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Short and Sweet

Why quality, not quantity, is what counts in the collaborative school design process.

It is a common misconception that good
collaboration and consultation in the
school design process can take up too
much time and money.

There are, therefore, many examples of
inappropriately designed schools where
all stakeholders working together has not
been a priority.

But the Association for Learning
Environments (A4LE) stresses that
collaboration and consultation are key to
good school design and it wants to bust the
myth that they are costly or slow down the
design process.

To prove this, the association teamed up
with the School of Architecture and Cities
at the University of Westminster, bringing
together five multi-disciplinary teams to
respond to a design challenge set by two
head teachers.

The teams were given just one day to create
learning environments in schools that
focused on developing the skills children
are expected to need in the future. These
include the ability to collaborate and use
interpersonal, social and emotional skills.

The teams involved in the challenge
included groups of teachers, architects,
students, policy advisors and government
representatives.

They were set two briefs — one for
secondary and one for primary — drawn
up by Dave Strudwick, director of Way
American Online School and Gary
Spracklen, headteacher of the Prince of
Wales School in Dorchester, UK.

Care was taken to ensure the design teams
included representatives from all possible
perspectives, including the educational,
design and technical sides (such as
acousticians).

“What we wanted to do was demonstrate
that with a well-defined learning brief,

www.planninglearningspaces.com

effective dialogue with headteachers
and good multidisciplinary teams,
innovatory and cost effective future
-focused designs can be developed
within a day,” says Terry White, chair of
A4LE.

He stresses that the key to success is not
the quantity, but the quality of the time
spent together. A well-managed process
with clear goals is key to producing a
design that is far from a “one-size-fits-all”
solution he adds.

Through an intensive and collaborative
process, the teams came up with a
range of ideas that were dicussed and
tested against the brief and the current
baseline building requirements.

They were able to set their ideas in the
context of the wider school campus and
consider the wider learning, curriculum
and organisational trends for schools in
the future.

The primary school design challenge

Two teams were charged with

developing a new build primary

school learning zone for 60 Year 3
students and 60 Year 4 students. Spaces
had to support staff working more
collaboratively in learning teams.

The designs had to ensure that children
felt well-known and supported by staff
and their learning was personalised.

The spaces also had to enable staff to
bring different sized groups together
and support an enquiry and project-
based approach.

The first team, facilitated by Jonathan
Nicholls of Hayhurst and Co. architects,
developed a “manifesto for learning” as



PLANNING
LEARNING
SPACES

By starting with the
use of models, the
team established a
common language
that everyone could
understand.

the basis for their design. They wanted
to create spaces that would allow a
collaborative teaching approach and
could be used flexibly to support
different learning practices.

They also wanted the spaces to be
enjoyable, and include outdoor spaces
that appealed to pupils and form a good
backdrop for learning.

Through discussions, their design
moved away from the typical division of
spaces into cellular units to create more
open-plan spaces.

The second team was facilitated by Lene
Jensby Lang of Autens consultancy

in Denmark and Mark Clarke of the
Chadwick Dryer Clarke Studio.

They started by using a physical model
as a response to the brief. The spaces
were swiftly and intuitively modelled
and 1:20 scale furniture was added.

The process triggered the team to
structure the design by the learning

activity and function needed in the
spaces rather than by how the pupils are
grouped.

The design developed as a landscape of
connected learning spaces, with active
making spaces and areas for physical
exertion linking to areas for group
discussion and presentation. These led
to quieter zones for individual study or
reflection.

By starting with the use of models, the
team established a common language
that everyone — including teachers
and pupils — could use to discuss ideas
without the constraints of jargon or the
esoteric language of architectural plans.

The secondary school design challenge:

The three secondary design teams had
to design a transitional learning zone
for the first two years of secondary
education (Years 7/8 in the UK) .

The first team, facilitated by Lyle Christie
from Reiach and Hall, imagined a future
where learning was divided between
the virtual and the physical worlds.
Much of the time, pupils would receive
personalised lessons over the internet
from avatar teachers.

Learning in the physical school would
focus around practical activities such
as science experiments, cookery,
developing real-world social skills and
community activities.

The team developed a new kind of
school where learning is not segregated
into closed cell classrooms. An open
programme would encourage students
to mix outside of the rigid structure of
the year group or registration class.

A forum space for the school and the
wider community was placed at the
heart of the plan. From this space every
room could be seen and accessed.

Immediately addressing the forum at
the ground floor was the school kitchen,
placing communal dining as central

to driving a sense of community spirit
throughout the school.

A second team facilitated by Tom
Lyons of GSS Architecture developed a
“hub and spoke concept” to meet the
demands of the learning brief.

Individual learning “core” spaces were
arranged around a central larger studio
space allowing a full range of group
sizes and activities to be created.

The core spaces had a range of small
spaces leading off them suitable for

a variety of learning activities. They
were also linked to the outside space,
allowing an ease of movement through
to the main secondary building.

A third team facilitated by lan Taylor
of FCB Studios argued that the

school masterplan and form should
demonstrate how the school links
into the community and geographical
context.

Imagining a site, the school masterplan
reached out into the town centre and
surrounding landscape with some
teaching taking place there. The spaces
in the school poke out and engage with
the town and surrounding area.

No one-size-fits-all approach

An important message from the
workshop was that a one-size fits all
approach will not meet the learning

and teaching needs for “future
focused” schools, and that to create
and design learning environments
they need to be designed “inside out”.

To do this it is essential to have:

- A well-defined brief

- Quality of time and preparation

- Good intelligence

- Good collaboration
The ideas from the workshop are
being made available by A4LE UK in
order to develop the school design
conversation with the Department
for Education and for schools and
designers to take forwards on real
projects.
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