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Place-making in higher education: co-creating engagement
and knowledge practices in the networked age
Teresa Swista and Andreas Kuswarab
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ABSTRACT
The pedagogical locations, functions and possibilities of higher
education continuously unfold as mobile technologies, digital
content and social practices intersect at a rapid pace. There is an
urgent need to understand better how student learning is
situated within this complex system and interrelates with broader
sociotechnical knowledge practices. A geo-phenomenology optic
frames this paper, exploring how activity system and affordance
theories assist in highlighting the interconnections between
online, offline and blended learning environments. Introduced is a
theoretical notion of ‘place-making’ which frames how different
depths, patterns and modes of learning engagement emerge
from the activity system of personal, material and social
affordances. It is argued that fostering engagement and co-
creating knowledge practices hinge upon increasing awareness of
how these nested affordances interrelate with one another. The
proposed ‘place-making framework’ has implications for how
activity systems of learning, teaching, assessment and research
can be integrated meaningfully within pedagogy for the
networked age.
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New geographies of learning

Learning, teaching and research practices are being disrupted, dispersed and redesigned in
the age of networked technologies. The locations, or spaces, of both formal and informal
learning practices continue to proliferate as the openness of digital content, mobile tech-
nologies and wireless access rapidly expands. This context enables new blends of activities
and affordances that invite a range of possible innovative pedagogies. However, recog-
nition of this diversity of online and offline spaces alone is not enough – how they are
aligned, articulated and responded to have strong implications for learning engagement
and a ‘sense of place’. This paper proposes how a theoretical framing of ‘place-making’
can help articulate the interrelationship between student engagement, learning and knowl-
edge practices in the digital age.

Design theorist Thackara (2005) describes ‘new geographies of learning’ as ‘configur-
ations of space, place, and network that respect the social and collaborative nature of learn-
ing – while still exploiting the dynamic potential of networked collaboration’ (p. 147). In
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the context of higher education, universities have always operated within socio-material
infrastructures, such as the sandstone bricks and mortar of a campus, including its
classes, books and timetables. With the proliferation of online learning, social media
and massive online open courses (MOOCs), today’s universities encompass an array of
digital and non-digital architecture.

The ‘open education’ movement stemming from new infrastructures of open publish-
ing, access and archiving (Peters, 2008) has both temporal and spatial implications. Tem-
porally, students no longer learn only when they are physically present in the physical
classroom, but they can now interact in intermittent fashion throughout the day, semester
(or longer periods of time) via the social web, mobile collaborative learning tools and aug-
mented reality. Spatially, this is what de Souza e Silva (2006) terms ‘hybrid spaces’, where
students are no longer geographically constrained. Attending lectures at specific campuses
with closed content is now replaced by mixed-mode, open content interactions with mul-
tiple people across different territories, cultures and time zones – interacting in a common
space either synchronously or asynchronously. New technologies continue to proliferate
and become increasingly embedded in the everyday practices of students. For example,
MOOCs and tablet computing are now commonplace; games and gamification, as well
as learning analytics are within our horizon, plus we have begun to observe the widespread
adoption of 3D printing and wearable technology (Johnson, Adams, & Cummins, 2013).
The variety of media delivery by which students learn has rapidly expanded as well: from
textbook to eBook, from blackboard to digital whiteboard and smartboard, from class-
room to the online bulletin board and immersive virtual worlds. Such technological inno-
vations enable students to access richer content, and more diverse learning opportunities
as various multimodal content can be created and accessed (alongside traditional content).
Various novel modes of learning are becoming more mainstream, such as collaborative
writing through wikis, reflective learning blogs and spatial reasoning via global positioning
system-enabled augmented reality. Further innovations include ‘serious games’ structured
on agent-based modelling environments, enabling students to experiment with sustain-
ability scenarios (Magee, 2012). The meaning and connection students give to these
spaces influence their feelings and conduct, turning them into places they engage with
in different ways over time. For example, feelings of respect, resentment, curiosity, indif-
ference, discovery or attainment that students may express are dynamic responses rather
than static attributes of a person, community or their environment. Place, according to
Dovey (2010), is about process, identity, formation and becoming.

The function of universities has also changed, from elite models which educated a small
and exclusive proportion of the population, to mass models where the institution educated
large and inclusive student populations, and even further to what Trow (2000) describes as
a ‘universal access’, propelled by information technology. Morris (2013) observes how: ‘for
better or worse, higher education faculty members and administrators will need to con-
sider carefully how the world of post-secondary education is changing around us and
the possibilities and challenges posed by emerging technologies’ (p. 252). As society
increasingly demands better-prepared graduates, creative workers, highly connected and
socially engaged citizens, higher education institutions can draw upon technology to
design access to rich content, diverse interactions and novel connections to assist in fos-
tering such capabilities. Davies, Fidler, and Gorbis (2011) describe the expansion of these
new skills (associated with the advancement of digital technologies) as including
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sense-making, social intelligence, novel and adaptive thinking, cross-cultural competency,
computational thinking, new-media literacy, transdisciplinarity, design mindset, cognitive
load management and virtual collaboration. It is suggested that ‘the use of digital technol-
ogies can improve the quality of the learning experiences if they are used as a participatory
communicative tool to support collaboration and co-construction of knowledge’ (Lai,
2011, p. 1272).

