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This is 2 book about children, for children. However,
| suspect it will not be read by many children.
Rather, it attempts to provide a framework, a
forum within which their views and sensibilities may
be better interpreted by adult voices. By
encouraging them to describe their worlds in
relation to the physical spaces within which they
spend much of their time, we can see and
understand more clearly their child-centric view.

| have therefore invited people to contribute
chapters on the basis of their work as designers of
children’s spaces or in the context of their
academic work in the area of contemporary
childhood studies. Each contributor has in common
a sympathy for children and how their lives are
shaped by physical and bureaucratic structures,
such as nurseries, schools and play parks, which
helps to create the material culture of childhood.

However, | do not forget that children are
increasingly dependent on new technology, not just
for educational purposes in the school, but also for
leisure and social interaction at home. This also
defines their ‘space’ as much as the streets and
fields in and around our cities might have done for
children in former times. Viewed in this way, the
architecture of the computer and the television
may be just as important to them as the
architecture of the classroom or the playground.

Most important is the recognition that children
need to be observed and listened to in order for
their priorities to be understood within a complex
urban environment. Each contributor has this
priority in mind, acting as an interpreter of their
subtle needs and aspirations, often outside the
traditional educational and economic conventions.
The end result is, | hope, a diverse range of
perspectives which will provide a vision for the
future, largely defined by children themselves.

The chapters

Childhood is sometimes described as a state of
mind. It is also a distinct physical and mental phase
which is experienced between ages one and a half
to 16. Although it is debatable when childhood
actually ceases and adulthood becomes a reality, for
the purposes of this collection, our definition of
childhood is broadly determined by these age
criteria. Within this framework three sections
emerge which order the chapters in this book:
firstly, the child in early years; secondly, the child in
school; and thirdly, the child in the city. Each theme
is linked and interconnected, with the chapters
ordered chronologically and loosely linked by a
thematic narrative.

Chapter 1 is an introduction to some of the main
issues around listening to young children in an
effort to take on board their views within the
design process. Alison Clark has helped to develop
a methodological framework, called the Mosaic
approach, for listening to young people about the
important details of their daily lives. She is
concerned that those details and architectural
features which young children really need, are not
taken for granted by the adults who are creating
them. She argues that only by listening to young
children can we can begin to understand how
important this iconography is to them. The
methodology relates specifically to young children,
however, many aspects of the approach are equally
valid if applied to listening with older children.

Michael Laris is a designer of playground
equipment for children of all ages which is widely
recognized for its quality and style. In Chapter 2
he describes his approach to designing and most
importantly evolving the equipment to better suit
the needs of its users. He does this by observing
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children playing in the environments he has helped
to create. This gives a fascinating perspective on the
way children play. Through this two key criteria
emerge, firstly, the need for flexibility, so that
children can follow their own personal imaginative
intentions and are not dictated to by overly
descriptive imagery; play is rarely a straightforward
appropriation of adult pre-conceptions. Secondly,
there is a need to consider the details to which
children’s minds and bodies can relate. The
equipment must strike a balance between safety in
use and the need to challenge the child to explore
the limits of their physical dexterity. He describes
the conceptual thinking which goes into his work,
elevating a piece of climbing equipment to part of a
psychological landscape of play and experimentation
which extends development opportunities for those
who use it.

In Chapter 3, Bruce Jilk presents a radical view
of contemporary education which, he argues, is
outdated and does not meet the needs of the
modern world. Instead of providing for a world of
individuals operating within a wider urban
environment, schools have become internalized
ghettos of childhood, cut off from the communities
they are supposed to serve, centrally administered
in a ‘one size fits all’ ethos. He describes an
alternative strategy he helped to devise which has
been used to develop a new school in Reykjavik,
where a whole range of factors such as politics,
society, environment and economics have been
brought into the discussion about the shape of the
new school, its architecture and its curriculum. By
engaging with the community, the process moulds
the school to its individual needs, recognizing it as a
unique community in its own right.

Eleanor Nicholson was a schools inspector in
California before her recent retirement. She
describes a more enlightened approach to school
design in Chapter 4. Drawing upon her discussions
with staff and students over many years she
explains how important the environment is in
complementing the educational and social support
of the pedagogy. She cites a number of key
examples of good school design, which values the
needs of children and forms a lasting impression on
the users. In her view it is important because the
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environment sends out messages about how
children are valued. One historical example is of
particular interest because it gauges the views of
alumni and the positive effects the environment had
in forming and shaping their lives fifty years ago.

Nicholson describes the classrooms at a well-
loved school in Winnetka, lllinois as being ‘humane
and democratic’ because simple needs are
respected, with classrooms having access to the
garden, en-suite WCs and enough space to enable
teaching to take place in a number of different
forms. This allows schools to deal with special
needs within an increasingly individualized society.

In Chapter 5, John Edwards illustrates the
intensive integration of activities and functions within
the framework of this single room, the primary
school classroom, where children aged 5 to 11 years
spend most of their time. Based on observation of
children and their teachers in 40 or so existing
classrooms, Edwards listens to children and
observes the way in which they use their spaces. His
research represents a significant contribution to our
understanding of the way in which classrooms
operate. Here, the views of teachers are particularly
enlightening as they comment on the shortcomings
of their own teaching spaces. In search for a
common language, his work sets out to translate
the misunderstandings which often occur when
architects try to talk about education and when
educationalists try to discuss architecture and space.
The chapter is an ideal briefing tool for designers and
architects embarking on the construction of new or
refurbished classrooms.

In Chapter 6, architect and academic Prue Chiles
describes her work on a research-orientated
building project initiated by the UK government to
explore new educational ideas. She designed one of
Sheffield’s ‘Classrooms of the Future’, where the
needs of children were established as the priority
from the outset, often at the expense of a more
mundane health and safety agenda. Her approach
incorporates a process of deep consultation with
the end users, and an overtly child-centred attitude
to design, which encapsulates the key principles
of designing the inside—outside classroom; a true
landscape for childhood. Her report includes
a commentary on some of the difficulties



encountered when she tried to ‘jump outside the
box’ and develop new innovative educational ideas.

The view that children’s perceptions of space are
different to those of adults is the central premise of
Chapter 7. Ben Koralek and Maurice Mitchell
illustrate a range of initiatives which has been
implemented within the UK over the past ten years,
intended to include pupils in the design processes.
These initiatives have helped to transform the
perceptions of those who have participated. In the
second part of Chapter 7 the authors describe
important case studies where school students have
actually worked with designers on real school
projects. Although full of childlike fantasy, there are
some remarkably grounded ideas to transform
existing and new school environments and to make
them more appropriate for the present and future
generations who will be expected to use them. The
authors argue that as huge amounts of investment
flow into the state education system (within the
UK), the need to get it right has never been more
critical.

Creating a landscape for physical exploration
was a concept | understood very clearly as being
of tremendous value for young children, through
my own design work. But what about older
children?' What additional factors, whether they
are environmental, technological or pedagogical,
come into play as children grow and develop?

Over the age of seven, children may begin
to explore landscapes in a less physical way,
nevertheless the extent to which the environment
encourages play and enquiry can have a similar
cognitive benefit. As the physical dimension of
younger years play gives way to a more intellectual
independent engagement during the teenage
years, the importance of fantasy and imagination
should not be overlooked. Older children still
need to explore new and challenging ‘metaphorical
landscapes’.

We can include new digital culture as part of
these ‘landscapes’. Other social landscapes also
need to be considered. For example when people
can sit together in school and share lunch, this can
have tremendous social benefits especially when
linked to a healthy eating regime. The sustainability
agenda can and should become an essential part
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of the experience of school architecture, so
that students pick up important messages about
their environment reinforced through explicit
architectural expression.

Architecture can, and should, go beyond the
merely functional. The richer and more stylish
it is, the more likely it is to turn older children
onto education and learning, and perhaps
most importantly encourage meaningful social
interactions. However, we are not concerned here
exclusively with school buildings. Although there
is no other activity which occupies as much of a
child’s life as that involved in attending school,
other aspects of children’s time impacts on their
development. In this respect we felt we needed
to consider the home environment. We must
remember that the context of the school is its
community — urban, suburban or rural.

Computer games also play an increasingly
important role in the lives of children at home.
Many young people playing games with realistic
animated landscapes, which can be explored, spend
significant amounts of time hunched over a
computer console. In Chapter 8 | will describe
some of these games and assess their effect on
the contemporary culture of childhood. Other
aspects of digital culture are also informing the
lives of our children. New educational strategies
at schools place ICT at the heart of the process.
To a certain extent this too is a generational issue.
At least as adults we have, during the course of
our lives, accumulated direct experiences for
ourselves (largely without the aid of computers)
and hence have a perspective formed alongside the
virtual realm. Increasingly, however, our children’s
experiences of the world are effectively second-
hand, communicated through a voracious
electronic landscape, detached from the real
physical landscapes of earlier childhood experience.

Continuing this theme in Chapter 9, Helen
Penn describes how confined children are
today, restricted by a health and safety agenda,
which emphasizes the need for constant adult
surveillance at the expense of independent play and
exploration. Arguably, there has never been so
much control imposed upon children as there is
today. This is tending to diminish the quality and
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scope for independent imaginative play, and the
uses children had previously for chance play in
‘found’ (mainly) urban places around the city, and in
previous centuries, within the surrounding
countryside. Today, most children are simply
never permitted the freedom to explore the
areas around their home freely. Less freedom is
creating a generation of children over-anxious
about their external environment. A survey
indicates that in 1989, 62 per cent of primary-age
children walked to school. A decade later it
was only 54 per cent.? There is growing concern
that youngsters are losing their connection with
the natural environment because they have limited
opportunities to play and learn outside controlled
zones like the home or the school.

As Penn asserts in Chapter 9, it is a widely held
view amongst many commentators and parents
that health and safety legislation relating to
children’s environments is limiting their capacity for
free imaginative play. In Chapter 10, Judith and John
Hicks take these concerns and place them in the
context of a modern world which must legislate for
risks and hazards, as never before. They describe

lllust C

Children playing in the
street (Hulton Getty:
reproduced with
permission).

