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Hi and welcome to Shaping Spaces, Shaping Minds: The Psychology of Shape in Learning Spaces.�I’m NAME / ROLE at Marco. I’ve spent XXXX YEARS in the furniture world, and one thing I’ve learned is that design isn’t just about how a space looks—it’s about how it makes people feel and interact. With the right shapes in a learning space, we can actually boost student engagement, focus, and even academic performance. Today, we’re going to look at how the shapes in our learning spaces can inspire focus, creativity, and connection for students.


SHAPING SPACES, SHAPING MINDS.

Understand the psychology of shape in learning
environments

2.2 Apply shape-driven design for solo and group
- learning

principles

Translate design theory into real-world

g Design for inclusivity and well-being using UDL
m applications
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Specifically, Here’s where we’re headed today.
First, we’ll dig into the psychology of shape—how our brains respond to curves, angles, and organic forms, and what that means for learning.
Second, we’ll talk about applying those insights—how different shapes can naturally cue focus, collaboration, or flexibility without a word being spoken for both individual and group learning.
Third, we’ll explore how shape connects to Universal Design for Learning—helping create environments that work for every student through choice and variety.
And last, we’ll look at real-world examples together, identify what’s working, and pull out key takeaways you can apply in your own projects.”




Understand the psychology
of shape in learning
environments



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
First up, the Psychology of Shape


THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

The Psychology of Shape in
Learning Environments

Shape isn’t just a visual element—it’s an
emotional and cognitive cue.
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Shape isn’t just a visual element—it’s an emotional and cognitive cue. The forms we surround students with signal safety, focus, creativity, and collaboration. Neuroscience and psychology have shown that shapes directly impact our mood, behavior, and even cognitive load.



THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

How Our Brain Process Shape

Curves =
Comfort + Approachability

Angles =
Focus + Alertness
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How does our brain process shape?
Well,  Curves = Comfort + Approachability
Humans are neurologically predisposed to prefer curvilinear forms.
One study found that people show significantly more brain activity in areas related to reward when viewing curved architecture versus angular.
Curves are associated with nature (biophilia), softness, and safety—especially important in early childhood and trauma-sensitive environments.

While, Angles = Focus + Alertness
Angular shapes increase visual tension and signal alertness.
They draw attention but can also stimulate anxiety or a sense of urgency if overused.
Great for task-based zones or structured settings—like testing areas or labs.




THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Curved Architecture vs. Angular

A Cognitive + Emotional Contrast

FEATURE

CURVED DESIGN

ANGULAR DESIGN

Visual Perception

Emotional Response

Neurological Reaction

Soft, Fluid, Continuous

Calming, Welcoming

Positive Affect + Reward Activated

Hard, Rigid, Abrupt

Alterting, Potentially Harsh

Neutral or Avoidance-triggered
Reactions
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When we look at both side by side, curved architecture fosters emotional comfort and psychological safety by offering soft, fluid forms that activate the brain’s reward centers. In contrast, angular design—while useful for alertness and focus—can feel rigid, abrupt, and even subconsciously threatening. Thoughtfully incorporating curves into learning spaces helps reduce stress, promote openness, and support inclusive, student-centered environments.


THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Evolutionary Perspective
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Look at this from an evolutionary perspective. Sharp edges in nature (like thorns, jagged rocks, or teeth) often signal danger. The human brain evolved to recognize and avoid sharp angles as a protective mechanism—thus, we instinctively respond more positively to rounded edges. Curved, organic forms feel safe, familiar, and calming. These responses evolved for survival but still shape how we feel in modern spaces. By using soft, flowing shapes in learning environments, designers tap into our instinctual preferences—supporting comfort, focus, and collaboration.




THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Curves Are Associated with
Biophilia

The Biophilia Hypothesis +
Emotional Benefits.
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The biophilia hypothesis suggests that humans are biologically inclined to seek connections with nature. Nature is inherently curvilinear—think rivers, trees, shells, hills, clouds. 
Natural forms are non-linear: plants grow in spirals, landscapes undulate, water flows. Curves in design help replicate natural environments, tapping into this innate preference.