There is a common expectation for educators today to quickly adopt new technologies
in teaching, learning and assessment – but often there is not enough time to meaningfully
integrate them within pedagogy. As such, amid a plethora of new technologies, it is still
easy to restrict opportunities for learning engagement by not recognising the activity
and affordances which inform the place-making process. This minimisation occurs
when tools, such as digital technologies, do not meaningfully align with other contextual
factors – such as the task, physical environment and community of learners. For example,
a case study of wikis and collaborative learning among Information Technology students
indicated: ‘the existence of a mismatch between what supports are needed by the students,
with how they use the wiki tool to support their needs; this occurred due to the lack of
ability to perceive the affordance of the tool in meaningful ways to facilitate the collabora-
tive activity at hand’ (Kuswara, 2012). Maximising opportunities for learning engagement
requires a spotlight beyond the individual; it must also encompass the complex social
practices and material affordances that contribute to how we perceive and place ourselves
in the world.

From lost in space, to finding our place

There is a maze of learning spaces continually unfolding which students, academics, edu-
cational developers and policy-makers are grappling to navigate and negotiate. Under-
standing the complexity of place-making processes is vital as traditional and digital
learning spaces rapidly evolve and merge into ‘hybrid spaces’ (de Souza e Silva, 2006).
A common tension is that the new spaces that digital technology affords do not always
enhance engagement from which meaningful learning emerges. The complexity of engage-
ment involves many actors: ‘[c]ertainly students, teachers, administrators – but also
locations, structures, cultures, technologies, buildings and equipment’ (Zepke & Leach,
2010, p. 174). Accommodating this engagement requires exploring how spaces of learning
can become places according to particular arrangements of personal, social and material
affordances. To frame the background of this paper, Hung and Stables’ (2011) geo-phe-
nomenological approach is combined with Engeström’s (1987) structure of a human
activity, alongside Gaver’s (1991) theory of affordances. This novel theoretical framing
suggests how place-making emerges from the meaning, interrelationship and structure
of activities. Drawing upon these theories, geo-phenomenology foregrounds the affective
meaning of place, which illuminates the ‘dynamic relationship between environment as an
object spatially experienced and humankind as a subject having experiences of environ-
ment’ (Hung & Stables, 2011, p. 195). In association with this, activity system theory pro-
vides the parameters for how aspects of the environment interrelate; this consists of tools/
signs, subject, rules, community, division of labour and object (Engeström, 1987). Affor-
dance theory illustrates the variance of nested structures within this activity system which
influence how participants interact and learn (Gaver, 1991). From this combination of
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theories, it is suggested that engagement in higher education can become ‘lost’ in spaces
when these personal, social and material dimensions are mismatched. In contrast, maxi-
mising opportunities for engagement relies upon their meaningful coalescence and inter-
mingling. Understanding the multiple dimensions which inform place-making invites
exploration of the lived experience of learning places; how engagement emerges from
activities within a system as well as the affordances of opportunities.

Lived experience

Across interdisciplinary literature, the terms ‘space’ and ‘place’ have many permutations
(Bhabha, 1994; Massey, 2005; Soja, 1989). It is important to clarify the complex association
between ‘space’ and ‘place’, as in everyday language the word ‘place’ can have multiple
metaphorical meanings (based upon varying cultural, psychological and emotional conno-
tations). The premise of space and place utilised in this article is that, in accordance with
Tuan (1977), the meaning of places is situated and emerges from the distribution of space:
‘[w]hat begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and
endow it with value’ (p. 6). This perspective foregrounds the intermingling of space and
place, rather than their interchangeability as terms. The word ‘space’ is, therefore, a
nominal, descriptive layer (such as associating an ‘urban space’ or ‘learning space’ with
its geographical and architectural properties), while the word ‘place’ is an interpretive,
affective layer (imbuing a sense of locality, in essence, the habitat where we live, dwell
and that is familiar to us). Hung and Stables (2011) highlight how:

[c]ontrasted with the traditional geographical way of conceiving of the environment from the
perspective of a detached and spectatorial professional, the geo-phenomenological way of
experience emphasises the position of the subject in the environment and its interrelation
with the environment. (p. 195)

Therefore, the neutrality of spaces affords multiple ways of being inhabited, or embo-
died: for example, an urban space can be a ‘horrible place to live’, or a ‘vibrant place’ for
another; the learning space can become embodied as a ‘great place to study’, or a ‘confus-
ing place’. Tuan (1977, 1979) argues that physical space evolves into familiar place over
time as an individual endows it with value.

