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earning in elite sport is not about imparting 

facts. The goal for sports learning is inspiration, 

motivation, fine-tuning, studying the competition 

and developing strategies to deal with the 

unexpected. You can’t teach players and athletes the ‘answers’, 

because the ‘questions’, or situations, are different in every 

match. Sports learning is about enabling players and athletes 

to cope when under pressure, to solve problems independently 

and fast, to be a formidable competitor. When everything you 

didn’t expect gets thrown at you, you need to be prepared. 

And, to quote Professor Stephen Heppell, “the only way to 

prepare is to learn”. 

L

Do your players love your team coaching 

space? Is it somewhere they actively enjoy 

using? Do they emerge from off-pitch learning 

sessions invigorated, energised and inspired? 

Or are they sitting still being talked at? 

If you’re looking to hone your competitive 

edge and want to extract maximum value from 

your coaching time, we can help by designing a 

bespoke elite sports learning space for your team. 

A space where, to quote gold-medal-winning 

Olympians Team GB Hockey, ‘time off the pitch 

is no longer wasted’. You can see the coaching 

space we designed for them on page 05. 

Working with world-renowned educationist 

Professor Stephen Heppell, neuroscientist 

Dr Tim Holmes, and learning space and 

furniture designers James Clarke and myself 

(Simon Hick), from Spaceoasis, we harness 

our combined expertise to deliver elite sports 

coaching and learning spaces that enable 

you to transform the off-pitch team learning 

experience. In this special edition of CREATE 

we explain the neuroscience behind the design, 

why ‘better learning’ may be the last untapped 

source of marginal gains in sport and how you 

can benefit from it.  

So, if your current coaching space looks like 

a classroom, a cinema or it’s simply uninspiring, 

give us a call and take your players from auto-

pilot to fighter pilot with better learning. 

Enjoy…

SPACEOASIS.COM   03HELLO@SPACEOASIS.COM

How to harness elite learning  
for players and athletes.

Stand and deliver?

The traditional ‘chalk and talk’ approach to learning 

(also known as the Dick Turpin ‘stand and deliver’ 

methodology) where the teacher stands at 

the front and imparts their knowledge is being 

superceded by a more collaborative approach that 

prioritises the development of key skills. 

Rather than enabling the regurgitation of facts, 

learning today is about developing the ability to 

learn independently, work collaboratively, solve 

problems and develop leadership skills, and 

learning environments are evolving to keep up. 

Central to this evolution is the understanding that 

sitting in rows facing the front, in the style originally 

designed to drill Victorian children in their times 

tables, is not an appropriate environment in which 

to learn, let alone develop cognitive agility. 

The neuroscience of learning environments

As our understanding of neuroscience and the 

social complexity of learning grows, it enables us 

to improve learning, to make it more engaging, 

with problems solved quicker and better. Learners, 

whether they are elite athletes or teenage students, 

need to want to learn and to be excited by 

applying their learning. Fortunately we know how 

to make this happen.

In elite sport’s search for 
marginal gains, learning has 
been one of the few areas to 
remain untapped. But this is 
changing. As we understand 
more about ‘better learning’  
the sports world is starting  
to take note. 

B  Light, temperature, humidity and noise –  
all of these elements have an impact

B  Movement improves cognitive function –  
sitting still is a sure way to switch off

B  Ownership of the space and a sense of collegiality 
matter, especially in sports

B  The cues and clues of a social moment during 
learning helps our brain retrieve understanding 
rapidly – essential in the heat of competition 

B  The role of the coach is crucial – being an enabler, 
providing leadership and inspiration rather than 
being ‘the font of all knowledge’

B  The way a space can help us see the different 
learning tasks on offer – visual cues prime  
certain behaviours

B  An environment that enables collaboration,  
peer-to-peer learning and reflection

B  Physically touching objects helps anchor the 
learning in the brain. 