Play streets. Young boys
playing cricket in
London’s East End, 1929.
In streets like these, motor
cars were almost
unknown, pavements
made a firm playing
surface, and lamp posts
were excellent wickets or
goal posts.

the basic principles which designers must adhere
to and place these into a historical context. They
explain the basic rules for evaluating safety and
developing good design strategies for children’s play
parks. They go some way towards defining exactly
what ‘child friendly’ means and set out the rules
which ensure that the environment complies with
the legislation. They will argue that whilst children’s
safety must always be paramount, this is by no
means incompatible with the provision of well-
designed imaginative play spaces that encourage
both independence and collaboration.

In Chapter 11, Susan Herrington describes the
approach to procuring a new schoolyard in a suburb
of Vancouver. The schoolyard is intended to provide
a centre for the wider community in general as well
as a safe but stimulating area for school pupils. A
recent international design competition run by the
author attracted 270 submissions from throughout
the world. They were challenged to create an
interactive sustainable environment which would
help to put adventure back into play and learning.
This chapter will describe the concept behind the
original competition brief and outline some of the



author’s concerns about the external environment
around the school, and the messages it sends to
children about their place in a fragile world.

Most of the contributors are also parents with a
wealth of practical experience regarding the well-
being of their own children. Catherine Burke is no
exception and she explores a concern for many
parents at present; that is the quality of food our
children consume both at home, in the urban
environment and at school. Chapter 9 explains
the pivotal role food should play within the
educational curriculum and the physical shape of
the school itself. Certainly when visiting most
Italian childcare centres where lunchtime is usually
a pure gastronomic pleasure, organized almost as a
ritualistic event, one is starkly reminded of how our
own fast food culture has diminished our children
physically and socially. She has visited a number of
inspiring international examples of what is currently
happening in the edible landscape of schools. She
reports on her findings.

It will be apparent from this brief description
that the views expressed are largely consistent with
the principle that in the modern world, children
should be seen AND heard. As editor | would like
to complete this introduction with a summary of
two concerns which have emerged over the past
decade from my own personal experiences both as
a designer of children’s environments and as a
parent. Both concerns relate to the nature of
education and care. One is my view that education
(within the UK) is failing many of our children
because it does not match the needs of individual
children closely enough; secondly, that children
benefit from an environment which challenges
them to adopt independent behaviour from the
earliest years. Both of these views are illustrated by
examples of what | consider to be excellent
innovative design for children which also has
considerable benefits for the wider community.

1. Education in the UK: small is
beautiful

In the UK, daycare remains the preserve of two
social types, each at opposite ends of the wealth
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divide. Firstly, for the children of relatively well-to-
do working parents who can afford to pay for
private and very expensive daycare; secondly, it is
reserved for children of the non-working poor,
who benefit from free daycare through services like
Sure Start, who provide targeted, fully subsidized
family provision directed towards the poorest
communities in Britain.

Daycare is not available for the majority of lower
to middle class children simply because it is
unaffordable.? Parents of these children continue
to go out to work. What happens to their children
before they are admitted to mainstream school
aged 4! The reality is they are ferried around
between friends, neighbours and relatives, they
attend shoddy part-time facilities in church halls, or
part-time sessions in mainstream school nurseries.
Through this experience they may feel marginalized
and uncared for, as they learn to survive in a regime
where they understand that parents simply cannot
cope with their need for love and nurturing, which
only time and space can provide. In a society where
a market place for labour consumes people’s time
voraciously and dictates that parents work long
hours, young children pay their own price. The
allocation of wealth in these Anglo-American
societies is largely based on non communal anti-
social values.

However, from the age of five (or in some cases
aged four), children spend much of their time in
school. Primary school is a good experience for
many children. Up to the age of 8 or 9, most of
these young people will behave well and work
harmoniously within a nurturing setting. Further up
the education line, just when children have found
their feet, they have to move on, to a secondary
school. For the most part, they and their parents
will get another stark reminder of the market place
which prevails in education. If their parents can
afford it, some lucky children will be taken out of
the state sector at the age of eight or eleven and
sent to private schools. There, class sizes will be
small, with specialist support for those who need it
and perhaps most importantly, a good quality
environment. Alternatively, parents may be lucky
enough to find themselves living in a middle class
area with a good local school, which maintains its

Xi
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standards by selecting children who fit the middle
class profile. What happens to the remainder? They
will almost certainly experience extremely poor
education because it will be carried out in old run-
down buildings with poor facilities in class sizes
which are too large to cater for diverse social and
educational needs. In an environment which one
teacher describes as ‘continuous low level
insubordination’, the minority of bullies will be
allowed to hold sway over the majority of students
and thus establish an anti-education culture. This
drowns out the needs and aspirations of those
receptive students who want to have a decent
education. Children in these places will dwindle
their class time away, until they come out at the
other end with half an education. Another teacher
puts it more emotively:

... in my own school what finally makes me break
down and cry is the quiet child who sits through all
the abuse and sexual garbage littered throughout
every lesson and break, six hours a day, five days
a week, and comes to me at the end of the lesson
and says: ‘What was that X squared, miss?’ He is
the one | have flashbacks remembering at two in
the morning.*

As an architect working solely in the education field
(and therefore someone who visits lots of schools
and talks to many teachers), my perception is that
modern education is fine for students of above
average self-motivation and self-discipline, but it
damns the rest. It also damns the teachers. A
recent report on secondary school teachers in the
UK indicates that they are spending so much time
dealing with worsening pupil behaviour that they
are battling to ‘be allowed to teach’.> This
independent report shows how fundamental rights
of teachers within the UK are being ignored, as
they are forced to work in cramped, overcrowded
environments full of abuse and threatening pupil
behaviour. How often teachers are criticized for
poor performance yet the most basic architectural
function, that of having enough space within the
teaching environment to fulfil their task, for
example, is denied to them. Many schools do not
even provide staff with office space to carry out
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lesson preparation. As for more sophisticated
lifestyle props, such as gyms for use at lunchtimes,
these are unheard of; yet consider many
contemporary office buildings which provide such
facilities as part of a sophisticated support system
to retain and promote the well-being of their staff.
Today schools still rely on a conveyor belt approach
to education, in a world which is geared towards
the individual.

Many of our political leaders lecture us about
creating a market in education based on ‘choice’ as
being the way to go. Yet for the majority there is
still simply no choice. Aged 11, children look in vain
for hope in these chaotic places and for many there
is very little hope to find. There is simply not
enough specialist care and attention being spent on
the state education system to reach those children
who really need support, for their benefit and for
the well-being of society as a whole. The real needs
of children, and in particular their parents, are largely
ignored in all of this, and the new replacement
buildings for education which are coming on stream
within the UK seem to be at best peripheral, at
worse reinforcing of the status quo. This is a
pessimistic view admittedly, however it feels like an
accurate one from where | am observing.

| wish to emphasize here that | am no collectivist
willing to sacrifice his own family wealth to the
education and well-being of other people’s children
through higher taxation. Like most other people
brought up in the new global market place, my
motivations are in the main selfish. | am lucky
enough to be able to send my children to private
education or in the case of the youngest child, to a
religious well-funded selective school with good
facilities where respect for teachers is enforced.
The onus is placed on parents to ensure their
children comply with rules and discipline. Feckless
parents will be found out, and their children will be
dumped out of the school to return to the local
comprehensive. Everyone understands the rules;
break them and you are out. However, through the
misty memory of my former liberal past, | still
regret that much of the mainstream education
system is highly flawed, with little compensatory
funding for schools with educational disadvantages.
These schools, particularly at secondary level, are



failing our children and those teachers who must
put up with challenging and disruptive behaviour.
What is the main problem?

It would appear that education is playing to a
tune of bygone times. Education within the UK, in
its basic structure, has hardly changed since the
nineteenth century; it is largely conducted in class
sizes of around thirty students, organized in a
hierarchical form, with children all in age-related
‘squads’. Yet society has changed. For example, the
relatively recent transformation of communications
technology makes the world a far more intimate
place, yet at the same time one which is incredibly
complex and in many ways chaotic. In his seminal
book on children’s digital culture, Douglas Rushkoff
puts it in somewhat extreme terms:

... The degree of change experienced by the past
three generations rivals that of a species in
mutation. Today’s ‘screenager’ — the child born
into a culture mediated by the television and
computer is interacting with his world in at least
as dramatically altered a fashion from his
grandfather as the first sighted creature did from
his blind ancestors ... .

There are many other aspects of children’s material
culture which have altered out of recognition.
However there is little new educational practice
which truly reflects this seismic shift. Even recent
initiatives such as the UK Government’s ‘Schools
for the Future’ document, shows little real
innovation taking place.” It is full of colourful images
wrapped up in seductive computer graphics which
tend to disguise the reality of the architectural
structures described. For example, the projects
featured maintain the closed classroom format,
each one accessed from a long dangerous corridor.
And it is an understandable outcome reflecting a
centralized educational curriculum which has
barely changed in a century. For example Richard
Aldrich compared the new National Curriculum
introduced in 1988 to the old Board of Education
regulations issued to state secondary schools in
1904:

... There is such a striking similarity between
these two lists that it appears that one was simply
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copied from the other, although the term ‘modern
foreign language’ in the 1987 excludes Latin
which featured prominently in the secondary
school curricula of 1904 .... Thus in essence the
proposed national curriculum in so far as it is
expressed in terms of core and foundation
subjects, appears as a reassertion of the basic
grammar school curriculum devised at the
beginning of the twentieth century by such men
as Robert Morant and James Headlam ... . This
curriculum is now extended to primary and
comprehensive secondary schools ... .8

Thus a dumb, boring, rigid, educational conformity
dictates the main architectural straight-jacket for all
new school buildings within the state sector. School
buildings are for the most part antiquated, or in the
case of new schools, of fairly shoddy quality. As a
result, schools do not inspire their people; they are
always constrained by limited budgets and lesson
plans which carve the student’s day up into
arbitrary snapshots, so that each student can get
round and get their bit of art, maths and english,
etc. To quote again from Rushkoff: ‘If like immature
children, we steadfastly maintain our allegiance to
the sinking, obsolete institutions of the past, then
we will certainly go down with the ship.’