And the Emotional Benefits?
Curved shapes reduce stress, fatigue, and cognitive overload.
They promote a feeling of softness and security—making students feel more at ease.





Understand the
Emotional Impact
of Shape
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Understanding the emotional impact of shape empowers designers to create more inclusive, calming, and effective learning environments. By replacing sharp angles with soft curves and integrating organic, flowing forms into furniture, layouts, and circulation paths, schools can reduce stress, support neurodiverse learners, and visually cue zones for focus, collaboration, or restoration—without relying on overt “nature” motifs.




THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE 10

Why This Matters in Schools
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So why does this matter in schools?
Curved lines in furniture and layouts create a sense of flow and safety.
Environments that “feel safe” promote exploration, risk-taking, and social engagement—all key for student development. 
Sharp-edged tables or pointed seating layouts can unintentionally increase stress or make collaboration less fluid.
Designers should reserve strong angles for high-focus zones while softening edges in communal or creative areas.



THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Symmetry vs. Asymmetry

Order
Calm
Predictability

Interest

Creativity
Flexibility
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Here’s a good tip - Use symmetry in traditional spaces (lecture rooms, libraries) and asymmetry in maker spaces or creative zones.



THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Why Psychology +
Cognition Matter in
Design
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Learning is shaped by more than curriculum—it’s influenced by how a space feels. Thoughtful design, grounded in psychology and cognition, can support focus, emotional regulation, and meaningful engagement.




THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Core Research
Themes + Insights
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Let’s discuss the some of the core research themes and insights about shape in the classroom 




THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Curvilinear vs
Angular Forms

Activate Reward
centers in brain

Calming +
Approachable

Curves easier for
brain to process
visually

Creative
environments

Sharp edges can
trigger avoidance

Promotes alertness

Can increase
feelings of formality -

Testing / formal
environments
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1. Curvilinear vs. Angular Forms
Curves activate reward centers in the brain; sharp edges can trigger avoidance.
Curves are calming and approachable—ideal for SEL (social and emotional learning) zones and collaborative areas.
Angles promote alertness—use sparingly in task-oriented zones.


Choice Drives Learning

223%
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2. Choice Drives Learning.
When students control how and where they learn—neuroscience studies boosted memory by up to 23%—they’re more engaged, retain more information, and stay focused longer than in passive, fixed environments.


THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Biophilic
Design +
Nature

' Insplred Reduce Boosts Enhances Improves
F() 'Mms SUGCER Cognition Well-being Performance

Matter in School Design
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3. Biophilic Design + Nature-Inspired Forms
Humans are wired to prefer natural forms. 

Biophilic design and nature-inspired elements can:
Reduces stress: 
Boosts cognition: 
Enhances well-being: 
 Improves performance:


THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SHAPE

Neurodiversity + Sensory
Processing

Thoughtful design — using soft shapes,
calming zones + sensory-friendly materials —

helps regulate stimulation.
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Lastly, #4. Neurodiversity + Sensory Processing
Neurodiversity refers to the natural variation in how human brains work—how people think, learn, process information, and interact with the world.

Neurodiversity recognizes that students process the world in different ways—especially when it comes to sensory input. Thoughtful design—using soft shapes, calming zones, and sensory-friendly materials—helps regulate stimulation and creates inclusive environments where all students can engage and thrive.


(‘ Circle: Promotes inclusion, equality + group dialogue

(‘ Hexagon: Encourages collaboration + modular flexibility
' (‘ Triangle: Ideal for pair work or triads — balanced visibility
(\‘T’ Square — Single focus, structure + task completion

(‘ Flower: Fosters creative group energy + open conversation
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Each shape has an intention…


(‘ Half Moon: Creates soft boundaries for focus or 1:1 interaction

(‘ Kidney: Supports guided reading, small group teaching
' (‘ Wave: Softens transitions between zones; softens flow
(‘ Chevron: Visually dynamic, supports direction flow and collaboration

(‘ Trapezoid: Total versatility. Alone, pair, grouped. Sense of flow.
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Selecting the best shape for the desired learning outcome or outcomes is optimal and a choice designers should consider.