Key points to consider in environments  
for elite learning include: 

The aggregation of so many small details 
adds up to substantial gains on the field  
of play. Better learning helps win medals 
and cups.

Better
training
learning

SIMON HICK 
MANAGING DIRECTOR

JAMES CLARKE
LEARNING SPACES DESIGNER

PROF. STEPHEN HEPPELL 
EDUCATIONIST

DR TIM HOLMES 
NEUROSCIENTIST

THE SPACEOASIS TEAM

Simon
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In other words, your behaviour in certain situations or environments is learned and becomes predictable.   

We instinctively behave differently in a library to how we would in a pub because we are primed through associative 

memory. If you’re in a familiar space your brain knows what to expect and how you should behave.  

… functions quickly because it uses 

probability models laid down in the brain over 

time and will always favour the response which 

has been most correct in the past.  For example, 

when you’re driving a familiar route pretty much 

on autopilot, you’re using System 1. 

Better Learning Environments
T H E  N E U R O S C I E N C E  O F

Our brain automates responses to relatively predictable events (System 1)  

to free up resources for new learning and, crucially, problem solving (System 2).  

Back to school?

When you enter a learning space that 

looks like your old classroom at school 

your brain will prompt feelings based on 

your memories of that space and these 

in turn will trigger learned behaviours.  

That’s why it’s crucial that sports learning 

spaces look and feel unique, energising 

and special – so people using the space 

don’t fall prey to their autopilot, but are 

forced to engage their System 2 brain 

for new learning. It’s also why learning 

spaces need to be agile, so you can 

constantly reconfigure and switch up the 

space, change its layout and appearance 

so you avoid the predictable to keep the 

brain active and engaged. 

Five lessons in the neuroscience of learning spaces 
B  Collaboration: learning is an active and social process, occurring as a result  

of observation and modelling. Mirror neurons in the brain learn vicariously  

by watching others, so enabling collaboration is key. 

B  Attention: Attention is a finite resource and we tend to focus our spotlight  

on a single subject of interest, so eradicating easy distractions is essential.  

Put the smartphones away so learners are able to fully engage and build  

the team dynamic.   

B  Comfort: Any type of discomfort or fatigue also acts as a distraction,  

so being comfortable is crucial.  

B  Ownership: People are more invested in environments they create or have 

some agency within. Being able to move furniture and equipment around 

creates an important sense of ownership.  

B  Aesthetics: Research shows we are hardwired to respond to good design 

and may even seek it out to experience a release of pleasure-enhancing 

neurochemicals in the brain. If a learning space is visually appealing we  

are far more likely to want to be in it.  

AUTOPILOT -V- FIGHTER PILOT: SYSTEM 1 AND 2 THINKING

Environments influence how we feel and how we behave. Neuroscientists have 
learned how our sensory processes work and can accurately predict how we will 
behave when presented with certain cues. This knowledge can be harnessed to 
influence attention, behaviour and motivation.  

System 1  
Autopilot

System 2  
Fighter Pilot
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Time 
Out

T H E  C A B I N

B I S H A M  A B B E Y  T R A I N I N G  G R O U N D

…works more slowly because it is  

optimised to evaluate all relevant information and 

make a rational decision, it is engaged when new 

situations or environments are encountered. For 

example, if a road layout changes you are forced to 

engage System 2 to process this new information 

and to adapt your strategies to incorporate it.    

           Introducing Team  
        GB Hockey’s new  
     learning space, 
The Cabin… 

C A S E  
S T U D Y



hen the GB Hockey team called 
Professor Stephen Heppell he 
visited what they had identified 

as their ‘learning space’. What he found 
was not what springs to mind when we  
imagine elite Olympic athletes, carrying  
the hopes of a nation  on their shoulders…
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The GB Hockey learning space is a cabin located  

on their Bisham Abbey training ground. It was a  

cluttered, dark space with wedding-venue chairs,  

a pull-down projector screen and a shopping trolley acting as 

a storage unit for kit. An effective space in which to fine-tune 

tactics and strategy for international-level sports it was not. 