Today, what makes a good school is the people,
the structures and the ethos that they promote
through their care for the individual, and his or her
individual needs. Part of John Edward’s research in
Chapter 3 illustrates the reality of how little time
teachers spend with children on individual tuition in
a class of thirty (approximately 45 seconds per
pupil per lesson).

A good building will help to raise standards
generally, however, it will not change the condition
of those unruly students who for whatever reason
feel bored and alienated from education, and in
many ways, from polite society as a whole. Their
behaviour is learned and mimicked from a
combination of too much trash culture, poor
parenting and lack of discipline and mutual respect
shown in society as a whole. It is the role of
education to win these people round in order that
they can play an active and fulfilling role in society.
Part of the need for this is to prevent them from
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lllust D

(@) Floor plan shows a number of
spatial ideas which emerged from
the participatory process including

Hot Pods, multi-use rooms shared
by four classrooms, and Arts First,
positioning art studios and the
gallery space at the front of the
building. Gallery space adjacent
to the art studio with moveable
wall panels to create flexible art
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(b) Architects Weisz and Yoes’
photocollage shows the school’s
entrance. Children will literally
take to the street as the school
utilizes the dead end street as a
playground. The former factory
building now has a colourful new
facade.

(©) Internal views with retractable ‘up
and over’ walls to provide a fully
flexible environment. Published
from Adam Lubanski material.

school In an oid tactery for 8 urigue

ledbySam Wiz + Yoes Archiects, commitied
Sebruarts LT ¢ seaff icips

e ~the full
philasophy plan. Thes the work of the Bronx Arts boaed, stalf, and wdent,

basis of

the ke tramsision from design workshop to architect's

of the architects d their

Aagsrooma. &
floceplate and forced 1o rely on

ch greates Rty i detesmicing

e flot lapoust.

Xiv



jeopardizing the education of others. Education
must go further, it must be better, it must be
innovative, it must in some localities spend more
of our money to compensate for poor social
conditions and most importantly, it must be local.

In the Netherlands, a debate emerged from the
beginning of the 1990s as to how best to address
the issues facing schools in areas of high economic
and social disadvantage. So-called compensatory
funding, directed towards areas of high migration
from the 1960s had not really worked and it was
recognized that a less centralized more municipally
based system would better address the particular
needs of each locality.

An Educational Opportunity Policy was launched
in February 2000 which directed funding towards
the grass roots. Part of the deal meant that

lllust D (Extended caption)
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municipalities had to confer with school governing
bodies to draw up an action plan to realize a
coherent compensatory policy. However, specific
research in each school became the starting point
for this planning. By asking the right questions they
endeavoured to identify the real problems which
required solutions. A mirror was held up to the
schools through dialogue based not just on
inspection evidence, but also on pupil and teacher
interviews, classroom consultations and other
supplementary data.

This is a real turnaround in policy, and
recognizes that society is more dynamic than ever,
repeatedly subject to major changes. The approach
offers an evolving process which is not set from
the centre, rather it grows organically from the
community itself. ‘... With the school as the

Innovation in the design and procurement of schools. Bronx School for the Arts is a public charter elementary
school that opened in the South Bronx last year. The school is founded on the principle that arts education is
critical to human development and learning and is the creation of a grass roots team of educators, parents
and community residents. Bronx Arts is located in the Hunts Point area, a growing community surrounded by

an industrial neighbourhood.

The selection of the school site was particularly important. A number of criteria were established including
its location in the heart of the community and its proximity to the school’s partner, Bronx Arts Community.
Also, space for a pre-school was required, a single-storey building for accessibility, large column spacing for
flexibility and the potential for some outdoor play space. Therefore a former factory building was selected
which was robust enough for conversion rather than demolition.

A deep participatory process included parents, children and community residents all coordinated by the
developers, Civic Builders, and the architects, Weisz and Yoes Architects.

They came up with the following community design guidelines:

» achieve a balance between order and spontaneity

« emphasize spillover spaces for small groups

« cluster classrooms to share multi-use spaces for small group work

» produce flexible spaces driven by an openness to change and opportunities to partner

« create spaces that allow teachers to function as professionals and support parents as partners in education

« display artworks throughout the school including privileged spaces for gallery shows, ‘free’ spaces for kids to
design and display spaces for teachers, community members and artists

« incorporate the community experiences into a coherent approach to the school facility

+ provide colorful light-filled playful and textural experiences

- promote the healthy development of children.

The process has enabled an interesting mix of public and private finance to create a small-scale facility

right at the heart of the community with a walk in off the street feel. This is also a very economical project to
build and maintain and most importantly the stakeholders have had a genuine say in its shape and develop-
ment. Currently, people are much more aggressive in defining the places where they live, their locality. This is
an example where the local community fook the initiative - the scheme is both site-specific and user-specific.
It develops connections with the surrounding community, has a sense of arrival and is inherently secure, yet
welcoming. It provides a variety of individual and group learning places which encourage connections across
age divides.
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starting point, and choosing concrete objectives,
there are guidelines for the actions that schools can
take. Leaving the choice with the schools
emphasizes their autonomy and uniqueness. There
is after all, no universal recipe for tackling
educational disadvantage.'® Our extended caption
on the Bronx School for the Arts in New York
is a case study which recognizes the need for
schools to grow out of the local community rather
than sitting beside it, closed, separate and
autonomous.

2. Metaphors for play: innovation
and risk

Ten years ago | visited an exciting new children’s
daycare centre in Souest, Netherlands. | observed
that if children were allowed, they would spend as
much time as they could outdoors, in any kind of
weather. | noticed that in this particular setting,
even when children were not allowed to go
outdoors, they still sought to utilize the whole of
the interior environment. They would, if permitted,
explore linen cupboards, climb stairs (or any type
of feature which enabled this to occur), set up
games in corners and niche areas, and mount stairs
to access high level walkways. All of these features
were fundamental to the architectural experience
at Souest. This determination to explore is, |
surmized, an essential ingredient for learning and
healthy social development.

What this design succeeded in doing was to
create situations which afforded children a sense
of adventure where they could test their mental
and physical coordination with a strong illusion of
their own independence. | noticed how children
were engaged in their own self-generated activities,
played out in different corners and areas of their
daycare ‘landscape’. | concluded, that for young
children in particular, there was no perceptual
difference between an exterior landscape and an
interior landscape. Indeed, children would relate
to both in similar ways if allowed.

Perhaps the key dimension of this was the
process of listening and hearing the views of
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children which had largely dictated the framework
of its architectural development. For Venhoeven,
the children’s voices were what he needed to hear
loudest. Ultimately children’s needs dictated the
form of that labyrinthine, multi dimensional
environment to create a really child-centred design.
This, in my experience, is a rare and inspiring
convergence of educational and architectural
wisdom.

The architect had deliberately diminished
what he considered to be an overpowering health
and safety agenda which threatened to stifle
imaginative creativity with layers of bureaucracy
and restrictions. By and large, most children’s
environments, nurseries and schools are predicated
around a narrow health and safety agenda limited
by cost constraints. New and existing nurseries and
childcare centres are generally of a very poor
quality compared to most other public buildings.
Small buildings with small budgets do not usually
allow adequate resources to be devoted to areas
such as developing a meaningful strategy for
consultation with the end users within the design
process. As a consequence, these buildings are
often designed to a lowest common denominator.
In the worst cases they adopt a quaint adult
perception of what children’s architecture should
be; this then is ‘bolted onto’ the building as
something of an after-thought, perhaps with the use
of very explicit childlike references such as teddy
bear door handles or decorations which are over
elaborate, or perhaps by utilizing strident primary
colours which are aesthetically poor. All this does
for children is to patronize them and to make them
feel as small as they obviously are. Children, young
or old, know good design when they see it. They
are aware of quality. This is particularly so for the
older age ranges where they want to be seen on
stylish play equipment.

Elsewhere, beyond the confines of the childcare
centre or the school, an urban environment has
evolved which offers only moderate benefits to
modern childhood. Looking back it seems that little
has changed. In The Theory of Loose Parts, Simon
Nicholson (1971), son of artist Ben Nicholson
and sculptor Barbara Hepworth, wrote an article
about the importance of creativity for children
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participating in play schemes. He called his article
‘How NOT to Cheat Children — The Theory of
Loose Parts’. In it he made a number of key
observations regarding the lack of involvement
children have with the design of their spaces.
Although published thirty years ago, it remains a
cogent reminder of the importance of young
people’s participation in the design process, and in
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llust A

The childcare centre at
Souest, Netherlands
designed by Ton
Venhoeven. A challenging
‘landscape’ for early
years’ play and learning.
The children perform
gleefully for my camera,
running up and down this
stepped ramp, with the
adult carer reloxed and
impassive. Today health
and safety guidance
coming from most
education authorities in
the UK would ban such a
potentially hazardous
feature. (Photos: Mark
Dudek.)

the scope they have to modify or change their
spaces subsequently.

One particularly interesting section of his piece
is worth repeating here:

In any environment, both the degree of

inventiveness and creativity, and the possibility of
discovery are directly linked to the number and
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lllust B

(@) The main
entrance atrium
has high quality
graphics; images
of every student
personalize the
space.

Extended caption

The Bexley Academy, a new secondary school designed by Foster and Partners. It is an environment which
treats children with respect. Walk through the doors of Bexley and the interior immediately feels more like a
corporate headguarters than a school. From the entrance and reception desk, visitors have views into a large
top-lit atrium space and beyond to the restaurants, meeting rooms and classes, many of which take place

in open-plan areas. Even fraditional closed classrooms are highly glazed to make the activities tfransparent
and visible. Each classroom appears to be filled with flat screen Apple Macs with teachers standing at
interactive white boards. These buildings are lavishly appointed particularly in information and communication
technology.
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lllust B

(b) The teaching
atrium with an
art lesson taking
place outside the
confines of a
traditional
classroom.