The complexity of place stems from this dynamism, offering insights into how engage-
ment is shaped by our initial interrelationship and response to spaces. There is a tight
relation between the behaviour of individuals, their environment and artefacts, as well
as their social community. An individual’s experience of engagement, whether negative
or positive, is influenced by their material and social associations. In this light, we can
see the challenge for pedagogical innovations in higher education: how is a sense of iden-
tity (or engagement with place) co-constituted with the technology and devices now key to
the everyday lives of students?

How we engage with a place is central to our lived experience and expressed in multi-
farious ways. A New Zealand study ‘identifies factors students consider to have increased
or reduced engagement in their programme of study and relates these perceptions to a
synthesis of current literature in the field’ (Russell & Slater, 2011, p. 1); the authors
describe four strands of engagement stemming from their research: motivation and
agency, transactional engagement, institutional support and active citizenship. These
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strands are important as they illustrate not only the personal but also the social and
material aspects of engagement. Furthermore, Krause (2005) suggests principles for
enhancing student engagement, which also highlight the important personal, social and
material aspects of engagement, including self-management, social connections, assess-
ment, online learning, policy and practice. Exploring the multiple layers which inform
the interplay of engagement and place-making is central to our argument. Activities
within higher education spaces – and their affordances – play a major role in the lived
experience of place, engagement and learning.

Activity system

The study of place is an expanding ‘interdisciplinary formation’ which ‘emphasises the
more-than-human aspects of our places as active participants in our knowledge
making, and explores alternative understandings of our relationship to place’ (Somerville,
Power, & de Carteret, 2009, p. 6). Implied is the significance of exploring non-human
aspects, which are the material aspects beyond personal and social aspects which have tra-
ditionally received attention. In relation to this, we propose that activity system theory
provides a useful optic to explore the multiple dimensions which impact upon learning.
As Uden (2006) who explores activity theory in relation to mobile technologies observes,
it provides an ‘ideal theoretical framework’ for describing activity in context.

The root of Activity Theory can be traced back to the original work of Vygotsky (Yama-
gata-Lynch, 2010) in his attempt to redefine the study of psychology as a science in post-
revolution Russia; his work was then continued by Leont’ev and later named Cultural His-
torical Activity Theory. This introduced the notion of mediated action, a semiotic process
of consciousness developed through our interaction with artefacts to achieve an objective.
Drawing upon this, Engeström’s (2008) activity system (Figure 1) illustrates the structure
and interrelationships between various components of an activity which contribute to
action and engagement.

The emergence of engagement is a collaborative and situated process. Engeström
(2008) describes how engagement within an activity system consists of

multiple parallel strings of actions, performed by different participating actors … [which]
often take different rhythms and directions, even collide with one another. Also, neither
an individual string nor the entire engagement needs to be continuous. They often contain
breaks and dormant periods. (Engeström, 2008, p. 257)

Figure 1. Activity system and engagement (Engeström, 2008).
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These ‘parallel strings of action’, their rhythms and directions, illustrate the complex
interplay between individual, community and environment. There is no directly causal
relationship between the personal, social and material – it’s a dynamic, unfolding
interrelationship.

Activity theory can help frame spaces of learning as ‘an ensemble of multiple, system-
atically interacting elements including social rules, mediating artefacts and division of
labour’ (Uden, 2006, p. 99). This optic can be applied to a range of academic activity
system scales – such as the classroom scale or institutional scale. At the classroom level,
students’ participation influences the dynamics in that particular space, while that class
ecosystem, in turn, influences the way each student sees his or her ‘place’; this sub-
sequently determines the rhythm of both interaction and engagement within the teach-
ing-learning activity of the class. In the case of exploring ‘systemic tensions’ in a
technology-rich astronomy course, activity theory invites a focus ‘on how participants
transform objects, and how the various system components mediate this transformation’
(Barab, Barnett, Yamagata-Lynch, Squire, & Keating, 2002, p. 79).

This approach has strong affinities with aspects of Actor Network Theory (ANT) which
highlights the interplay between human and non-human actors, plus how forces change,
or ‘translate’ these interactions across time and space (Latour, 2005). While they have dis-
tinct methodological provenances, the synergies between ANT and Activity Theory help
to articulate the rich possibilities for tracing the interrelationship between people, artefacts
and the environment (Miettinen, 1999), as well as the ‘socio-material’, ‘distributed’ and
‘performative’ dimensions of education and learning (Fenwick & Edwards, 2013). Explor-
ing teaching and learning as an activity system – plus its human and non-human actants –
helps to foreground the complex interplay of ‘space’, ‘place’ and place-making in
education.