@ Apply shape-driven design
for solo and group learning
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Now, let’s discuss how this psychology impacts of both individual and group learning.


APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

21

Core Principles to

Apply for All Spaces
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Let’s first discuss five key core design principles for either individual or group application.



APDLYING/PRINGIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

=N

22

Function Follows Form

Use shape to cue behavior:
Round = Collaborate

Angular = Focus
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Shape isn’t just aesthetic—it’s instructional. Round forms invite connection and collaboration, while angular forms signal structure and focus. When designers align furniture and layouts with these cues, the environment naturally guides student behavior without needing direction. In learning spaces, function truly follows form.


L APPLYING/ PRINGIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

23

\

Zoning Through Shape

Zones help guide students to

the right mindset and task.
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Shape can be used as a silent signal to define learning zones—without adding walls or signage. Curved rugs, modular furniture, or soft-edged dividers help visually organize a space into areas for solo focus, paired collaboration, group work, or emotional regulation. This creates intuitive boundaries that guide students into the right mindset for the task at hand.


PLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Biomorphic and Curvilinear
Integration

Natural, non-linear shapes to
reduce stress and support sensory

regulation.

24
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Using natural, biomorphic or curvilinear forms helps reduce stress and support sensory regulation in learning environments. These shapes mimic nature, creating spaces that feel more intuitive and calming. They are especially effective in early childhood settings, special education classrooms, and areas designed for students who experience anxiety or sensory sensitivity.


PLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN 25

Contrast for Clarity

Use contrasting shapes to distinguish
spaces:
Structured zones = Angular

Creative or calming zones = Curved
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“Contrast for Clarity” refers to the strategic use of different shapes to create visual and functional cues—helping students understand the purpose of a space just by how it looks and feels.

Structured zones (like testing areas, lecture spaces, or task-focused zones) are designed with angular shapes—rectangles, squares, straight lines. These forms communicate order, focus, and directionality.

Creative or calming zones (like reading corners or breakout areas) use curved shapes—rounded furniture, circular rugs, or arched dividers. These forms feel inviting, flexible, and emotionally safe.

This contrast creates visual and spatial boundaries without needing signage or instruction—which is especially helpful for neurodiverse students who may rely more on environmental cues than verbal directions.



PLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Circulation as Design Language

Design pathways and circulation
flow to reduce congestion and

behavioral tension.

26
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"Circulation" refers to how students, teachers, and staff move through a space—hallways, classrooms, commons, and even transitions between zones.
“Circulation as design language” means using the shape and flow of these pathways to influence behavior, mood, and spatial understanding—without needing signs or instructions.




APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

27

Practical Applications by Space Type

SPACE SHAPE STRATEGY OUTCOME

Classrooms Mixed curves and angles Focused work + peer interaction
Libraries Round reading nooks, curved shelves Calm and invitation to explore
Commons Modular hex tables, soft-edge seating relléign?izlllﬁz,ggiﬁon + easy

Hallways Curved dividers, angled lockers Smooth traffic flow, reduced tension

SEL/Sensory Rooms

Rounded lounge zones, organic lighting

Emotional regulation and sensory safety
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Different spaces within a school serve different purposes—and their shapes should reflect that. By tailoring shape strategies to each environment, designers can support the intended behaviors of that space. Classrooms benefit from a blend of structure and softness; libraries and SEL rooms thrive on curves for calm and safety; while commons and hallways demand flexible, flowing forms to ease movement and collaboration.
Thoughtful shape choices elevate both functionality and student experience across every zone of a school.


APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Effective learning
environments are shaped—

literally—Dby design.
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Effective learning environments are shaped—literally—by design. By applying these principles of shape-driven design - like function follows form, zoning through shape, biomorphic integration, and circulation flow - designers can create spaces that naturally guide student behavior, reduce stress, and support diverse learning needs. 