Extended caption (confd.)

The scheme is organized around three top-lit, glazed courtyards, each with a different functional theme;
there is the entrance business court (designed like a mock trading floor), a fechnology court and an art court.
Users are constantly aware of the whole school community simply because they can see what everyone else
is doing. No hiding behind the bicycle sheds here.

According to the lead architect, Spencer de Grey, the scheme sponsors took some lessons from the
architect’s own office layout, which consists of open-plan working areas with discrete bays off the main
spaces to provide for quieter more contemplative activities. ‘The main emphasis is on tfransparency to create
a different slant on the normal educational experience,” he says.

That ‘different slant” is conditioned by the fact that city academies depend on business for an element
of their financial support. They receive preferential public funding in return for concentrating on a particular
curriculum, so supporting a key plank of the UK government’s education strategy - specialism in vocational
subject areas. (All photos by Nigel Young, Foster & Partners.)

kind of variables in it... it does not require much professional  artists,  architects, landscape

imagination to realize that most environments
that do not work (i.e. do not work in terms of
human interaction and involvement) such as
schools, playgrounds, hospitals, day-care centers,
international airports, art galleries and museums,
do not do so because they do not meet the ‘loose
parts’ requirement; instead, they are clean, static
and impossible to play around with. What has
happened is that adults in the form of

architects, and planners have all the fun playing
with their own materials, concepts and planning
alternatives, and then builders have had all the
fun building environments out of real materials;
and thus has all the fun and creativity been stolen;
children and adults and the community have been
cheated and the educational-cultural system
makes sure that they hold the belief that this is
right. How many schools have there been with
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chain link and black-top playground where there
has been a spontaneous revolution by students to
dig it up and produce a humane environment
instead of a prison."!

His polemical thesis reminds us of the arid
scaleless school buildings which many of this
generation’s parents grew up in. A lot of these sites
are still in use today and in Chapter 5 Ben Koralek
and Maurice Mitchell describe how they worked
with children and architect students incorporating
their joint thinking into a scheme to adapt a
number of Victorian Board School spaces to make
them fit and inspiring places for modern education.
This chapter, which is central to our publication,
reminds us of the need to interact with children
as much as to instruct them. The best form of
architecture for education is the result of an
informed dialogue between teachers and children,
where children feel that they can have an active
involvement in the decisions which shape their
lives. The architecture is the third dimension, which
creates the whole.

My aim with this book therefore is to stimulate
more debate about education and its context,
buildings and processes which take place there
through the views of children. The contributors are
drawn from a range of disciplines which are not
specifically architectural. As a consequence, language
and general terms of reference are not always
consistent with the overall architectural theme.
However, through this inter-disciplinary approach,
| hope to encourage better understanding of key
issues which contribute towards the landscapes
of childhood. What | am clear about is that the
current education dictates, upon which many
school buildings and dedicated children’s landscapes
are predicated, are not fit for the twenty-first
century.

Each one of our contributors has been asked to
consider the evolving nature of children’s culture
and the environments within which it is currently
being played out. Children spend a great deal of
their waking lives in daycare facilities and at school,
as parents are often engrossed in wall-to-wall
work. This places an emphasis for architects and
planners to consider the needs of children in a new
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light. Arguably, the children’s environment must be
conceived of as a ‘world within a world’; it should
be a special place with all the aspects that make the
environment a rich landscape for exploration and
play. And this ideal should apply well beyond the
nursery.

In the childcare centre he designed in Souest,
architect Ton Venhoeven had deliberately
incorporated ramps, terraces and level changes
which encouraged children to climb and explore,
just as they would in a natural landscape; indeed
Venhoeven explained that his inspiration for that
interior had been his own childhood play area, a
wild rambling garden around his house which had a
large wooden boat marooned there, a long-term
restoration project for his father. As a child, Ton
played in it, around it, and underneath it.

Although the boat never actually made it back to
the water, it fulfilled a crucial childhood fantasy.
When he was subsequently commissioned to design
a new daycare centre within an existing building, the
architect drew on some of his boyhood
experiences. He designed a boat form as a
recognizable part of the children’s play area at
Souest, to create a more dramatic space for
children to explore. This transfer of his childhood
experience had created a rich ‘interior landscape’,
establishing what child psychologist Harry Heft
called affordances, the possibility for children to test
and develop their physical and social skills through
the specific architectural features on offer.’?

Venhoeven’s initial inspiration developed into a
whole host of affordances, which tested health and
safety requirements to the limit. Because of that,
the landscape was extremely rich and challenging,
not just for children but also for the teachers and
carers who used the new building. It has, over the
years, become a positive benefit to everyone
involved, in particular for the children who
attended during their formative years. It is an
environment which trusts children.

It is my strongly held view that most children do
not really differentiate between the interior and the
exterior of a building. To most, the landscape is
simply there to be explored in its own terms, as
and when it is available to them. The freer they are
of adult supervision and the richer the landscape



for exploration, the more benefit that environment
will have for them in developmental terms (until a
painful fall adjusts their adventurous spirit). That is
why the digital environment of the internet holds
such attractions for older children. It is relatively
free of adult control and supervision.

The best landscapes enhance development for
all children. The best form of learning takes
place within an integrated environment of
architecture, technology and teaching, which
comes together seamlessly. If it engages the child,
it will enhance their learning and their social
development in equal measure. The landscapes of
childhood are everywhere, however, today they are
no longer freely available to children. As a result the
real needs of children for freedom and adventure in
their own worlds are censored. VWe must somehow
give this back to them.

Mark Dudek, June 2004

Notes

1 The Pocket Oxford Dictionary describes a
child as ‘a young human being’. Our definition
of a child covers the age range 0-16, recogniz-
ing the reliance most teenagers have to their
parents, even when the relationship they have
may be poor.

2 Stranger Danger Drive Harms Kids, the
Observer, 24 May 2004.

3 Daycare is a full-time care and education which
enables parents to attend full-time work during
the child’s early years. It provides structured
play which is intended to support the child in
its own personal development and unlike part-
time sessional nursery or créche, it requires a
purpose-made environment rich in stimulation
and sensory pleasures.

4 Private Eye Magazine, London, no. 1105, 30
April, p. 14.

5 A Life in Secondary Teaching: Finding Time for
Learning, commissioned by the National Union
of Teachers from independent researchers John
MacBeath and Maurice Galton, Cambridge
University Faculty of Education.
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6 ibid, p. 3

7 Schools for the Future, Department for
Education and Skills, 2004.

8 Aldrich R. (1998). The National Curriculum:
an historical perspective. In (D. Lawton and
C. Chitty eds) The National Curriculum, Institute
of Education, London.

9 ibid, p. 8

10 From OECD Forum on Schooling for
Tomorrow, Futuroscope, Poitiers, France,
12-14 February 2003, Document No 07. The
report provides information note for
Netherlands for the Forum session on Building
an Operational Toolbox for Innovation,
Forward Thinking and School System Change.

11 ‘How NOT to Cheat on Children — The
Theory of Loose Parts’ by Simon Nicholson
published in Landscape Architecture, October
1971, pp. 30-34.

12 For example, Heft cites a smooth flat surface,
which affords or encourages walking and run-
ning while a soft spongy surface affords lying
down and relaxing. Heft, H. (1988) ‘Affordances
of children’s environments: a functional
approach to environmental description’,
Children’s environment quarterly, vol. 5, no. 3, pp.
29-37.
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Talking and listening to children

Alison Clark

Editor’s infroduction

‘In my cave listening to music. It's magic music
from my magic radio.’

This was one response from 3-year-old Gary about
his favourite place in the nursery. The statement
was one of many insights given by a group of young
children, about their views and experiences of
everyday life in their early childhood institution. It
was recorded during a recent research project
implemented by the author.

There is an increasing interest in listening
to children and the importance of children’s
participation when making important decisions
about their lives. Central to this is the need for
children’s views to be heard regarding the form and
shape of their own physical world. These views
are particularly important in relation to the design
of the childcare centre, a space within which many
children in full daycare will spend much of their
formative years.

Listening to young children (in this context,
defined as the under fives), holds particular
challenges for the architectural community, who
often find their design process to be confined by
limited budgets and health and safety frameworks.
These constraints can limit the quality of the
environment, and make it less suitable for young
children. In addition, the restricted framework
within which architects now work makes innovative

new practice within the early years built envir-
onment, increasingly difficult. Considering this is a
relatively new building type for the UK, this is
regrettable. The new generation of Family and
Childcare Centres, many of which are adopting an
interesting mixed economy of public and private
finance, has a duty to explore the architectural
needs of its community through a deeper, more
considered process of consultation with the users."

This chapter explores the development of a
methodological framework, the Mosaic approach,
for listening to young children about important
details of their daily lives. The author looks in
particular at how this methodology can help
designers to reflect on young children’s experience
of place and architecture and enhance their
understanding of exactly who children are, in
relation to the worlds they inhabit.

Of particular importance within the design of
childcare environments are the details. Often
these important features enable them to relate
successfully to their environment so that it
becomes not just a home from home but also a
place of exploration, discovery and developing
environmental awareness. Young children in Alison
Clark’s study described the spaces in a variety of
ways; for example, their associations with people
and past events, with objects, activities, routines,
access, and other crucial factors, which defined
their daily lives. Some were merely functional,
others sensory and others symbolic.
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They were insights, which added a crucial
dimension to the conventional adult view of what
constitutes a place. These observations can be a vital
support for a deeper understanding of children’s
needs within the environment, and a way for
architects and designers to construct an alternative
set of priorities to the current, somewhat
standardized criteria which do not take into account
the particularities of the users and their local context.
As Alison Clark points out, it is an alternative to the
adult view of environment; where the designer can
start with the child’s view, their local knowledge,
their attention to detail and particular visual and
sensory quirkiness, a much more child-orientated
architecture may emerge. This, in my experience as
an architect, has been a particularly useful approach
at an early stage when taking the brief.

