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Introduction 
At Mount Holyoke College, we had the opportunity to convert 
a former dining hall and lounge into our new Fimbel Maker 
& Innovation Lab, opening its doors in January 2019.  Our 
2200 person student body consists entirely of women and 
gender minorities1, with 25% international students.  From 
the outset, our goal was to create a space that appeals to 
individuals from diverse backgrounds - nationality, gender, 
class, experience level, interests - that might not initially think 
that a space for making would excite or welcome 
them.  Makerspaces often emerge from either engineering, 
which we do not offer, or studio arts; both are disciplines that 
are considered intimidating or “not for me” by many.  Our 
design process explicitly sought to create a pleasant and 
appealing space that can support the pedagogical and 
scholarly goals of our entire community. While we prioritize 
academic projects, we do our best to also support personal 
projects from our entire faculty, staff, and student 
community.  

The Process 
We needed an inclusive process to build an inclusive 
space.  We were both deliberate about inviting an 
academically diverse group of people into conversation and 
benefited from synergistic occurrences on campus.  Our first 
“makerspace” on campus opened in fall 2015, which came 
about by adding two 3D printers, a laser cutter, and an 
electronics workbench to an approximately 1200 ft2 computer 
“digital media lab” in the art building.  From the outset, the 
push came from the computer science and physics side and 
collaboration with studio art, architecture, and theater was 
immediate.  Our early efforts centered around a new course 
we called iDesign, with an explicit goal of empowering 
students by demystifying technology [1].  This class has been 
both popular and successful, increasing support for the 
efforts.   
 
The college received an Arts and Technology grant from the 
Sherman Fairchild Foundation in 2017, which served to build 
additional collaboration and community among those 
interested in arts and tech.  At the same time, a set of faculty 
“innovation hires” were approved that fell outside the 

                                                           
1 “Gender minorities” includes trans-identified, gender non-binary, and 
gender non-conforming students. 

 

traditional liberal arts disciplines at Mount Holyoke.  One was 
in engineering, one in entrepreneurship, and another in digital 
music.  The relatively new Architectural Studies major was 
growing, with our practicing architect who teaches design 
courses having joined our faculty in 2013.  Throughout this 
time, both the leadership of the college and the faculty were 
discussing opportunities to stimulate and support innovation 
and entrepreneurship on campus.  
 
In 2015, we held an interdisciplinary faculty and staff 
seminar, with faculty participants from education, economics, 
architectural studies, computer science, international 
relations, English, studio art, and mathematics.  Additionally, 
a library staff member who supports computer science and the 
arts joined us, along with a representative from our grants 
office.  Our goal was to generate a long term vision for a 
makerspace at Mount Holyoke.  It was critical to demonstrate 
support across many disciplines and articulate the ways a 
makerspace could enhance the education of the students 
across a wide range of activities and fields.  This group 
identified the need for a larger space that ideally was not 
connected to any one department, and provided compelling 
arguments about the benefits of investing in such a space and 
plans for how it might be structured.   
 
During this time, use of the small space was growing as we 
reached out to faculty and encouraged people to consider how 
the space could support their pedagogy and scholarship.  We 
encouraged one time course experiences, for example 
constructing and operating drone rovers for an American 
foreign policy class, recreating a lithograph for an art history 
class, and providing the opportunity for a gender in science 
class to actually work with circuits and programming rather 
than just discuss what preconceptions may keep women from 
pursuing these fields.  A dance class collaborated with 
iDesign to create interactive costumes for performance, and a 
robotics course collaborated with studio art to create 
interactive sculptures.  Faculty began to consider how they 
could make objects to enhance a lesson, whether printing a 
model of a molecule to aid in spatial visualization or etching 
a mathematical function or Arabic calligraphy to better 



 
 

include a visually impaired student in the class discussion.  
One of our limitations was the inability to host more than one 
event at a time, which closed the space to general use for 
much of the day.  We had one full time staff member and paid 
student staff in the evenings.   
 