DESIGN FOR INCLUSIVITY + WELL-BEING

Classroom Design Can Influences
Academic Progress

2 25%
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And here’s a cool fact - Classroom design influences academic progress by up to 25%. A study of 751 pupils across 34 classrooms found that environments with the best design elements—including shape, light, and flexibility—improved grades by as much as that amount over a school year.

Now we that we understand the foundational principles, let’s talk about shapes specifically for Individual and Group Learning…



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Individual Learning: Zones
for Solo Focus
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Not all learning is collaborative. Students need dedicated spaces to reflect, process, and concentrate—especially in environments that are otherwise active and dynamic. Designing intentional zones for solo work supports autonomy, improves focus, and accommodates different learning preferences and neurotypes.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Visual + Spatial Separation

31
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1. Visual + Spatial Separation
Use shape, orientation, or partitions to subtly define solo zones.  It’s not about isolating students, but giving them the option to retreat into quiet productivity.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Curved or Hooded Elements

32
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2. Curved or Hooded Elements
Furniture with partial enclosures (e.g., curved study carrels or winged chairs) create a psychological sense of privacy. Shapes that “wrap” around a learner support concentration and minimize peripheral distractions.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Soft Boundaries

33
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3. Soft Boundaries
Soft boundaries in individual learning zones give students enough separation to focus without feeling isolated—maintaining visual connection, flexibility, and a sense of belonging while reducing distractions. They create a sheltered, inviting space that supports concentration and comfort.


APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Micro-Zoning Within
Classrooms

34
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4. Micro-Zoning Within Classrooms
Dedicate a corner, alcove, or even a curved rug to solo work.
Allow students to self-select these areas when they need calm or concentration.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Lighting + Color Matters

35
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5. Lighting + Color Matters
Pair individual zones with soft lighting and low-stimulation colors. Add biophilic shapes (e.g., rounded forms or nature-inspired silhouettes) to reinforce comfort and emotional regulation.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Group Learning

36
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Now, Group Learning. Group learning builds essential skills like communication, problem-solving, and social-emotional development. But for collaboration to thrive, the physical environment must support equity, visibility, and interaction. Shape plays a crucial role in creating group zones that are not only functional, but also inclusive and behaviorally effective. Here are just a few insights to applications for group spaces.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Inclusive Table Geometry

37
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1. Inclusive Table Geometry
Use round, hexagonal, petal, or trapezoid shapes—these create equal seating with no “front” or “head” of the table. Avoid long rectangles, which can unintentionally establish hierarchy or distance.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Flexible, Modular Configurations

38
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2. Flexible, Modular Configurations
Modular tables that can be clustered or broken apart allow for easy transitions between group sizes. Group work areas should accommodate 3–6 students comfortably, without crowding.


APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

360° Accessibility

39
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3. 360° Accessibility
Ensure each student has equal access to materials and visibility of peers. Circular and curved configurations naturally foster eye contact and balanced participation.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Defined, Yet Open Zones

40
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4. Defined, Yet Open Zones
Use shape to visually anchor group areas as seen in this image. This gives the space purpose while still allowing for flexibility and movement.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Standing Height or Tiered Options

41
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5. Standing Height or Tiered Options
Standing-height tables or tiered configurations encourage energy, movement, and active learning in group settings.



APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF SHAPE-DRIVEN DESIGN

Individual vs Group Summary

42


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Individual learning thrives in zones that feel safe, calm, and separate—without being isolating. 
Group learning works best in spaces shaped for equity and engagement. 
Thoughtful use of shape and layout are important for both types of learning to succeeds.


Integrate shape-driven
@ design with UDL (Universal

Design for Learning)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Our third point of discussion centers around UDL – Universal Design for Learning. 
UDL is a framework to improve and optimize teaching and learning based on what we know about the human brain. 


DESIGN FOR INCLUSIVITY + WELL-BEING

Universal Design for Learning

“When a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix
the environment in which it grows, not
the flower.”

