
Furniture isn’t the finish line of a project. 
It’s the beginning of every experience that 
follows.

Before the professor says a word…Before 
students open a laptop…Before the first 
discussion begins…The environment has 
already started teaching.

Without saying anything at all, the 
environment communicates expectations. It 
tells students whether this is a place to listen 
or participate. Whether collaboration is 
encouraged or independent focus is expected. 
Whether movement is welcome or staying put 
is the norm. Every space teaches. The question 
is whether it’s teaching intentionally.

For decades, conversations about 
educational furniture have centered on speci-
fications, finishes, budgets, and lead times. 
Those are all important considerations, but 
they aren’t where great learning environ-
ments begin. They begin with a much simpler 
question. “What is this space designed to 
do?” Not just on opening day. Not just this 
semester. But throughout its life.

As campuses evolve, programs expand, 
technology changes, and teaching methods 
continue to transform, can this environment 
continue to support the people who rely on it 
every day? That question changes everything. 
Because once purpose becomes the starting 
point, furniture stops being a purchase and 
becomes part of the learning strategy.

Every Space Has a Job
Higher education campuses are unlike almost 
any other environment. Within a single day, 
one building may support lectures, seminars, 
independent study, faculty collaboration, 
research, student services, social interaction, 
and community events. A student commons 
may be a quiet study lounge at 9:00 a.m., 
a bustling gathering space by noon, and 
an evening event venue just hours later. A 
classroom may shift from lecture to collab-
orative learning several times before the day 
is over. Libraries have become destinations 
for teamwork as much as independent study. 
Makerspaces encourage experimentation. 
Music facilities require organization, accessi-
bility, and protection for valuable equipment 
while maximizing instructional time.

Every one of those spaces serves a different 
purpose. Yet too often, institutions begin by 
asking what furniture belongs in the room 
instead of what the room is meant to accom-
plish. The question facilities leaders should be 
asking isn’t, “What furniture belongs here?” 
It’s “What behaviors should this environment 
encourage?” Because behavior is ultimately 
what learning environments are designed to 
support.

The Hidden Curriculum of Space
Educational researchers have long under-
stood something many people overlook: The 
environment influences behavior.

At Marco, working alongside interna-
tionally recognized educational consultant 
Dr. Lennie Scott-Webber, we’ve seen firsthand 
that the most successful learning environ-
ments begin with understanding people before 
products. How do students move through 
a room? Where do conversations naturally 
happen? What encourages participation? 
What reduces stress? What helps people focus? 
These aren’t abstract design questions. They’re 
practical ones.

The shape of a table influences conversation. 
The layout of a room influences interaction. 
Mobility encourages adaptability. Comfort 
supports concentration. Choice encourages 
ownership.

Even subtle design decisions communicate 
how people are expected to use a space. The 
environment is constantly teaching. The most 
successful campuses recognize that—and 
design accordingly.

The Research Is Clear
The evidence is no longer anecdotal. Decades 
of environmental psychology, neuroscience, 
and educational research continue to point 
to the same conclusion: space influences 
behavior, and behavior influences outcomes.

One of the most widely referenced studies in 
educational design, the University of Salford’s 
HEAD Project, found that classroom design 
accounted for up to 16 percent of the variation 
in student learning progress.

Great Campuses Don’t Begin with Furniture.
They Begin with Intention.
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Think about that for a moment.
If a curriculum improvement demonstrated 
a 16 percent impact on learning, educators 
would pay attention. If a new instructional 
strategy consistently moved student outcomes 
by that amount, institutions would invest in it. 
Yet the physical environment—where learning 
happens every single day—is often treated as 
the final purchasing decision instead of an 
educational strategy.

Research continues to reinforce that students 
perform best when learning environments 
provide comfort, accessibility, visibility, 
movement, and opportunities for both collab-
oration and focused individual work.

Just as important is choice and control. 
When students can choose where and how 
they work—whether it's a quiet corner for 
concentration, a collaborative table for 
problem-solving, or an informal space for 
discussion—they become more engaged in the 
learning process. Research in neuroscience and 
educational psychology continues to show that 
learner choice and agency strengthen attention, 
motivation, memory, and long-term retention. 
Simply put, when students have greater 

ownership over their learning environment, 
they are more likely to engage deeply with the 
work taking place within it.