Theoretical underpinnings of
the participatory approach

There were three main theoretical starting
points for this research approach, each based on
notions of competency. Firstly, | acknowledged the
importance of the ideas expressed in the emerging

Figure 1.1

Children using a ledge in a
Sheffield daycare facility
(from observational studies
by Simon Pryce): (a) A child
sitting on the ledge is
spotted by her friend;

(b) The friend climbs along
the ledge to take up the
position now being
vacated by the first child.
(By permission of the editor,
Mark Dudek, from Building
for Young Children
published by the National
Children’s Bureau, London.)

sociology of childhood. This supports the view of
children as ‘beings not becomings’. In other words,
their views are not to be ignored because of their
status as young people subservient to adult carers.
Rather they are to be valued and listened to as
authentic individuals in their own right functioning
within a democratic community.

Childhood is viewed as one of a number of
authentic structures within society, as quoted from
Qvortrup et al3 ‘...children have their own
activities and their own time and their own space’.
This proved to be a useful theoretical beginning for
this study, acknowledging that children have
important perspectives to contribute about their
lives in early childhood institutions and elsewhere
within the urban environment. This view of com-
petency is in contrast to other research models,
which can exclude the voices of children:

Children are often denied the right to speak for
themselves either because they are held as
incompetent in making judgments or because
they are thought of as unreliable witnesses about
their own lives.3

Instead, this study views children as ‘experts in
their own lives’ and especially in the understandings
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TOUR OPERATORS CENSORSHIP  PREFABRICATED BUILDINGS  DIGITAL THERMOMETERS  HIGH SPEED  PLAY-

GROUNDS STOP: STATION AHEAD HAVE A GOOD JOURNEY WITH VIACARD  COIN-OPERATED BINOCULARS PANO-

RAMIC VIEWS PRODUCTION SCHEDULES STAND-BY SHOP WINDOWS COMPANY GIFTS GREENHOUSES PARTITION

WALLS FENCES CONTAINMENT WALLS SHUTTLES EVERYTHING INCLUDED BEEPS EMERGENCY BRAKE TURN-

KEY SUPPLEMENTARY LEVIES OBLITERATION SELF-DESTRUCTION END OF THELINE EJECT BANKS DAMS PAUSE

RECEPTION DESK SKELETONS OF BUILDINGS ARMS MANUFACTURERS BUILDING SITES RADAR COVERAGE SUB-

URBAN SUBDIVISIONS DECORATIVE SHEET METAL REMOTE CONTROLLED MISSILES HEAT-SEEKING MISSILES PEAK

HOURS JETLAG HANGOVER SEWAGE SYSTEMS FREE ADS COFFEE TABLE MAGAZINES PHOTOID CHARTER

FLIGHTS ONLINE DATA BANKS ATLANTIC CROSSINGS INSTRUMENT NAVIGATION CARPET BOMBING HELLO?

CAMOUFLAGE CHEMICAL INDUSTRIES PHARMACOLOGICAL RESEARCH LOCAL ANESTHETIC URBAN WASTE COLLEC-

TION TWO SECONDS PANTONE SCALE TYPOGRAPHICAL SETTINGS POST OFFICES CRUISING SPEED CONTROL

SYSTEMS LIGHT POLLUTION ADVANCED CONCEPTS BASEMENTS ACOUSTIC INSULATION BAGGAGE DEPOSIT

RAISED FLOORING MARKET SURVEYS CABLE TENSIONERS MHZ CONTAINERS UNMARKED POLICE CARS TUG-

BOATS DOWNTOWN PIAZZA DUOMO HANGING GARDENS RIVER BARGES SEMI-TRAILERS INTERNATIONAL

EXPRESS COURIER INTERMODAL TERMINAL ~RAILROAD CONVOYS CISTERNS SILOS CARGO CENTER GOODS

STORAGE AUTOMATED WAREHOUSES GOODS HANDLING AREAS ROAD TRANSPORT STATION PARKING EMBAR-

KATION POINT CONVEYOR BELTS CRANES INTERNATIONAL ARRIVALS WATERWAYS ACCESS RAMP SELF-BEARING

STRUCTURES PASSENGER DE-BOARDING DANGEROUS CURVE MEDICINS SANS FRONTIERES ~ENVIRONMENTAL

RECOVERY DEFORESTATION FAST REWIND MASTER MIXERS COMPATIBLE INTERFACES OPTICAL READER POST

BOX NUMBERS [NSPECTION WELL TIME ALMOSTUP  ALUMINUM WINDOW FRAMES PESTICIDES BIRD-WATCHING

WILDLIFE DOCUMENTARIES ELECTRONIC WINDOW SHADES MAKEUP SATELLITES LED RENTALS COLUMNS OF

MERCURY CORE BORING APPROVED SYSTEMS HIGH DEFINITION LOW RESOLUTION NOISE POLLUTION ORGAN-

IZEDTOURS MAGNETIC SUPPORTS WOULD YOU LIKE THE TRANSACTION SLiP? MULTIPROCESSORS UNDO SLOW-

MOVING VEHICLES FULL IMMERSION INSURANCE POLICIES ~ YIELD RIGHT OF WAY PRECAUTIONS WAITING LIST

MEMBERS ONLY DELIVERY SPEED ELECTRONICALLY CONTROLLED GENERATION GAPS PROGRAMMING TIME SLOTS

RATINGS NO PARKING ANY TIME OFFICE HOURS HAPPY HOUR SLOGANS PRESS OFFICE REC MUTE CLEARANCE

SALES BREAKWATERS NIGHTSTICKS ACCESS LANES HEAT SEEKING POWER GENERATION PLOTTER BACK-

GROUND NOISE  BY FAX

and insights they may offer regarding space and the concept of ‘voice’ was important here. These tools
environment.* have been designed to give voice to those who are

Secondly, | looked to Participatory Appraisal to disempowered. In an international development
see how an existing methodology developed to context these methods acknowledge that local
empower adults in communities in the majority of people are the ones best equipped to know about
the world could be applied to young children. The the lives lived in their own places.
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Inevitably there have been some challenges as to
whether these techniques have been used to bring
about effective change. However, as a theoretical
starting point this view of competency was of
interest to those | consulted with at the formative
stages of this study. It was the assumed competency,
which led to the development of imaginative methods
that enabled often-illiterate adults to communicate
their local knowledge within Participatory Appraisal
methods. This same trigger has been the spur for
developing the Mosaic approach with young children.

Thirdly, my background in early years education
led me to consider notions of competency and
young children, referring to pedagogical frameworks
in their totality. The pre-schools of Reggio Emilia, a
region in Northern Italy, have strongly influenced this
study. The theoretical framework for these early
childhood institutions, established by Loris Malaguzzi
in the 1940s, is one of the ‘competent child’ working
within a rich and supportive childcare environment.

Educators in Reggio refer to an image of the
child as a ‘rich child’ who is strong, competent and
active. This view is reflected in the architecture of
Reggios’ childcare centres and in the child-friendly
city itself. The relationships, the routines and the
pedagogy, all speak of an integrated approach to
designing the architecture. Learning is seen as a
collaborative process in which adults and children
search for meanings together: ‘We construct the
meaning of school as a place which plays an active
role in the children’s search for meaning and our
own search for meaning, shared meanings’.> In this
regard the architecture is a fundamental element
of this knowledge and search for social cohesion
within the city and the spectacularly successful
welfare of young children in Reggio.

The Study

The study took place between January 1999 and
June 2000 at an early childhood institution, which
was part of a multi-agency childcare network or
community campus.® This exploratory study on
listening to young children was part of a wider
evaluation of the campus, which includes an early
childhood centre, a parents’ centre and a homeless
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families project. The main focus of the study was
two key groups within the early childhood centre:
children aged 3—4 years in the kindergarten and
children under two in the nursery. Pilot work was
carried out with refugee children attending the
homeless families project. | will explore here the
research carried out with a group of eight children
in the kindergarten group. The children used the
term ‘nursery’ to refer to their institution. | will
therefore use ‘nursery’ to refer to a more complex
early years model in the following account.

Developing the Mosaic approach

The focus of the development phase of this study
was to find methodologies which played to young
children’s strengths rather than weaknesses. This
ruled out certain traditional methods such as
written interview schedules. | wanted to find ways
of harnessing young children’s creativity and
physical engagement with their world. Such methods
would acknowledge what Malaguzzi described
as the ‘hundred languages of children’: the verbal
and non-verbal ways in which young children com-
municate their feelings.”

The approach developed as a multi-method
model. It was important to include a range of
methods in order to allow children with different
abilities and interests to take part. A multi-method
approach also enabled traditional tools of obser-
vation and interviewing to contribute to the overall
picture or ‘mosaic’. There was also the added
benefit for triangulation of the findings across the
different methodologies. The various methods used
were implemented as follows:

»  Observation: narrative accounts of children’s
progress through the day.

*  Child conferencing: a short structured interview
schedule conducted one-to-one or in a group.

*  Using cameras: children using single use cameras
to take photographs of ‘important things’.

* Tours: tours of the site directed and recorded
by the children.

*  Map-making: 2d-representations of the site
using children’s own photographs and drawings.

* Interviews: informal interviews with staff and
parents.



The first tool used in the sequence was observation.
| chose to use narrative accounts based on written
descriptions of episodes of a child’s play. The use of
learning stories in evaluation in the New Zealand
early years programme, Te Whaariki, was an
important influence here (Ministry of Education,
1996). | used two questions as the basis for my
observations: ‘Do you listen to me? and ‘What is
it like for me to be here?’.

This form of observation allowed me in as the
‘inexpert’ who is there to listen and learn from the
children. This form of participant ethnographic
observation is similar to the technique used by
Corsaro (1985, 1997) to reveal details of the lives of
pre-school children.® Observation is an important
part of listening, but it still relies on an adult
perspective on children’s lives. | was also interested in
pursuing participatory ways in which young children
can convey their views and experiences.