Athletes didn’t want to use it at all. Stephen observed, discussed, 

planned and gathered the Spaceoasis elite learning team. 

Together we transformed the space.

W

Team seating 
Tiered seating was installed so the team can 
sit together as one, close to the action, rather 
than feeling isolated on separate and distant 
chairs. For the coach, drawing everyone into the 
learning is simple and immediate and the huge 
writeable walls help that too.

Pitch perfect
The GB Hockey coach, Danny Kerry, had 
adapted a Subbuteo set to enable the team to 
act out scenarios. We scaled this up, putting 
a 1/10th scale pitch (in blue, like a real hockey 
pitch) on the floor and designing acrylic figures 
the athletes can move around to help visualise, 
debate and refine their set pieces and strategies. 
Doing helps embed what they are learning.

BEFORE… …AND AFTER.

“When (elite athletes) are under pressure  
the only way to prepare is through elite-level 
learning. This stuff works!” PROF. STEPHEN HEPPELL 

EDUCATIONIST



Lights! 
The original hut was dark and cluttered. The 
microtechnology in Dulux Light and Space 
paint along with light-coloured flooring enables 
light to bounce off the hard surfaces making it  
a bright, welcoming, effective learning space. 

Celebrating Success

Motivation is crucial when it comes to learning. 

Reminding learners, elite athletes included, of 

prior achievements reinforces the reason you’re 

there and why you’re working so hard. Digital 

wall-mounted photo frames share pictures of 

past success alongside the current team too. 

Membership and ‘us-ness’ really matter.

“Scholars of the game”
The refurbished hut (known as The Cabin) has proved a highly effective learning 

environment with players and coaches saying that “time off the pitch is no 

longer wasted”. As reported in the Daily Telegraph on 2nd February 2018, when 

Eddie Jones, the England Rugby team coach and an eclectic seeker of effective 

ideas, came to see what The Cabin was all about he immediately saw the 

potential of Kerry’s innovative approach to coaching. And he saw the results.

“ Time off  
the pitch is  
no longer  
wasted.”

Table Top Hockey
As well as the pitch on the floor, we also 
designed special graphics for our Bite mobile 
tables with writable LearningSurface® tops; a 
scaled down blue hockey pitch on the table’s 
surface that can be written on with a suspended 
chalk pen. This enables athletes to sit alone or 
together and sketch out plays. Because they 
are physically writing and drawing the moves, 
working collaboratively, it helps further embed 
the learning.

The Big Screen
A large wall-mounted flat-screen TV is linked 
to the aerial cameras that record training 
sessions so, while sitting comfortably on the 
tiered seating, everyone has a clear view of 
the recordings so they can review their play. 
Technology has much to offer learning and this 
is a good example of how to harness it to good 
effect. And compared to the dull old projector, 
the bright screens mean learning happens in 
the best light, not in the gloom behind brain-
deadening blinds.
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SIMON HICK 
MANAGING DIRECTOR, SPACEOASIS

“We talk a lot about form 
following function and this 
unique space is designed to 
enable exactly what these 
athletes need to do in this space; 
learn from each other, learn  
in a physical way and in  
an environment that shows  
they are valued and celebrates 
their achievements.”

Simon Hick, Managing Director  

of Spaceoasis commented, “What 

this project shows is how effectively 

learning can be enhanced when you 

carefully consider the environment.” 

Professor Stephen Heppell concludes, 

“When an idea propagates in a viral 

way, you know it’s a good one! For 

me it is unthinkable that any serious 

sports nation would be without a 

major learning strand, properly funded 

to support their elite athletes. Our 

competitors need to be able to cope 

with the unexpected, when everything 

they didn’t anticipate gets thrown at 

them. When they are under pressure 

the only way to prepare is through 

elite-level learning. This stuff works!”