— Alexander den Heijer
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UDL is based on principles that empower everyone to have agency over their own learning. It allows educators and learners to set clear goals, anticipate environmental barriers, create meaningful options, and fully embrace human variability.  I love this quote: 


DESIGN FOR INCLUSIVITY + WELL-BEING

45

The shape of furniture

plays a powerful role in
how all students feel,

engage and perform.
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 Here's how mainstream research backs the connection between shape, inclusivity, flexibility, and well-being in everyday learning environments:


“ DESIGN FOR INCLUSIVITY + WELL-BEING

Flexible, Modular Configurations

12%

HIGHER TEST SCORES
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Modular shapes like trapezoids, hexagons, and boomerangs allow educators to reconfigure quickly between individual, pair, and group work.
In 2016, the Steelcase Education found that shape-flexible classrooms led to 12% higher test scores and more student engagement.
Flexible layouts give students a sense of control over how they learn—key to motivation.



DESIGN FOR INCLUSIVITY + WELL-BEING

UDL Three Core Principles

ENGAGEMENT REPRESENTATION ACTION + EXPRESSION

GOAL GOAL

Present info in Allow students to

different ways to show what they

support know in different
understanding ways

GOAL

Stimulate interest,
motivation +
emotional safety

APPLICATION

Modular and
reconfigurable
shapes support
movement/flexibility.

APPLICATION APPLICATION

Use curved forms, Zone thru shapes to
round tables, variety visually distinguish
of shapes for choice between modes
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(UDL) is a framework that calls for flexible, inclusive learning environments that work for all students—not just the average learner. Shape plays a vital, often underutilized role in meeting UDL’s three core principles: MULTIPLE MEANS OF ENGAGEMENT, REPRESENTATION AND ACTION + EXPRESSION

1. Multiple Means of Engagement
Goal: Stimulate interest, motivate, and provide emotional safety.
Shape Application:
Use curved and soft-edge forms to reduce stress and invite participation.
Round tables promote collaboration and remove power dynamics.
Variety of shapes allows students to choose a space that matches their mood or task, increasing autonomy and engagement.

2. Multiple Means of Representation
Goal: Present information in different ways to support understanding.
Shape Application:
Zoning through shape visually distinguishes activities or learning modes.

3. Multiple Means of Action & Expression
Goal: Allow students to show what they know in different ways.
Shape Application:
Modular and reconfigurable furniture shapes support movement, presentation, collaboration, or solo work.

Shape is a nonverbal design tool that supports UDL by making learning more intuitive, inclusive, and responsive. 


DESIGN FOR INCLUSIVITY + WELL-BEING

UDL isn’t just about
accessibility. It's about

designing for everyone from
the start—and shape is one of
the most powerful,
underleveraged tools in that
effort.
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Universal Design for Learning is the “so what” of everything we’ve explored—taking the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral impact of shape and tying it to an actionable framework for real classrooms.
UDL isn’t just about accessibility. It’s about designing for everyone from the start—and shape is one of the most powerful, underleveraged tools in that effort.


@ Translate design theory into
real-world applications
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Now for the fun part – to translate all the insights we’ve just discussed into real-world applications.


Shapes in early learning environments are not just aesthetic choices—
they are developmental tools
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Key Takeaway for Younger Ed Spaces:�Shapes in early learning environments are not just aesthetic choices—they are developmental tools. Curves reduce stress, circles promote inclusion, and organic forms stimulate curiosity while supporting natural movement patterns. For young learners, shape is both a visual cue and a behavioral guide.

1. Flower-Shaped Tables
Shape Benefit:
Soft, organic curves give every child equal reach and visibility.
Petal-like sections help naturally define personal space without physical dividers.
Impact on Learning:
Encourages collaboration by removing a “front” or “back” of the table.
Builds social skills and communication through face-to-face interaction.

2. Zone-Defining Circular Rugs
Shape Benefit:
Bold, round rugs visually anchor activity zones (red, green, blue).
Curved edges invite children to gather and signal a transition in activity.
Impact on Learning:
Supports smooth shifts between learning modes.
Helps younger students understand boundaries without walls or verbal reminders.

