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There is a consensus emerging in the field of education.  
Preparation to succeed in today’s world involves building the 
capacity for innovation.  As our students strive to find their 
place of impact in the world, they face complex challenges that 
require a flexibility of mind.  These challenges demand a type of 
neurological elasticity to deftly move between routine, 
analytical thinking and non-routine, heuristic thinking; the kind 
of elastic mental processes that are capable of breaking old 
rules and generating new ideas.  And, beyond the economic and 
social necessity for students to acquire the skills of innovation, 
there exists the individual and uniquely human desire to solve 
novel problems.  We are born curious and the act of curiosity 
and invention fosters its own intrinsic reward. 
 
Education policymakers and practitioners translate this necessity for the skills of innovation into 
pedagogical practice by incorporating design-thinking protocols, project-based and personalized 
learning, and hands-on, STEM “maker” experiences into the school day.  Moreover, education-oriented 
architects create a design response resulting in physical learning spaces that go beyond the basic needs 
of physiology and safety.   These new and engaging spaces support both the cognitive and socio-
emotional dimensions of learning through design elements of flexibility, collaboration, visibility, 
connectedness, and a sense of wholeness.  
 
But to truly design experiences and spaces for innovation we must account not only for the conscious 
experience of the learner, but also for the deep recesses of the unconscious – that chthonic place where 
insight processes birth “unpredictable moments of exceptional thinking.”  Neuroscientist Guilia 
Sprugnoli and colleagues describe the Eureka moment when “connections between previously unrelated 
concepts are made and new patterns arise at the perceptual level while new solutions to apparently 
insolvable problems suddenly emerge to consciousness.”2  These break-through experiences are mind 
wandering journeys where the exact path to how the problem was solved cannot by consciously recalled 
and mapped. Newton’s law of gravitation, Einstein’s theory of General Relativity, and Goeppert-Mayer’s 
nuclear shell model of the atomic nucleus all involved the experience of break-through ideas.   And while 
this process takes place below our own conscious awareness or control, it can be measured by 
monitoring brain activity through neuroimaging and electrophysiological investigation.  

                                                           
1 © 2018 Wayfind Education 
2 Sprugnoli, G. et al., (2017).  Neural correlates of Eureka moment, Intelligence. 
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So, how do we design spaces that can allow for this hallmark process of innovation – unpredictable 
insight – the sweet and thrilling moment of “Aha!”?  It begins with a better understanding of the 
process.  Even for adept intuitionists, not all Eureka moments rise into the conscious level to contribute 
to their work in the “real world.”  Brain filtering functions that sort novel ideas, previous knowledge 
constructs, distractions from multi-tasking, and sensory overload can prevent the brain’s innovation 
light bulb from turning on.  Furthermore, research shows that mood plays a role in the ability to 
generate Eureka moments.  Positive or negative mood affects an individual’s ability to problem solve 
both analytically and, to an even greater degree, through the process of insight.  Design elements need 
to attend to this process of filtering, by creating spaces of retreat and restoration. 
 
In a recent keynote speech for the Association for Learning Environments, neuroscientist and author, 
Leonard Mlodinow suggested the following physical affordances cultivate an experience conducive to 
emerging inner brilliance: 3  
 

1. Set aside space that is “safe” from distractions/interruptions 
2. Offer spots for constructive loafing  
3. Minimize sensory input – soft light and colors, little external noise 
4. Provide expansive space – high ceilings, spacious rooms, or outdoors (if quiet) 

 
Mlodinow’s recommendations dovetail with research from other disciplines which underscore the 
importance of built and natural environments that support attention restoration and positive 
constructive daydreaming (what Mlodinow refers to as “constructive loafing”).  Restorative spaces and 
access to nature provide benefits such as offsetting the effects of mental fatigue, reducing stress, 
encouraging creativity, and promoting reflection.  Building on the neuroscientist’s recommendations, 
this briefing offers for consideration one addition to the list of Eureka-friendly design elements: 
 

5. A room with a view.  
 

Research suggests rooms (and classrooms) with a view or panoramic vista allow for cognitive restoration 
and recovery from focused activity, promote the feeling of engagement, relaxation, receptivity, provide 
visual eye rest, reduce stress levels and expedite healing.  View experiences contribute to the 
emergence of novel ideas and solutions and enhance productivity.   
 
These five suggested design elements are not offered to override other elements generally associated 
with innovative spaces.  Learning environments benefit greatly from the latest digital technology, access 
to hands-on tools for prototyping, and the flexibility of furniture to group and re-group as the learning 
and teaching activities require.  But, as research begins to better understand the unconscious 
neurological processes of the Eureka moment, a case begins to be made that innovative spaces also 
require an ample supply of quiet, reflective, and regenerative areas primed to birth the unpredictable 
moment of insight. 
 
 

                                                           
3 April 26, 2018 keynote presentation at Association for Learning Environments South West Regional Conference, 
“Reimagine Schools:  Where Passion Meets Purpose.”    
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