Child conferencing provided a space for
including formal conversations with children about
their early childhood institution. This structured
interview is based on a schedule developed by
the Centre for Language in Primary Education in the
1980s. The questions | used were adapted from the
interview schedule used by the head of the nursery.
The fourteen open questions ask children why they
come to their nursery, what they enjoy doing or
dislike or find hard. Some questions focus on
important people, places and activities. There is the
opportunity for children to add other information
they think the interviewer should know about their
institution. | carried out the child conferencing with
a group of children in the nursery twice over a four-
month period. The children were able to listen to
their previous responses, reflect on any changes
and add new comments. However not all children
were interested in talking in this formal way. | then
adapted the child conferencing to be conducted ‘on
the move’ so children could take me to places they
spoke of.

Cameras provided a participatory tool through
which the young children could communicate.
Walker refers to the ‘silent voice of the camera’.’
A number of recent studies have incorporated the
use of cameras with older children."® This silent
tool also appears to have potential for use with
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young children. | was interested in exploring their
competency using a camera, as they would be
representing not just objects, but also the context
of that object, in other words, the space itself. The
Daycare Trust in 1998 carried out a similar form of
camera consultation, where children photographed
their ‘favourite things’. | extended this approach to
see if young children could provide a more in-depth
view of life in the nursery using the ‘voice’ of the
camera. | asked children to take photographs of
what was important in the nursery. Single use
cameras proved a useful tool for this age group as
the children could be given freedom with the
cameras without causing adult anxiety about
expensive equipment. The children expressed
pride in the photographs they had taken. Children
who have seen adults taking photographs and
pored over family albums know that photographs
are valued in the ‘adult world’. This is not always
the case with children’s own drawings and paintings.
The cameras gave the children a powerful new
language. They were given their own set of the
photographs. The second set was used by the
children to select photographs to make their own
individual books about the nursery.

Tours and map-making emerged from the use of
the cameras. | was interested in finding ways of
gathering young children’s experiences which were
best suited to their natural ways of communicating.
This called out for an active approach. Tours are a
participatory technique, similar to the idea of
‘transect walks’ which have been used in Inter-
national Development programmes for people to
convey their knowledge of their immediate
surroundings.! The physicality and mobility of this
technique means that it lends itself to being used by
young children. Neighbourhood walks have also been
used to involve children in environmental planning.'?
Langsted (1994) describes a similar approach in the
BASUN Project, a comparative study of the daily
lives of young children in five Nordic countries,
where each 5-year-old took the researcher on a
‘sightseeing trip of his or her daily life’.

Following Langsted’s model, | used issues of time
and space to help structure the walking interview.
Working with children individually, in pairs or
threes, | asked the children to take me on a tour of
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their nursery, beginning with where they entered
in the morning. The children then gave a running
commentary on what happened next, whom they
met and which rooms they went into (or didn’t
have access to). Children were in charge of the tour
and how it was recorded. This involved the children
taking photographs of important places and people,
and making sound recordings of the tours using a
small tape recorder with a clip mike.

Map-making was developed as a way for children
to bring together the material they had gathered
from the tours. Hart also describes the use of
child-made maps:

The method can provide valuable insight for
others into children’s everyday environment
because it is based on the features they consider
important, and hence can lead to good discussion
about aspects of their lives that might not so
easily emerge in words."

Children’s photographs provided the bridge
between the children’s physical experiences of their
environment and the two-dimensional nature of
the map. The maps proved to be an interesting
talking point for other children who had not been
involved in the tours. Thus the mapping exercise
led to more opportunities for talking and listening
to a wider group of children about their nursery,
through the visual language of their maps.
Interviews with staff and parents were
developed as an important part of understanding
young children’s lives in this place. Accounts from
those who know the personalities and daily
routines of the individual children need to sit
alongside the other participatory tools in the
Mosaic approach in order to build a more detailed
understanding of young children’s experiences. The
interview schedule was similar to the questions
used in the child conferencing but the emphasis was
on adults’ perceptions of everyday experience
rather than first hand accounts from the children.
These interviews were particularly valuable when
using the Mosaic approach with pre-verbal children.

Stages in the Mosaic approach
The first stage is where children and adults gather
the documentation; the second stage is piecing

together information for dialogue, reflection and
interpretation.

The focus in stage one is gathering information
led by the children using the tools described above.
Each tool can be used in isolation. However the
strength of this approach is in drawing together the
different methodologies through discussion. Stage
two focuses on this interpretation: staff and parents
now listen to the children’s own perspectives. This
use of documentation has drawn on the process
developed in the pre-schools of Reggio Emilia,
which Rinaldi has described as ‘visible listening’.
Listening is not limited to a two-way conversation
between one adult and a child. Child conferencing
is one of the pieces in the jigsaw which provides
this documentation, but equal worth is given to
children’s photographs, narrative accounts from
observations, recordings of tours, maps and
recordings of role play. Discussions included both
formal and informal exchanges between children
and adults, planned and unplanned. One formal
exchange of ideas, based on the documentation,
took place between parents, the children and the
researcher. This took the form of a planned
meeting to explore the material gathered including
children’s responses to the child conferencing, the
researchers’ narrative accounts from observation,
and children’s photographs and maps.

A formal discussion was also held at a stage
meeting, using documentation gathered by one
3-year-old as the basis for reflection and inter-
pretation. Informal exchanges also took place
between the children who had been directly
involved in the study and other children in the
nursery. This was mirrored by conversations with
staff who had not taken part but who had become
aware of the children’s enthusiasm for the project.

In the following sections | will explore what the
material gathered revealed about young children’s
experience of place.

A Sense of Place?

An important aspect of young children’s lives is
their physical engagement with their environment.
The classic study by Hart (1979)" into children’s
experience of place is relevant here. This was a
two-year ethnographic study of the everyday



experiences of the locality conducted with children
living in New England. His creative responses to
recording children’s intimate knowledge of their
area have been of interest to me in this study. Hart
discusses children’s experience of place in terms of
their place knowledge, place values and feelings and
place use. In a similar way to Hart, | wanted to find
out about children’s knowledge and feelings about
their everyday environment.

Constructing meanings: place use

The young children in this study defined the spaces

according to their associations with people and past

events, with objects, activities, routines and access.
During a child-led tour the children stop at a

door and look in.

Researcher: What'’s this room?

Clare: It’s the Parents’ Room — where people have
their leaving parties.

Researcher: Can we go in here!

Clare: Yep, we can go in there.

Clare, in this account, demonstrates how the
meaning she gave to the Parents’ Room was closely
linked to her memories of past uses of the room
for farewells. Other rooms were associated with
the adults whom children regularly saw working in
those spaces. The office was linked to the member
of staff who was there when the children arrived in
the morning and who was the first adult they met in
the nursery each day. Two of the children had
younger siblings in the nursery. The tours of
important places and subsequent map-making
revealed the spaces where siblings ‘lived’ as
significant parts of the nursery for older children.

Objects

Children also associated rooms with certain
objects or toys which they could play with in those
spaces, as can be seen in the following excerpt from
a child-led tour.

Gary: There are some toys over there and books.
Where are the toys gone! Here they are. Let’s
get them down. Can you get down the truck
with the hook?
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Figure 1.3

An important place in the Windham Early Years
Centre. Sylvia the administrator in her office linked
directly o the enfrance. She is the first person
children meet in the morning, her presence is an
important constant throughout the year. (Photo:
Mark Dudek.)

In this example, a layer of meaning was given to
this room by the particular toy he liked playing
with there. My observations have also shown that
another inside space in the nursery was associated
with the large, soft toy dog, which had been named
by the children and lived in the carpeted area of the
classroom.

Activities

There were specific spaces in the nursery in which
children used the activities experienced there to
describe them. One important space was the music
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room. This was a multi-purpose space, which was
the largest gathering point in the nursery. It had low
windows allowing an open view of the courtyard
and garden.

This room was described as the ‘dancing room’
and ‘the listening room’ as well as the music room.
Most children included this room in their tours
and took photographs of the room in use and
when empty. This room was also associated with
past uses. At one point it had been filled with small
plastic balls, making it a giant ball pool. This was
remembered with affection. It served as an example
of the complex layering of experiences, which
children could recall when revisiting a space.

Routines

Children also added meanings to spaces by the
personal routines which took place there. The ‘fruit
place’ was the phrase used by most of the group
for the space in the conservatory where they had
their mid-morning snack. The conservatory was a
corridor space between the classrooms and the
courtyard. It had several functions, including
storage for children’s coats and hats, as well as
housing display areas and bookshelves. My obser-
vation has reinforced this space as an important
one for the children. ‘Fruit time’ was a relaxed time
when an adult would sit with the children, chatting
and listening to them whilst they prepared the fruit.
In the following excerpt from a child-led tour
the children are sitting in the Orange room during
the tour.

Meryl: We eat our dinners and then (ssh, | want
to talk) | play in here. | eat my dinner. | get a knife
and fork and when we've finished we having
pudding and cake and custard and then we wash
our hands and then we have a partner and then we
play outside.

There was a wealth of detail given by children
about place use in this way. Children’s ability to talk
about the meanings they gave to a place seemed
to be enhanced by talking in the place itself.
Hart found working with older children that ‘place
expeditions’ elicited far more details about children’s
experiences than traditional methods alone. This is
particularly valuable when there is an existing
spatial experience to make reference to, prior to

the design of a new building, no matter how poor
the quality of the existing provision may be.

Access

Spaces also acquired significance according to
whether the children had access to the space or
not. Children remarked that the staff room was a
place they could not go into and were keen to
photograph it on their tours. The kitchen was
another space known to be out of bounds but
signalled as important. Access was also controlled
by adults according to age of the child. The Orange
room (described by Meryl earlier) was a place
where 4-year-olds had their lunch. Each key group
in the kindergarten section of the nursery had
3—4-year-olds together so these children would eat
lunch separately according to age. Meryl had lunch
in the Orange room, but Gaby being 3 had lunch in
the conservatory. Gaby described on the tour how
much she wanted to be old enough to go to the
Orange room saying ‘| can’t wait to get big’

This example supports Sibley’s view that
children’s experience of place is closely associated
with issues of power.'” Adults’ demarcation of
place use by age led to a differentiation of expe-
rience for the children in the group.

Gaby’s comment leads me on to the question of
children’s place feelings and values, which are at times
difficult to separate from knowledge about place use.