3. Floor Table with Whiteboard Top + Cushions & Circular Rockers
Shape Benefit:
Low, rectangular whiteboard table reduces formality and increases accessibility.
Cushions and circular rockers allow movement, comfort, and choice in posture.
Impact on Learning:
Boosts creativity and willingness to try new ideas with erasable surfaces.
Supports sensory regulation through movement and flexible seating options.

4. Curved Modular Lounge Seating
Shape Benefit:
Rounded edges make corners feel open and approachable.
Configurations can adapt for solo reading, partner work, or group sharing.
Impact on Learning:
Provides a safe, calming spot for decompression or independent reading.
Encourages self-selection of spaces based on activity and mood.

5. Shape-Themed Wall Graphics
Shape Benefit:
Displays a variety of geometric and organic forms, integrating visual learning with classroom decor.
Impact on Learning:
Reinforces shape recognition, early geometry concepts, and vocabulary.
Offers visual prompts for creative activities, storytelling, and pattern recognition.



By combining geometric shapes for structure and modularity with organic shapes for comfort and emotional safety,
this space supports a full range of learning modes—from focused, individual work to active group collaboration
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Key Takeaway for this K–12 Spaces:�By combining geometric shapes for structure and modularity with organic shapes for comfort and emotional safety, this space supports a full range of learning modes—from focused, individual work to active group collaboration—while staying visually calm and welcoming.

1. GEM-Shaped Modular Tables
Shape Benefit:
The GEM shape is highly adaptable—works as an individual workstation or combines with others to form small group pods or large collaborative clusters.
Angled edges help orient students toward one another naturally, promoting interaction while respecting personal space.
Impact on Learning:
Encourages both independent focus and collaborative problem-solving.
Avoids traditional “head of the table” positioning, supporting equity in group dynamics.
Reduces unused floor space while keeping layouts open and flexible.

2. Curved Teacher Station
Shape Benefit:
Soft, curved edges create an approachable teaching hub.
Removes sharp lines, making the station feel more like part of the room than a barrier.
Impact on Learning:
Supports approachable, one-on-one interactions with students.
Positions the teacher as part of the collaborative flow rather than separated from it.

3. Crescent Table (Front Left)
Shape Benefit:
Organic crescent curves improve visibility and reach for all seated students.
Works well for small groups or teacher-led instruction.
Impact on Learning:
Ideal for guided reading, tutoring, and peer discussions.
Reduces crowding and promotes comfort during longer activities.

4. Soft Seating Ottomans with Patterned Upholstery
Shape Benefit:
Round and square ottomans add movable, flexible seating options for casual collaboration or independent work.
Patterns bring visual interest without overpowering the calm aesthetic.
Impact on Learning:
Encourages choice in posture and location.
Helps break up the formality of fixed seating, especially for brainstorming or group planning.

5. Overhead Cloud Acoustic Panels
Shape Benefit:
Biomorphic cloud forms soften the linear geometry of the ceiling.
Functionally absorb sound to improve acoustics.
Impact on Learning:
Lowers noise levels, improving focus for all students—especially those sensitive to sound.
Adds a calming, nature-inspired element to the space.

6. Nature-Inspired Wall Art & Greenery
Shape Benefit:
Organic PET shapes and plant life connect the classroom to natural forms.
Impact on Learning:
Biophilic elements have been shown to reduce stress and boost creativity.
Makes the environment feel safe, nurturing, and welcoming.



The Power of Pivot: With minimal effort, students pivot from
focused, individual learning to dynamic, collaborative work
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Key Takeaway for this K–12 Spaces:
Chevron desks prove that one shape can serve many purposes. With minimal effort, they pivot from focused, individual learning to dynamic, collaborative work—all while maintaining comfort, clear sightlines, and personal space.�This adaptability maximizes square footage, supports a variety of teaching styles, and aligns with UDL principles—ensuring every student can engage in the way that works best for them. 