Affording opportunities for action

In a study of social networking skills, Hsieh (2012) describes affordances as ‘opportunities
for action’. The word ‘affordance’ was first coined by perceptual psychologist J.J. Gibson,
who used it to refer to actionable properties between an object in the environment and an
actor (Gibson, 1977). He asserted that the affordance of anything is a specific interrelation-
ship between properties of both the object and the actor. For example, the object of a
‘bench’ has the properties of being rigid, level, flat, with extended surface, and located
approximately at the height of the knees of a human biped. Such an object would
afford ‘sitting-on’, or, we could say, the object is ‘sit-on-able’. However, this perception
is a special interrelationship between that particular actor and the object. For example,
if a different person approaches the same object they might not use that surface as a
bench (due to their alternative perception of the object's affordances). The non-causality
of affordances is central to activity theory (Engeström, 2008); subsequently, affordance
theory provides a useful optic to explore the complexity of subject–object interrelation-
ships and how different forms of engagement emerge.

To discuss affordances in relation to learning, we draw upon the work of Gaver (1991).
As seen in Figure 2, Gaver described four possibilities that can occur when an actor per-
ceives an affordance.
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The situation of ‘perceptible affordance’ is when the actual affordance signifies a correct
hint about how to use the object, which matches the actor’s perception and action upon
the object (or actual affordance). ‘Hidden affordance’ is when the actor is unable to utilise
the object in a way that was intended by the designer; the actor’s inability to perceive can
be due to either insufficient information or lack of capability to process the information.
Therefore, the intended affordance does not ‘actualise’. ‘False affordance’ is the actor’s
actual affordance, which was not originally intended by the designer. Gaver deliberately
used the word ‘false’ to indicate a mismatch between the designer’s and the actor’s percep-
tions; the term might have a negative connotation, but it simply indicates a discrepancy
between intended design and actual use (which could result in a positive innovation to
the user’s credit). ‘Correct rejection’ is a situation which Gaver imagined as having no
intended affordance by the designer, as well as no perception by the actor. In such a situ-
ation, neither party is cognisant of any affordance (whether intended, hidden or false).
This illustrates the interrelationship between affordances and engagement, as well as
how learning emerges from environments with perceptible and false affordances. The
extent to which a student perceives the range of affordances around them will determine
how they interpret, interact with and transform the activities of that space into a place. As
Hung and Stables (2011) suggest:

it has been found that ‘space’ and ‘place’ are two kinds of experience of an environment. The
experience of an environment as space is to perceive it in an abstract and distanced way, while
the experience of an environment as place is to perceive it in an embodied and close way.
(p. 199)

It is not only situated experience, but also embodied experience, which is key to transform-
ing a space into a learning place.

Spaces in higher education are ‘hybrid spaces’ (de Souza e Silva, 2006); that is, they do
not just consist of physical classroom spaces, they also include various technology-
mediated learning spaces that afford a variety of interpretation and interaction between
learners, teachers and tools that make up the ecosystem of a class. From this perspective,

Figure 2. Classification of affordances (Gaver, 1991).
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place-making is shaped by understanding learning activity as a system of meanings, inter-
relationships and structures. According to Tuan (1979), ‘key to the meaning of place lies in
the expressions that people use when they want to give it a sense carrying greater
emotional charge than location or functional mode’ (p. 409). Understanding more
about affordances adds further insight into how the interplay between learning and
engagement emerges. How affordances are associated with the lived experience and
activity system to shape place-making is now described.

Introducing a ‘place-making framework’

There is a body of work, primarily within primary and secondary schools, about the phys-
ical redesign of classroom layout and furniture to influence thinking and pedagogy within
the classroom (Gillespie & Walker, 2012). However, how students engage with learning
cannot be transformed solely by providing additional equipment or other material inter-
ventions (such as installing a smart-board in every classroom, or new flexible seating
arrangements). This is because a teaching-learning activity is a personal, social and
material ecosystem, where one student can learn differently and possibly contractively
to others. As Uden (2006) describes, an activity is ‘a dynamic phenomenon in which
not only consensus and stability but also conflicts, breakdown and discontinuities play
a crucial role’ (pp. 99–100). Exploring teaching and learning as a holistic activity
system foregrounds the complex interplay of ‘space’, ‘place’ and ‘place-making in higher
education’ – which also begins to highlight how inequities in learning opportunities can
arise.

‘Space’ and its multiple challenges and opportunities have been explored in higher edu-
cation (Montgomery, 2008; Sølvberg & Rismark, 2012). However, the application of
‘place-making’ specific to higher education is underexplored, with only recent indications
of its theoretical and practical potential. For instance, Green (2012) highlights a relational
and dynamic view of place, and ‘signs that place-making is increasingly moving online,
which has the virtue of challenging some received notions of place and also space’
(p. 381). The premise of this article addresses this challenge, offering a conceptual frame-
work to inform new ways of articulating how ‘place’ emerges from spaces. In seeking to
move beyond abstractions of ‘space’, the meaning and making of ‘place’ draw upon phe-
nomenological origins and the lived experience of dwelling and inhabiting the world (Can-
natella, 2007).