The goal isn’t simply flexibility. It’s creating 
environments that give people the freedom to 
learn the way they learn best.

Flexibility Isn’t Furniture on Casters
“Flexible learning” has become one of higher 
education’s favorite phrases. But flexibility isn’t 
measured by how easily a table rolls across the 
floor. Real flexibility begins with intentionality. 
Can the room support multiple teaching styles? 
Can students quickly transition from lecture 
to collaboration? Can the environment evolve 
without replacing everything five years from 
now? Can faculty teach differently tomorrow 
than they do today?

Those are the questions that matter. 
Furniture should never dictate how learning 
happens. It should quietly support whatever 
the moment requires. The best environments 
don’t force people to adapt to the furniture. 
The furniture adapts to the people.

From K to Gray
One way to think about this philosophy is “K 

to Gray.” Over decades of serving educational 
environments, we’ve discovered something 
surprisingly simple. The context of learning 
changes. Human behavior doesn’t. Whether 
we’re designing for a first grader, a doctoral 
candidate, or an adult learner returning to the 
classroom, the goal is remarkably consistent: 
create environments where people feel 
comfortable, capable, connected, and ready 
to learn.

While the context evolves, the fundamental 
needs of learners do not.

Partnership Doesn’t 
Begin at Installation
Ask any facilities professional what keeps 
projects from opening on time, and the 
answer is rarely furniture. Until suddenly it is. 
Construction schedules move. Shipments are 
delayed. Specifications change. Manufacturers 
miss commitments. Occupancy dates don’t. 
Those are the moments that define partnerships.

In our experience, many of the strongest 
customer relationships begin with a simple 
phone call: “Can you help?” Sometimes 
we’re asked to solve a problem another 

F E AT U R E :  G R E AT  C A M P U S E S  D O N ’ T  B E G I N  W I T H  F U R N I T U R E .  con t i n ued

continued...

30  PRIVATE UNIVERSITY PRODUCTS AND NEWS / AUGUST 2026 pupnmag.com



AUGUST 2026  31pupnmag.com



Ceiling & Wall Mounted Backstops

Divider Curtains & Batting Cages

Wall Padding

Ceiling & Floor Mounted
Volleyball Systems

REQUEST
A QUOTE

Competition
Basketball
Portables

manufacturer couldn’t. Sometimes a timeline 
has unexpectedly compressed. Sometimes 
a project simply needs a partner willing to 
respond quickly, communicate honestly, and 
work toward a solution. Responsiveness isn’t 
a customer service initiative. It’s part of our 
culture.

Because when a building is preparing to 
open, students aren’t thinking about furniture. 
They’re thinking about the semester ahead. 
Faculty are preparing lessons. Facilities teams 
are working tirelessly to cross the finish line. 
Our responsibility is to help them get there.

Relationships Outlast Projects
The best partnerships aren’t measured by 
purchase orders. They're measured by trust. 
Installation may complete a project, but it 
should begin a relationship—one built on 
responsiveness, collaboration, and a shared 
commitment to creating environments where 
students and educators can succeed.

Many of the institutions we serve first found 
us because they needed someone willing to 
step in, solve a challenge, and deliver on a 

promise. They stayed because they discovered 
something different. A team that answers the 
phone. People who communicate honestly. A 
manufacturer that understands educational 
environments—not just educational furniture.

The strongest partnerships rarely begin with 
perfect circumstances. More often, they begin 
with someone needing help. Over time, those 
projects become relationships built on trust, 
responsiveness, and shared success. The best 
partners aren’t remembered simply for the 
products they delivered—they're remembered 
for how they showed up when it mattered most. 
Relationships outlast projects. That’s how trust 
is built.

Begin with Purpose
Higher education continues to evolve. Teaching 
methods will change. Technology will 
advance. Programs will grow. Student expec-
tations will continue to shift. The campuses 
best prepared for that future won’t simply have 
newer furniture. They’ll have environments 
intentionally designed to support the people 
using them.

The next time your institution begins 
planning a classroom, library, commons, 
makerspace, or learning environment, start 
with one question. What should this space 
accomplish? Everything else follows.

Before the professor says a word...Before 
students open a laptop...Before learning 
begins...The environment has already started 
teaching.

That's why the question isn't, "What 
furniture should we buy?" It's, "What should 
this space help people achieve?" Because great 
campuses don’t begin with furniture. They 
begin with intention.
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