

on student voice (Department of Education and Children’s Services, 2010).  
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Owen’s Inventory Case Study (2010), shows that an integral part of the ASMS 

collaborative environment is the Tutor Group Program.   The Tutor Group meets every day for 

40 minutes.  The role of the Tutor Group is to engender a feeling of belonging to the school 

community.  Tutors (teachers) build relationships over the years with the multi-age groups.  They 

help students by advocating for them, by assisting in their Personal Learning Plans and support 

students in completing learning tasks.  This Tutor Group Program is similar to UHill’s Advisory 

Program which was phased out a few years ago.   It would certainly be interesting, but unlikely, 

if the Advisory Program were to be reinstated in the new UHill facility. 

The collaborative environment of ASMS encourages cross-curricular learning.  Teachers 

are not physically grouped according to their subject areas.  They share work spaces and even 

have a dedicated area for socialization at ASMS (ASMS, 2011a).    In the new UHill facility staff 

will be encouraged to collaborate cross-curricularly in smaller groups because of the nature of 

the building design.   5 classrooms will radiate from a common “Project Area” (VSB, 2010c) and 

garage doors can open up into the area.  As well, walls between classes can be moved to join two 

classes together.    The opportunity for collaboration would definitely be there with the other 5 

teachers who are in proximity of the common project area. 

   The ASMS learning environment is conducive to project-based learning and authentic 

learning.  Surveys indicated that students were more satisfied that the Projects of Scientific 

Inquiry allowed for more creativity, promoted greater analysis and promoted greater transfer and 

application of learning than regular class work (Oliver, 2007).  The deep learning that students 

participate in result in higher satisfaction and in turn allows for authentic assessment.   ASMS 

certainly seems to be a school that is student-centred and supports student voice.    The ASMS 

partnership with Flinders University is inspirational and perhaps a reincarnation of the UHill 

http://www.vsb.bc.ca/sites/default/files/shared/project%20area%20and%20classrooms.pdf
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“Mini Courses” is possible and could come about to allow students enrichment opportunities and 

explore university electives taught by UBC professors.  The plans for the new University Hill 

Secondary building are impressive and the staff is excited about the prospect of moving in to the 

new school.   It is possible that the innovative and collaborative things that UHill let go of in the 

past as the population became too large for the facility, may once again be reinstated in the new 

school.   
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