This conceptualisation of a place-making framework builds upon geo-phenomenol-
ogy, affordances and cultural-historical activity theory: Hung and Stables (2011)
describe consciousness of our environment as being composed of subject, objects and
their interrelationship; Engeström (1987) articulates the structure of the human activity
system as being composed of tools, community, subject, object, rules and division of
labour which contribute to engagement; while Gaver (1991) highlights ‘nested affor-
dances’ to ‘describe affordances that are grouped in space’ (p. 82). These approaches
foreground how meaning, interrelationships and structures shape our sense, experience
and understanding of the world around us. The proposed place-making framework in
this article expands upon Engeström’s (1987) human activity system to foreground the
personal, material and social affordances that are nested in and inform the place-
making process (Figure 3).
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Personal affordances

At the core of place-making is the individual’s lived experience. Personal affordances vary
according to the responses between an actor and the space in which the activity is occur-
ring. An actor’s personal experience, or meaning-making, is central to the dynamics of the
place-making process and stems from their lived experience. Hung and Stables (2011)
describe how:

the meaning of a place is related to the individual subject and his or her interrelationship with
the environing objects. The meaning of a place of one subject could change with time since
one’s intentionality might change and the interrelationships between them might be different
as well. (p. 195)

The way these connections unfold is based upon personal interpretations and changing
circumstances: ‘the stories we tell and the feelings we have for places… the contingencies,
fluxes and irregularities of life’ (Cannatella, 2007, p. 628). In the context of educational
practices, the more learners can picture themselves embodied within a space (for instance,
via taking a meaningful role and function within activities), the more they will engage with
that space to make it their own; that is, ‘mediated action’ recognises the degree to which
‘humans play an active role in using and transforming cultural tools and their associated
meaning systems’ (Wertsch, 1994, p. 204).

The notion of personal affordances relates closely to the ways in which students engage
with spaces and identify them as ‘places’. Russell and Slater’s conceptual framework for
student engagement (2011) unpacked the complex relationship between students and a
higher education institution; one of the strands of engagement, called ‘motivation and
agency’, describes the cohesion between individuals and the space they are in – concluding
that this strand can be indicated by whether or not learners feel able to work autono-
mously, feel they have a relationship with peers and feel competent to achieve success.
Further related to engagement, Krause (2005) has identified that ‘self-management’ is

Figure 3. Place-making framework.
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an important aspect in student engagement, which relates to ‘self-regulated learners who
drive their own engagement behaviours’ (p. 13). Increasing awareness of ‘the subject sur-
rounded’ (Hung & Stables, 2011, p. 195) highlights the importance of personal affordances
within place-making in higher education. Therefore, individual actors within a space co-
constitute their community and environment – thereby co-creating a ‘sense of place’. How
this interplays with social and material affordances is now explored.

Social affordances

Social affordances correspond to the ‘community’ dimension of Engeström’s activity
theory and are central to the notion of place-making in higher education. The activity
system, and its personal and material dimensions, strongly influences how engagement
and learning emerges. An actor’s social interaction is, therefore, a key aspect of the
place-making process and is interdependent upon activities within a system. McLoughlin
and Lee (2008) outlined the facets of participation within contemporary pedagogies as
being communication, collaboration, connectivity and community. Therefore, the collec-
tive behaviour of community members when interacting in a space is underpinned by the
social affordances of the place-making process. We interpret social affordances as the
‘social living and experience’ (Cannatella, 2007, p. 628), and the interrelationship
between subject and objects (Hung & Stables, 2011, p. 195) which make up a place.

Earlier theorists also teased out the concept of social affordances. Gibson (1977)
suggested that what a human being affords is the richest and most elaborate affordance
to another human; thus, the behaviour of a single person affords further behaviour in
another person, which forms the social dynamics within a space. Norman (1988, 2008)
also expanded his original conception of affordance in design to include the social
context within which a designed object is being used. He called his notion of affordance
signifier, which is broadly defined as a physical or social state used to make a judgement
of a situation. The actual uses of that affordance by an individual are observable beha-
viours. The behaviours of multiple individuals collectively form what he termed social sig-
nifier; this denotes convention within a particular society about how to do things with a
designed object. Norman further argued that such conventions influence people’s percep-
tions of objects and norms.