Constructing meanings: place

feelings and values

Hart describes children’s experience of place feelings
and values in terms of preferences and fears. | will use
these categories to examine children’s feelings about
places in the nursery. The following excerpt is from a
child conference about favourite places.

Researcher: Where is your favourite place in the
nursery?

Clare: Outside and inside and having fruit time.

Laura: On the bikes.

Gary: Going in my cave, near the big dark trees
[uly]. In my cave listening to music. It’s magic
music from my magic radio [November].

John: The garden. | roll in the green rollers.



Gaby: Inside — the fruit place. We always do singing
there.

Mark: | live in here [classroom] so my mummy
knows where | am. | like playing with the sharks.

Children’s preferences ranged from personal
spaces of imagination or safety to social places linked
to activities as discussed above. Gary was unusual, at
the age of 3, in being able to speak about his
imaginary space. A traditional interview might
however have left me baffled about this secret place.
| took the decision to conduct the child conferencing
with these boys on the move. | became a ‘walking
interview’ (4) or as Hart described it, a ‘place
expedition’. The boys took me outside and showed
me the ‘cave’. It was not a hidden corner as | had
imagined but a curved bench on the grass in the play
area. My observations had indicated that this was a
public social place where children gathered with each
other or with an adult. Gary’s description shows
the imaginative meanings children can give to fam-
iliar objects and illustrates Hart’s descriptions of
children’s personal or phenomenal landscapes.'

Social spaces

Children identified several key sites in the nursery
which were focal points for being with their peers
and sometimes also with adults. The ‘fruit place’
was a shared space for children and adults to
interact together, as discussed earlier. The curved
bench in the garden was another meeting place.
This indicates how the same object or space held
different meanings for individuals within the group.
Gary’s ‘cave’ represented a significant social space
for another child, Cary. She took a photograph of
the bench and included it in her set of important
photos. It represented for her the place where she
used to sit with Molly, her key worker, who had
recently left on maternity leave. The memories
associated with the space still gave this part of the
nursery meaning for Cary.

The large sandpit was a central feature of the
outside play area and acted as a focus for social
interaction. Children in the study took photo-
graphs of the sand and the toys and the features
linked to the sandpit, a wooden bridge over the
sand and a large canopy.
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Another preferred social space was the climbing
frame, tunnel and slide. This piece of play
equipment featured in many of the children’s
photographs. Some children made carefully framed
shots of the slide or the tunnel. Others chose this
play equipment as a background against which to
photograph friends. The photographs were then
used as significant places on their maps.

Private spaces

Children in the study also valued places with a
degree of privacy where they had the ability to
regulate social interaction."® There were few
spaces indoors or outdoors where the children
could exercise this control. One such space was
behind the shed at the far corner of the garden. |
had observed that some children would go to this
corner to play before being asked to move away by
an adult. It was one of the few places in the nursery
where children were out of sight. It did not appear
from my observations to be a space used exclusively
by boys. However, in the group | was working with, it
was Gary and John who identified this space as
important. Gary selected the photographs he took of
the shed to include on his map of the nursery.

The tunnel was another child-only space. It was
small enough for children to regulate who used this
equipment. Several children in the group chose to
take close-up photographs of the tunnel. Laura and
Clare both included these photographs in their
books of the nursery. The tunnel serves as another
example of the multiple meanings given to places:
the tunnel as private space as well as social space.
The tunnel was also a raised space, which was
above the heads of the children. Corsaro discusses
the importance of raised spaces for control. The
height of the climbing frame and tunnel resulted in
a useful vantage point for the children.

Individual landmarks

In addition to the shared spaces which held
meaning for children in the group, this study also
revealed a complex web of individual traces or
landmarks.!” These landmarks ranged from objects
and photographs to people, which summed up
what was important about the nursery for different
children. Younger siblings acted as landmarks for
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two of the children in the group. The child-led
tours indicated that their morning routine of taking
their brother and sister to their place in the
nursery was a significant part of the day. Gary and
Meryl took photographs of their siblings, including
personal objects such as their siblings’ mattresses,
towels and pegs.

Photographs displayed around the building also
acted as individual markers. The staff photographs
near the entrance hall proved to be an interesting
example. The photographs were on a large display
board which showed all the members of staff. Cary
asked to have her own photograph taken on the
tour and placed beside her previous key worker’s
photograph. This was the same child who asso-
ciated the curved bench with previous conver-
sations with this significant adult.

Photographs also provided links to past activities
and events enjoyed by the children. Clare remarked
on a display of photographs taken on a recent
outing to a train station and she took a photograph
of the display.

Children’s own work also acted as personal
landmarks around the nursery. Children leading me
on the tour were quick to point out any of their
work on the walls. They also stopped to show me
their portfolios. These carefully presented folders
held examples of their own work that the children
had chosen with their key workers since joining the
nursery. Children took photographs of memorable
paintings and drawings in portfolios. These
personal details or ‘traces’ of the children’s own
work appeared to have great significance in
developing place identity as well as self-identity: ‘the
history of who | am in this place’.

Place fears

The young children in my study were given direct as
well as indirect opportunities to express negative
feelings about places in the nursery. This can be seen
in the following excerpts from a child conference.

Researcher: Which part of the nursery don’t you
like?

Clare: The staff room ’cos they have their lunch
break.

Laura: | don’t like the boys.
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Gary: That building there and the bridge.
John: Where X’ did a poo.
Gaby: Nowhere.

The direct question in the child conferencing led
to a range of responses. Children interpreted this
question in a broader way than | had anticipated.
Children’s negative feelings towards places included
frustration. The tours and children’s photographs
had clarified the views expressed by some of the
children in the child conferencing that the staff
room was out of bounds. This underlined their
interpretations of the nursery as a place where
different hierarchies operated between adults and
children.

One of the children in the group expressed what
appeared to be fear rather than discomfort or
frustration. These negative feelings were associated
with a past incident involving another child whom
we did not like. John mentioned this incident
several times during the child conferencing. His key
worker confirmed that he was aware that John had
found this disturbing. It was like a negative marker,
which affected John’s feelings about the space in the
past and the present.

Discussion
The Mosaic approach offers a framework for
listening to young children, which reflects the com-
plexities of their everyday lives. This complexity
does not fit well with easily measured targets and
standards. At the time of undertaking the study,
one approach to gathering the views of young users
was by using stickers with ‘smiley’ faces and ‘sad’
faces to express preferences. This shorthand may
be useful on occasions but there is a limit to such a
simplified approach. Children are not in charge of
the questions but only, in a limited way, of the
answers. This seems to be an adaptation of a
consumer model of gathering views designed for
adults — a top down approach. The Mosaic
approach is one attempt to turn this upside down
and begin from young children’s strengths — their
local knowledge, their attention to detail, and their
visual as well as verbal communication skills.

The use of participatory methods with young
children has opened up more ways of



communicating. This contradicts the myth that
researchers and practitioners need to simplify their
approaches with young children. This exploratory
study has shown that there is a need to think
differently and be flexible, but not to oversimplify.
| learned this lesson early on in the study when
describing to the children how to use the cameras.
| explained the procedure for using the viewfinder,
the flash button and how to wind on the film. |
added a comment about keeping the camera still
‘otherwise you’ll get a wobbly picture’. One of the
girls then disappeared with her camera. When |
caught up with her she was taking a photograph of
the sandpit while moving the camera gently from
side to side. When | asked her what she was doing
she replied: ‘'m taking a wobbly photo’.

Participatory tools such as the cameras and the
tours allowed the children to set more of the
questions as well as provide answers. The issue of
contact with siblings was one such question. The
child conferencing did not reveal any details about
this aspect of some of the children’s lives in the
nursery. It only became apparent when the children
walked me to their siblings’ rooms. The par-
ticipatory nature of the tools meant that they
acted as mediators between me as researcher
and the children as informants.'® It was, | found,
the process of using the various methodologies,
which increased my understanding of the children’s
lives.

The notion of ‘interpretation’ raises an interesting
difference between some research and practice
perspectives on listening to children. Within the
research paradigm of the sociology of childhood
there is an acknowledgement of need for inter-
pretation to construct meanings. There is also
recognition that the research task is not limited to
unearthing one ‘true’ meaning. This seems to differ
from some understandings of children’s participation,
where the task is seen as extracting children’s views
as untainted by adult ‘interference’ as possible. | have
tried in the Mosaic approach to set up a platform
where children are given many different opportunities
to express their views and experiences and then to
be part of the interpretation — this search for
meanings. This seems to be of particular importance
when working with young children who are in the
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process of establishing their identities and place
identities. Throughout the study the children were
involved in discussing, reflecting on and reassessing
what it was like to be in their nursery.

It’s not so much a matter of eliciting children’s
preformed ideas and opinions, it's much more a
question of enabling them to explore the ways in
which they perceive the world and communicate
their ideas in a way that is meaningful to
them."?

This view of listening, as part of an ongoing
exploration of the world, presents a challenge
to the designers of children’s daycare centres.
The outcomes will be open ended and open to
interpretation. This calls for a redefinition of listening,
away from a one-off event to meet a prescribed
target, towards an acknowledgement of listening
as an active process of communication involving
hearing, interpreting and constructing meanings. The
effective process will provide significant rewards to
architects who are prepared to listen.

Early years practitioners are in the best position
to listen to the young children in their care. There
is a danger in the target-driven climate of education
design that there is little time to notice young
children’s own agendas, feelings and experience.
There may be a place for a framework such as the
Mosaic approach to help practitioners concentrate
on the small details of the children’s lives around
them. A number of staff could work, for example,
with a group of children, using this approach as part
of their induction. There may also be children
within a group who could benefit from the
opportunities for communication offered by the
different tools. One of the shyest children in this
study took great pleasure in taking me on tour and
in using the camera. Her key worker remarked on
how keen she was to talk about her photographs.