1. Chevron Desks – Individual Mode (First Image)
Shape Benefit:
Chevron geometry subtly angles the workspace, improving sightlines to the front of the room without requiring the desk to be perfectly centered.
Narrower front edge creates more personal space definition while allowing desks to fit closer together without feeling cramped.
Impact on Learning:
Optimizes focus and attention for independent work.
Allows more efficient use of floor space, supporting a clear flow of movement between desks.
Keeps posture naturally oriented toward the teacher or presentation area.

2. Chevron Desks – Collaborative Mode (Second Image)
Shape Benefit:
When grouped, chevron angles form rounded or circular pods, eliminating the “head of the table” effect and promoting equity in discussion.
Creates a shared workspace where all students can see and engage with one another.
Impact on Learning:
Facilitates active collaboration, group problem-solving, and peer teaching.
Maintains comfort and personal boundaries even in group formation, reducing friction in teamwork.

3. Standing Bar Table Along Window
Shape Benefit:
Long, clean-lined surface offers an alternative posture for learning.
Impact on Learning:
Supports kinesthetic needs by allowing standing or leaning, which can boost focus and energy.
Ideal for quick breakout sessions or one-on-one teacher support.
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Key Takeaways for Library Spaces
Flow matters: The arc of the shelves sets a calm, continuous rhythm that mirrors natural movement.
Modularity = adaptability: Shapes on casters mean the library can pivot from quiet study to active programming.
Zoning through shape: Curves define spaces without walls, making the library more flexible and student-friendly.

Shape Benefit
Curved shelving units create a soft, flowing layout that feels open and welcoming, breaking away from the rigid, linear arrangements typical in libraries.
Rounded forms guide movement naturally, encouraging exploration and discovery without abrupt stops or bottlenecks.
Mobile, modular segments allow the shelving to be reconfigured for events, reading circles, or activity zones.
Impact on Learning
Increases approachability: Students feel invited to browse, wander, and explore, making the library a destination rather than just a storage area.
Supports varied learning modes: Curves create alcoves for quiet reading while keeping sightlines open for supervision and safety.
Enhances collaboration: Openings in the shelving create natural gathering points for group reading or project work.
Encourages wayfinding: Shape cues help students intuitively navigate the space without signage.




In a STEM/STEAM space, offering varied table shapes, heights,
and postures transforms the room into a responsive lab.
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Key Takeaways for STEM / STEAM Space
In a STEM/STEAM space, offering varied table shapes, heights, and postures transforms the room into a responsive lab—empowering students to move seamlessly between focus, hands-on building, and reflection, while supporting engagement, safety, and UDL-driven choice.
1) Standing Project Tables (rounded ends, on casters)
Shape/Height: Bar-height; curved ends invite multiple access points.�Impact on Learning:
Active attention: Standing elevates arousal levels and shortens off-task time during build/test phases.
Faster iteration: Easy to step in/out, share tools, and pivot between prototypes.
Sustained teamwork: Ideal for small groups coding, analyzing data, or documenting builds.
Shared visual field: Everyone sees the same surface; fewer dominance cues.

2) Standard Seated Desks (task rows or pods)
Shape/Height: Classic desk height; shape can be rectangular or chevron for sightlines.�Impact on Learning:
Focus mode: Best for instruction, note-taking, simulation runs, and assessments.
Cognitive recovery: Provides a quieter, contained posture after high-stim build work.
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Key Takeaways – Early Learning Nature Space
This classroom blends organic shapes, soft edges, and nature-inspired elements to create a calming, engaging space where students can comfortably transition between group work, individual focus, and sensory breaks. The integration of biophilic design fosters curiosity, emotional regulation, and a strong connection to the learning environment.

Shape Benefits
Hexagon tables maximize flexibility by providing defined personal spaces that can be easily combined into collaborative clusters, making them ideal for both small-group and large-group learning.
Circular Low Tables & Cushions: Encourage collaboration, remove hierarchy, and make the space approachable for all learners.
Organic Tree Structure & Ceiling Canopies: Provide visual landmarks, thematic engagement, and zones within an open layout.
Rounded Furniture Edges: Reduce risk and create a softer, safer atmosphere.
Leaf-Shaped Rug Motifs: Offer visual cues for seating and activity areas while reinforcing the nature theme.