New digital technologies not only connect one individual with others, but they also
allow learners to personalise their digital spaces and express themselves more freely. A
study conducted by Nadkarni and Hofmann (2012) concluded that the motivations of
Facebook users were to satisfy two basic social needs: (i) the need to belong and (ii) the
need for self-presentation. Facebook provided a space where people could ‘see’ themselves,
as well as customise and decorate their personal Facebook page to turn it into their own
place; this afforded a strong cohesion between Facebook users and the places they created
for themselves. The study indicated how people enjoyed projecting themselves, viewing
other people’s representations – plus making meaningful personal connections. The
social affordances of ‘place-making in higher education’ similarly involve a multitude of
actors and activities. Russell and Slater (2011) highlight how ‘transactional engagement’
is composed of academic challenges, collaboration, interaction and enriching educational
experiences. The teacher’s beliefs and attitudes interplay with how students experience and
interact with that environment – a sense of place is therefore co-constituted.
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Another perspective about the importance of social affordances can be taken from
Krause’s work (2005) which specified the importance of fostering social connections
(across small groups, large lectures, plus communities beyond the campus); in addition,
she identified how assessment can ‘be used in creative ways to bring peers together
both in and out of the classroom’ (p. 13). The role of community is particularly crucial
in collaborative learning, as what the social can offer to an individual will determine his
or her interpretation of place, and associated engagement. Therefore, the people who
co-habit within a space shape how an individual perceives that space – as well as how
they create a ‘sense of place’, or belonging, out of it.

Material affordances

If personal affordances are the interpretive dimension of place-making by actors, and
social affordances are the interpersonal dimension, then material affordances are the
tactile interactions that also constitute that space. An actor’s level of material interaction
is subsequently a major dimension of the place-making process and stems from opportu-
nities for action afforded by the environment. How human and non-human actors are dis-
tributed and translated across a network influences the possibilities for how an actor
engages and connects with their environment (Latour, 2005); this interplay of the
socio-material informs a student’s capabilities to be self-competent and empowering,
make connections with his or her peers or develop further knowledge and skills. Material
affordances correspond to the ‘tools’ or ‘signs’within Engeström’s activity theory; these are
the instruments which influence place-making. Such an interpretation of material affor-
dances is in line with what Cannatella (2007) recognises as ‘how we live as a condition
of place’ (p. 628). That is, our personal and social practices are not just arbitrary, but
they are influenced by their interrelationship with the material features of our environ-
ment. Gaver (1991) described ‘technology affordance’ as affordances of a tool that are visu-
ally perceptible and offer a direct link between perception and physical action, thereby
allowing the subject to manipulate the tool and hence directly access the affordances.
From a geo-phenomenological perspective, this relates to the ‘objects surrounding’
(Hung & Stables, 2011):

Thus the meaning of a place is related to the individual subject and his or her interrelation-
ship with the environing objects. The meaning of a place of one subject could change with
time since one’s intentionality might change and the interrelationship between them
might be different as well. (p. 195)

Material affordances have a powerful influence on the level to which actors engage with
learning. A recent advancement of material affordances in higher education has been the
introduction of mobile technology. This posits new challenges and opportunities for
higher education pedagogy. For instance, Sølvberg and Rismark (2012) highlight how edu-
cators must continue to undertake ‘complex pedagogical reasoning’ in their planning and
teaching to ‘realize the valuable affordances provided by m-learning [mobile learning]
environments’ (p. 31). We recognise that mobile learning is a broad field; therefore, our
particular focus in this paper is specifically on the role of networked portable computing
devices to support learners; for example, in fieldwork science education, where they select,
collect, analyse and manage information that they perceive to be relevant to their inquiry
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of the observed site (Kuswara, 2012). The aggregated information collected across time
and space form digital artefacts (such as wikis, reports, presentations and action plans)
which represent an amalgam of the students’ immediate perception and experience of a
place with a breadth of temporal-spatial data and resources.

From identifying the features of place-making above, we propose that enhancing learn-
ing engagement cannot rely solely upon the introduction of new material affordances, it
also requires an understanding of the personal and social; these are motivational and
behavioural patterns that emerge as part of the introduction of any new tool, or instru-
ment. An example of this is the use of mobile devices for environmental science fieldwork
(Stewart et al., 2010). The project deployed iPhone-attached scientific probes to collect
data which were posted on a wiki, providing a means for students to comment and
analyse the environmental data and longitudinal tracking together. This highlights how
place-making can occur by transgressing the boundaries of traditional classroom and
learning design, not merely by taking the class outside, but through (i) the material affor-
dance of collecting data via iPhones and collating data in an online wiki; (ii) the social
affordance of facilitating group discussions via a collaborative report activity; and (iii)
the personal affordance of inviting individual engagement via offering innovative ways
of gathering, remixing and reflecting upon new information. In tune with this, Sølvberg
and Rismark (2012) state how ‘educators need to take into consideration the fact that stu-
dents go in and out of their interaction with technology and so design learning material
that accommodates this’ (p. 31). The mediation between human and non-human actors
within activity systems is key to how we transform spaces into a ‘sense of place’.