“ The only way to prepare is to learn.” 
And we start by learning about you.  
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How neuroscience  
helps England’s batsmen  
recover from a googly…

That’s not cricket!

Coping with the unexpected is a daily occurrence in 
elite sports, and dramatic international cricket matches 
are no exception. Cricket’s rather genteel reputation 
belies the intense pressure on the pitch, where 
opponents will stop at nothing to put you off your game. 
One of the most popular ways to ramp up the stress 
levels is to bowl a ball that behaves unexpectedly, also 
known as a googly. 

While at Royal Holloway, neuroscientist  

Dr Tim Holmes (now part of the Spaceoasis 

Elite Learning Team) worked with the English 

Cricket Board to examine the psychological recovery 

of batsmen after being delivered a tricky or 

unpredictable ball, such as a googly. Applying 

neuroscience to give feedback to the batsmen 

enables them to refocus attention after a 

surprising event that activates stress levels 

and the fight or flight response. Flight 

isn’t an option in this situation, you 

can’t just runoff the pitch, but 

learning how to harness your 

response so you can stay 

and fight, is crucial  

to success. 

PREPARE LEARN PLAN
We’ll come and meet you  

for an initial discussion, to 

see your current set-up and 

understand your goals  

and objectives.  

We’ll run an interactive 

workshop with the relevant 

stakeholders within your 

organisation to refine our ideas, 

sense check them and  

build consensus.  

We’ll develop a bespoke 

proposal combining education, 

neuroscience and learning 

environments as required to  

enable you to deliver a 

transformative learning  

experience.

T H E  P A T H  T O  V I C T O R Y  

HELLO@SPACEOASIS.COM

There is no set answer to the question “How can I use 
better learning to gain competitive advantage?”.  
It’s a complex question that requires a response as 
nuanced and individual as your team. There is no ‘off the  
shelf’ solution. So, in order to create a bespoke proposal 
that will enable you to deliver a transformative  
learning experience, we need to get to know you.

Get the ball rolling…
The initial discussion is free, so get one step ahead and contact us: 

Tel: 01952 210197  Email: hello@spaceoasis.com

Choose your winning combination 

Our unique team of experts will work 

in partnership with you to understand 

your culture, your working style 

and your aspirations. We’ll combine 

this insight with our expertise to 

recommend a route forward.

This could include: 

B  working with our educationists to harness better learning  

for competitive advantage

B  learning more about the neuroscience of elite sport and how  

to cope with the unexpected

B  designing and installing a unique coaching facility that enables 

better learning and draws on neuroscience to create a learning 

environment that transforms your off-pitch team experience

B  all of the above.  

“…opponents will  
stop at nothing to  
put you off your game.”



School
Old Elite

Learning

Sitting in rows  
facing the front.  

Individuals.

Tiered team seating  
for immediate engagement. 
Collegiate.

Learning is done to you -  
static, quiet learners absorbing. 

Powerpoint.

Learning is done with you -  
engaged, valued learners.  
Movement and contributions. Data.

Stand and deliver  
coaching from the front.  

Coaches’ laptop on screen.

Peer to peer learning, collaboration, 
writeable surfaces everywhere, 
multiple points of focus. Everyone’s 
device connects and displays.

Do the best version  
of what we always did before. 

Make learning consistent.

Look to the science of learning, of 
cognition - seek to aggregate marginal 
gains. Keep making learning better.

You know what to  
expect when you arrive.  

This is the learning bit.

Include surprise and challenge -  
facing the unexpected with  
ingenuity and deep knowledge.

Dark, hot, closed room  
awash with CO2,  

conventional soporific seating. 
Collaborate at coffee break.

Bright, light, oxygen rich room, kinetic 
seating, standing opportunities, multiple 
points of focus, collaboration expected. 
Refreshments on the fly.

W H I C H  O N E  A R E  YO U ?

 01952 210197 hello@spaceoasis.com

 @Spaceoasis @Spaceoasis_furniture

www.spaceoasis.com
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