Impact on Learning
Encourages Collaboration & Inclusion: Round tables and floor seating support equitable interaction and foster social skills.
Supports Self-Regulation: Nature-inspired design lowers stress, improves mood, and creates a sense of security—particularly valuable for early childhood and neurodiverse students.
Facilitates Zoning Without Walls: Color, pattern, and shape clearly define group learning, floor work, and independent study areas.
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Key Takeaway:�This commons serves as a central hub for connection and collaboration, with a mix of table shapes, lounge seating, and posture options that support both social interaction and focused work. Its open layout encourages informal gatherings, while the surrounding private rooms provide enclosed spaces for group projects, meetings, or quiet study—creating a seamless flow between shared and private learning environments.
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So that is it! Let’s quickly summarize the main takeaways from our discussion. First..
Shape = Silent Instruction: Curves calm and invite; angles focus and direct.
Match Shape to Mode:
Round = collaboration & inclusion
Angular = focus & structure
Modular (chevron/hex/gem) = Power of Pivoting between solo and group
Zone Without Walls: Use curves, rugs, and dividers to define spaces & improve flow.
Design for All: Multiple shapes, heights, and postures support UDL and choice.
Real-World Impact: Shape choices, influence engagement, behavior, and well-being across libraries, commons, STEM, and early learning spaces.
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Shape is More than
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Here are my final thoughts….
Shape is more than design—it’s direction.�It tells students how to feel, where to focus, when to connect, and when to reflect.
We’ve seen how curves can calm, how clusters can connect, and how modular forms can flex with the pace of learning. Whether it's zoning for quiet focus or inviting collaboration through rounded tables, shape becomes a silent partner in every student's experience.
When we design with intention—when we let learning take shape—we're not just furnishing a space.�We’re shaping behavior. Shaping opportunity. Shaping what’s possible.
And that’s the power of environments designed to support not just education, but every learner who walks through the door.
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Thank you.



Bibliography: Shape & Learning Design Research

Vartanian, O. et al. (2013). Impact of contour on aesthetic judgments and approach-avoidance decisions in architecture — fMRI study showing curvilinear spaces
activate the anterior cingulate cortex and elicit reward responses.

Bar, M. & Neta, M. (2007). Preference for curvature: a link between visual contour and perception of threat — Sharp contours evoke amygdala activity and are perceived
as more threatening.

Godémez-Puerto, I. et al. (2018). Humans prefer curved visual objects — Both experts and non-experts show universal aesthetic preference for curved over angular forms.

EDspaces. (2024). The Power of Biophilic Design in Learning Spaces — Summarizes research on cognitive function, stress reduction, and academic benefits of biophilic
classroom elements.

Integris Health (2024). Benefits of Biophilic Design — Enhanced cognitive performance and creativity attributable to nature-inspired design and materials.
Article on stress and cognition: random crossover VR study with virtual classrooms showing biophilic environments reduce stress and enhance cognition.
Attention Restoration Theory (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1980s; Hartig et al., 2016). Nature exposure reduces mental fatigue and restores directed attention.

Taylor, R.P. and colleagues (2021-2024). Fractal Fluency and Biophilic Form Processing — Natural fractal patterns improve cognitive fluency and reduce physiological
stress.

Steelcase Education (2016). Flexible Classroom Design Outcomes - Active learning spaces with modular design yielded up to 12% improvement in student performance
and engagement.

Case studies from Steelcase Education (2016-2023) showing doubled reading completion and homework standards with flexible layout interventions.
Environmental Psychology Studies on biophilic classroom environments that improved student mental health, behavior, and cognition.

Environmental enrichment literature: exposure to varied, complex environments enhances synaptic density and cognitive reserve in both animals and humans.
Nature exposure meta-analysis: short-term exposure reduces depressive moods and improves attention across populations.

Guardian investigation (2024) on green space exposure in schools linking access to greenery with higher IQ, working memory, and lower behavioral problems.

Biophilia hypothesis (Wilson, 1984) and theory on innate human preference for life forms and nature-mirroring shapes.
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