Co-creating a sense of place

The impetus for this article has been to explore place-making in higher education amid the
complex spaces emerging from sociotechnical innovations. Ubiquitous mobile learning,
new software platforms and access to ever-increasing digital content are disrupting, dis-
persing and redesigning the practices and possibilities of pedagogy in the digital age. As
higher education sites shift from elite to mass and now to universal (Trow, 2000), the
implications for both formal and informal learning are monumental. However, this
increasing connectivity and data do not automatically equate with increased engagement,
creativity or learning. Spaces can remain abstract, in which participants can feel ‘lost’ or
disconnected despite being within a digitally networked ensemble, or system. The abstract-
ness of space diminishes as we increasingly embody, ‘dwell’ and co-create a sense of place.

In this paper, we have proposed a place-making framework to create a shared vocabu-
lary about the complexities of space and place in higher education. Our framework builds
upon geo-phenomenology (Hung & Stables, 2011), affordances (Gaver, 1991) and cul-
tural-historical activity theory (Engeström, 1987); this blend of approaches helps to fore-
ground how meaning structures, plus human and non-human interrelationships, shape
our sense, understanding and experience of the world around us. Place-making is a multi-
layered process which unfolds from the lived experience emerging from activities within a
system and associated affordances (Figure 4).

Valuing the lived experience of learning requires designing pedagogy with all aspects of
the activity system in mind so as to maximise (or afford) opportunities for co-creating
engagement. Enhancing these opportunities emerges from a complex system which
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encompasses personal, social and material affordances. Capabilities for engagement are
minimised when activities are constrained through the mismatch of these meanings, inter-
relationships and structures. Increasing awareness of how multiple affordances shape
engagement within a complex system can assist academics, educational developers and
policy-makers in the design and development of learning, teaching and research initiat-
ives. Subsequently, the purpose of this paper has been to introduce and explore place-
making in higher education for dialogic and pragmatic reasons: to contribute to and
spark ongoing conversations about higher education practices, places and possibilities –
as well as to provide a framework for designing innovative learning, teaching and research
environments. Barnett (2013) invites us to consider the role imagination has to play in
expanding the idea and institutional form of the university. How we make meaning
and co-create a ‘sense of place’ within an increasingly complex, networked and rapidly
changing world seek to inform this ongoing imagination and inquiry.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank the HERDSA reviewers for their insightful comments and con-
structive feedback.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

References

Barab, S.A., Barnett, M., Yamagata-Lynch, L., Squire, K., & Keating, T. (2002). Using activity theory
to understand the systemic tensions characterizing a technology-rich introductory astronomy
course. Mind, Culture, and Activity, 9(2), 76–107.

Barnett, R. (2013). Imagining the university. Abingdon: Routledge.
Bhabha, H.K. (1994). The location of culture. New York: Psychology Press.
Cannatella, H. (2007). Place and being. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 39(6), 622–632. doi:10.

1111/j.1469–5812.2007.00319.x
Davies, A., Fidler, D., & Gorbis, M. (2011). Future work skills 2020. Palo Alto, CA: Institute for the

Future for University of Phoenix Research Institute.
Dovey, K. (2010). Becoming places: Urbanism/architecture/identity/power. London: Routledge.

Figure 4. Place: the lived experience of affordances.

112 T. SWIST AND A. KUSWARA

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469--5812.2007.00319.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469--5812.2007.00319.x


Engeström, Y. (1987). Learning by expanding: An activity-theoretical approach to developmental
research. Helsinki: Orienta-Konsultit Oy.

Engeström, Y. (2008). Enriching activity theory without shortcuts. Interacting with Computers, 20
(2), 256–259.

Fenwick, T., & Edwards, R. (2013). Performative ontologies: Sociomaterial approaches to research-
ing adult education and lifelong learning. European Journal for Research on the Education and
Learning of Adults, 4(1), 49–63.

Gaver, W.W. (1991). Technology affordances. Paper presented at the proceedings of the SIGCHI
conference on human factors in computing systems: Reaching through technology (pp. 79–
84), New Orleans, LA.

Gibson, J.J. (1977). The theory of affordances. In R. Shaw & J. Bransford (Eds.), Perceiving, acting,
and knowing: Toward an ecological psychology (pp. 67–82). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Gillespie, H., & Walker, R. (2012). Changing spaces, changing places. In L. Rowan & C. Bigum
(Eds.), Transformative approaches to new technologies and student diversity in futures oriented
classrooms (pp. 3–14). New York: Springer.

Green, B. (2012). Literacy, place and the digital world. Language and Education, 26(4), 377–382.
doi:10.1080/09500782.2012.691518

Hsieh, Y.P. (2012). Online social networking skills: The social affordances approach to digital
inequality. First Monday, 17(4). doi:10.5210/fm.v17i4.3893

Hung, R., & Stables, A. (2011). Lost in space? Located in place: Geo-phenomenological exploration
and school. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 43(2), 193–203. doi:10.1111/j.1469–5812.2009.
00548.x

Johnson, L., Adams, S., & Cummins, M. (2013). NMC horizon report: 2013 higher education edition.
Austin, TX: The New Media Consortium.