Over a year later, one of the residence halls was identified as 
the future location for the makerspace, placing it in a 
discipline neutral space. We were able to renovate the 
recently vacated dining hall and kitchen, as well as some 
adjacent space.  Architects were hired in August 2017, and the 
doors opened to students January 2019.  Throughout this 
process, a group of 23 faculty, staff and students stayed 
involved in determining priorities to help design the space and 
communicate with potential funding sources, with a core 
group of about seven people from different disciplines.  From 
the outset, we established shared values and transparent 
communication.  Our goal was to create a space that could 
support the largest number of students, faculty and staff as 
possible, while prioritizing the academic goals of the college.  
This requires a balance between what students and faculty 
know they will use now and what they might begin to use once 
they learn about the possibilities, and between the interests of 
many and the specialized tool or space that will enable 
inspiring projects but may receive less use.  Recognizing our 
goals and the unavoidable compromises facilitated 
conversation and allowed us to create a truly interdisciplinary 
space.     
 

The Space 

The Fimbel Maker & Innovation Lab provides a pleasant 
space that attracts people who walk by outside.  Our 
programming seeks to bring people into the space who have a 
wide range of motivations. The physical space, the student 
and professional staff, and the empowering tools and 
experiences increase the likelihood that they will return.  
 
A PLEASANT SPACE 
 
Natural lighting:  Floor to ceiling windows; Skylights in 
metal and wood shop 
Minimize noise:  Outdoor dust collection unit; Air 
compressor in storage; Acoustic damping along ceiling of 
metal and wood shop 
Minimize odors:  Roof top units for exhaust; Spray booth and 
recirculating fume hood; Small recirculation units available 
for soldering and other tasks 
Aesthetic considerations:  Main workspace overlooks lake; 
Appropriate use of bright colors 
 
COMMUNITY BUILDING 
 
Lounge area with a kitchenette, which also recognizes 
cooking and baking as a form of making 
Collaboration rooms (aka classrooms), inviting 
organizations and others to use the space 
Student contributions to the space, including the “greeter 
desk” in the lounge designed and built by one of the first 
classes that uses repurposed materials from elsewhere on 

campus; floor pattern through entryway and lounge; student 
logo competition 
 
We have three separate locations within the space intended 
for group learning experiences, each outfitted with A/V 
equipment.  In this way, we can offer courses that meet 
regularly in the space as well as one time workshops for other 
classes that happen simultaneously.   Fimbel Lab has an 8,000 
ft2 footprint, with about 3,500 ft2 dedicated to 
making.  Decisions about the size and location of the main 
sections of the space came partly from existing structures like 
load bearing walls and plumbing.   
 
The space consists of (Fig. 1): 
General workspace: sewing stations, electronics, 3D 
printers, laser cutters, etc., as well as projector and open table 
space available for classes and collaboration   
Metal and Wood Shop: both traditional and CNC tools as 
well as a spray booth 
Lounge: cubbies, greeter desk, kitchenette, two computer 
stations and printer/scanner/copier 
Multipurpose room:  Larger classroom with movable flip 
top tables and four fixed desktop “CAD” workstations 
Brainstorming room:  Smaller classroom with movable flip 
top tables and four fixed desktop “CAD” workstations, and a 
large format printer 
Documentation room: small room with dedicated backdrops 
and lighting to encourage students to photograph their 
projects 
Touchdown space: office that comfortably fits four, for 
faculty and others who temporarily need a place to work or 
hold office hours for courses meeting in the space 
Two staff offices: adjacent to the workspaces with good 
sightlines 
Storage:  Larger locked space for raw materials and larger 
projects; Small locked closet for higher security items; Course 
project storage, with access given to all students enrolled in  
courses that semester; Open storage for general student 
projects 

  

      

Fig. 1  (a) Metal and Wood Shop (b) Lounge (c) General Workspace 

(d) Textile station in general workspace 
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