Krause, K.L. (2005). Understanding and promoting student engagement in university learning
communities. The engaged, inert or otherwise occupied: Deconstructing the 21st century under-
graduate student conference, James Cook University, Townsville/Cairns, Queensland.

Kuswara, A. (2012). Web 2.0 affordances to support collaborative learning in higher education
(Unpublished thesis). Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia.

Lai, K.W. (2011). Digital technology and the culture of teaching and learning in higher education.
Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 27(8), 1263–1275.

Latour, B. (2005). Reassembling the social: An introduction to actor-network-theory. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Magee, L. (2012). Simulating a ‘fierce planet’: A web-based agent platform and sustainability game.
The 2012 spring simulation multiconference (SpringSim’12) conference, Orlando, FL.

Massey, D. (2005). For space. London: Sage.
McLoughlin, C., & Lee, M.J. (2008). The three p’s of pedagogy for the networked society:

Personalization, participation, and productivity. International Journal of Teaching and
Learning in Higher Education, 20(1), 10–27.

Miettinen, R. (1999). The riddle of things: Activity theory and actor-network theory as approaches
to studying innovations.Mind, Culture, and Activity, 6(3), 170–195. doi:10.1080/10749039909524725

Montgomery, T. (2008). Space matters: Experiences of managing static formal learning spaces.
Active Learning in Higher Education, 9(2), 122–138.

Morris, L.V. (2013). MOOCs, emerging technologies, and quality. Innovative Higher Education, 38
(4), 251–252.

Nadkarni, A., & Hofmann, S.G. (2012). Why do people use Facebook? Personality and Individual
Differences, 52(3), 243–249. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.11.007

Norman, D.A. (1988). The psychology of everyday things. New York: Basic Books.
Norman, D.A. (2008). Signifiers, not affordances. Interactions, 15(6), 18–19. doi:10.1145/1409040.

1409044
Peters, M. (2008). The history and emergent paradigm of open education. In M.A. Peters & R.G.

Britez (Eds.), Open education and education for openness (pp. 3–15). Rotterdam: Sense.

HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT 113

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2012.691518
http://dx.doi:10.5210/fm.v17i4.3893
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469--5812.2009.00548.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469--5812.2009.00548.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10749039909524725
http://dx.doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.11.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1409040.1409044
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1409040.1409044


Russell, B., & Slater, G. (2011). Factors that encourage student engagement: Insights from a case
study of ‘first time’ students in a New Zealand university. Journal of University Teaching &
Learning Practice, 8(1), 1–15.

Soja, E.W. (1989). Postmodern geographies: The reassertion of space in critical social theory. New
York: Verso.

Sølvberg, A.M., & Rismark, M. (2012). Learning spaces in mobile learning environments. Active
Learning in Higher Education, 13(1), 23–33.

Somerville, M., Power, K., & de Carteret, P. (2009). Landscapes and learning: Place studies for a
global world (Vol. 57). Rotterdam: Sense.

de Souza e Silva, A. (2006). From cyber to hybrid mobile technologies as interfaces of hybrid spaces.
Space and Culture, 9(3), 261–278. doi:10.1177/1206331206289022

Stewart, K., Evans, D., Kuswara, A., Fredrickson, C., Madsen, J., & Willis, J. (2010). Classroom in
your pocket. The science, technology, engineering and mathematics in education conference,
Brisbane.

Thackara, J. (2005). In the bubble: Designing in a complex world. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Trow, M. (2000). From mass higher education to universal access: The American advantage.

Minerva, 37(4), 303–328. doi:10.1023/A:1004708520977
Tuan, Y.F. (1977). Space and place: The perspective of experience. Minneapolis, MN: University of

Minnesota Press.
Tuan, Y.F. (1979). Space and place: Humanistic perspective. In S. Gale & G. Olsson (Eds.),

Philosophy in geography 387–427. Boston: D. Reidel.
Uden, L. (2006). Activity theory for designing mobile learning. International Journal of Mobile

Learning and Organisation, 1(1), 81–102.
Wertsch, J.V. (1994). The primacy of mediated action in sociocultural studies. Mind, Culture, and

Activity, 1(4), 202–208.
Yamagata-Lynch, L.C. (2010). Activity systems analysis methods. New York: Springer.
Zepke, N., & Leach, L. (2010). Improving student engagement: Ten proposals for action. Active

Learning in Higher Education, 11(3), 167–177.

114 T. SWIST AND A. KUSWARA

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1206331206289022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1004708520977

	Abstract
	New geographies of learning
	From lost in space, to finding our place
	Lived experience
	Activity system
	Affording opportunities for action
	Introducing a ‘place-making framework’
	Personal affordances
	Social affordances
	Material affordances
	Co-creating a sense of place
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	References