There appears to be practical application for using
the Mosaic approach to change the environment.
As discussed above, this study revealed a detailed
picture of children’s knowledge of place use and
their place preferences and fears. Children could be
involved in recording their feelings about an existing
space. Older children in a setting (3—4-year-olds)
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could be involved in recording pre-verbal children’s
use of the space. This could inform future decisions
about changes to the indoor and outdoor
environment.?’ However, the greatest challenge
within the context of this publication would be for
architects to become engaged in this in-depth
discussion with children at design stage. It provokes
the important question, who really is the client? My
answer would be, the children, together with the
early years practitioners.

Conclusion

This small exploratory study set out to develop
an imaginative framework for listening to young
children. It has involved moving across disciplines
and blending methods. The emphasis has been
on the use of multiple methods, including the
traditional tools of observation and interviewing,
but also investigating the use of participatory
methods with children under 5. The suggestion
from this study, subsequent training sessions and
feedback, is that the Mosaic approach offers new
possibilities for furthering our understanding of
the complexities of the everyday lives of older as
well as younger children.

However, the information gained from children
within the framework of this short study, illustrates
a fascinating range of features which could be
incorporated in to the architect’s thinking in
terms of detail design, and in the distribution of
specific rooms within the framework of the client’s
schedule of accommodation. For example, children
talked of the importance of specific rooms within
the centre where special activities took place, such
as the music and dancing room. This suggests that
children should be permitted time beyond the
confines of their homebase. Meeting spaces and
defined ‘landmarks’ are important. The bench next
to the sandpit was viewed as an important social
space, and the landmark of a display board in the
conservatory was important in developing place
identity and enhanced meanings for the children. It
is clear that these lessons can have real immediacy
for architects developing new strategies for the
design of childcare centre architecture. Children
see the centre as their world, and very much a
landscape of play and discovery.
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Figure 1.4

The author Alison Clark standing at the entrance
to the University Daycare centre in Berkeley,
Cadlifornia. This is an old building dating back to the
1960s, however, it is intimate in scale and uses light
and colour fo create memorable child-friendly
areas. The simple pergola roof structure with
coloured corrugated roof panels welcomes
parents and children with its soft warm lighting.
(Photo: Mark Dudek.)
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Designing for play

Michael Laris

Editor’s infroduction

As | write, another child has been murdered on a
London street. He was robbed for his mobile
phone then stabbed by a gang of older boys. In the
light of urban crime such as this, it is important to
consider the environmental quality afforded to
children living in the city. Play parks, dedicated
children’s areas within the city, are practical
because they can be controlled and therefore made
safe. However, children will only use them if they
are stimulated and engaged by what they find there.
Designing effective environments for play must
be in tune with the contemporary culture of
childhood.

Michael Laris works for Kompan, a manufacturer
of contemporary play equipment which has been
widely recognized for its quality and style, a factor
which is particularly important for older children.
However the author conceives his designs in a
totality, recognizing that play equipment is only
one aspect of the playground environment. In
this chapter he describes the conceptual thinking
which goes into his work, elevating a piece of
climbing equipment to part of a psychological
landscape of play and experimentation which
extends developmental possibilities for those who
use it.

Laris starts his piece with a relatively simple
question ‘what is design?’ and in particular, ‘how do
children use these places which are essentially adult
visions of childhood needs?’. In order to answer this
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he adopts research-based methods, observing
children as they use play spaces, particularly the
spaces he has designed. This information helps him
to modify and transform those spaces so that they
are more in line with childhood aspirations. Change
and evolution are fundamental aspects of his vision,
and the novelty this affords is an essential dynamic
in the definition of his thinking.

This then provides a crucial insight into the
realities of a top designer who sees through the
eyes of a child. This perspective is laced with
fun and wry humour, this attitude being an essential
part of the designing for play. Laris also has a
wider perspective which recognizes that we are
only another layer between past and future; we
build upon the past and set the framework for the
future. In an urban environment which is often
confined and limited by dangers, nothing could be
more important than designing for play.

Intfroduction

Design is primarily about use — imagining, inventing,
drawing and forming things that are useful to
others. It is a complex developmental process that
starts with a vision and ends with a product. In
order to design successfully, one must understand
the user and reconcile all aspects of the user’s
relationship to the forthcoming product. When
working on the design of playground equipment,
many contrasting needs come into play. The safe



Figure 2.1
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Almost anything can be used for play, even church steps in Granada, Spain. (Photos: Michael Laris.)

functioning of the equipment is particularly
important, yet the equipment must also be
challenging to the user. It must also fulfil the
demands of a manufactured industrial product,
being attractive, robust, and affordable, and most
importantly, it must appeal to the user in a deeper,
more intangible way than most adult products. It
must excite the child’s imagination and create a
sense of magic.

For the past seven years, | have worked as a
playground equipment designer. My role has been
to invent new play items for the outdoor
environment. | find this profession highly rewarding
because it brings together two delightful and
inspiring subjects, children and play, and also
because throughout the past seven years | have
been fortunate enough to be able to include my
own children in my daily work. In fact, they have
been the experts, the test pilots, and my toughest
critics. Through them | have been able to enter
the child’s world, and design things for play that
| otherwise could not have.

Understanding the concept of usability, i.e.
making something that has a specific function to be
used by a unique group of people, is essential when
designing playground equipment. In theory, this
task should not be that difficult, as play has few
boundaries and children can use almost anything
for play. The designer’s task should thus be to
discover why some things work well and to
optimize these characteristics. To do so requires

the utilization of a design process wherein factors
such as play value, safety, accessibility, product life
span, and methods of production are considered
from the very start and integrated into the final
design.

In the following pages | will explain in greater
depth the factors of this design development
process and open a discussion around the role of
the designer. | will also illustrate my approach to
design with two play products currently on the
market, explaining the sources of my inspiration
and describing key design principles that support
the child’s developmental growth and ultimately
enable the child to take ownership of the product.
Throughout this chapter, | wish to focus on the
users — the children — and there is no better way
of doing this than by beginning with a story
about them.

Castle or ship?

Most adults, | imagine, recognize the form in Plate 1
and interpret it as a children’s castle. We assume it
is a castle because of the turrets and battlements,
the archway, perhaps the choice of vibrant colours
and, although it is not visible here, the drawbridge
at the front entrance. This product had been
available in another version for many years before
it was revised to incorporate new accessibility
standards. As part of the development process, the
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new updated castle was manufactured, installed
and then tested. As | stood alongside it making
observations during the play evaluation, three boys
came running over and entered the castle through
the main entrance, under the arch. The first boy
ran up onto the upper platforms. The second hid
below in the ‘dungeon’ area. The third stopped at
the portal, took hold of a lever arm, placed there so
that children could pretend to lift the drawbridge,
and shouted, ‘anchors up, we're sailing?’

Sailing? My new castle, sailing? Here | learned
an important lesson — it is not the designer who
decides how a thing will ultimately be used. It is the
children who decide. In this case the boys needed
a ship in order to carry on the game they were
playing. The explicit castle references were of no
relevance to the narrative of their play at that
moment, so instead, the castle became a ship. This
observation made clear to me the crucial need for
designs which are less obvious, more abstract, and
include a diversity of shapes and materials so that
they are open to a wide range of imaginative
interpretations — interpretations made by the
children themselves.

Children are constantly trying out new things.
Their world is a novel experience and investigating
and experimenting with things is their natural way
of being. It is not, as sometimes thought, a
haphazard way of being. On the contrary, children
over two years of age are well skilled at recognizing
their own physical limitations and are usually able
to grade the difficulty of the task they face, taking
on only those risks that they feel equipped
to handle.

They are also critical observers, watching
and listening to older or more experienced
children and adults. When they have gathered an
appropriate level of knowledge about something
that intrigues them, they will try it out. This brings
them new knowledge about their physical and
mental dexterity, which they will apply immediately
to their subsequent cycle of play. In very general
terms, this is what children are doing when
they play. They observe others, try it out for
themselves, analyse what happened, adjust their
actions, and try again. Children are creative
inventors because they can progress through this
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process intuitively, largely unencumbered by the
inhibitions many adults have.

Inventors vs transiators

The photos in Figure 2.2 and Plate 2 were taken in
Barcelona at Guell Park, an important historical
piece of landscape architecture designed by the
great master Antonio Gaudi. It has a complex yet
abstract spatial quality, with interesting shapes and
textures that reflect color and light. On a recent
visit there, | met a group of children who were not
so taken by Gaudi’s masterwork but were however
fascinated by an old crooked tree they found there.
They climbed onto it, sat on it, and explored its
form; they hid behind it and played chase around it.
For the hour of their visit the tree became a centre
of magical activity, the focus of the children’s
developing narrative play. At last, the whole class
sat and ate lunch on and around this tree. The
children used it as a ‘bench-table-climber-balance-
beam’, a functional invention which emerged simply
through their spirited interaction with its strange
sensuous shape. This was just an old tree, however,
it was located within a context that enabled the
children to transform its meaning to meet their
particular play needs. The children immediately
projected their own imaginative interpretation
onto the setting, taking temporary ownership, and

Figure 2.2
An old belt crooked tree ... a wonderful free, in
Guell Park, Barcelona. (Photos: Michael Laris.)



giving it many new uses. One imagines Gaudi would
have approved.

If children are the inventors, what then is the
designer’s role? Designers are the translators. They
are the ones who can give form to something that
will meet the diverse imaginative needs of children’s
developing personalities. Simply stated, designers
translate an imaginative idea into a tangible form,
with colours and materiality that can be freely
enjoyed by the child.

Clearly, the practical side of creativity,
developing imaginative ideas into practical
proposals, is something that children do not do
very well. In my experience, when children are
asked what they would like in their playground,
they usually refer to something they have seen
elsewhere, or something they know well, though
usually requesting a taller, bigger, or faster
version of it. Yet children are good at doing new
things and therefore | have found it worthwhile to
enter into a dialogue with them, not so much
a verbal conversation, but rather a dialogue of
action (by the child) and our own reflective
observation.

Being a designer is in itself a learning process. It
therefore mirrors the children’s pattern of play.
Often by simply watching children at play an idea
forms in the designer’s imagination. An initial sketch
for a new play item can then be drawn or modelled.
From scale models, a full size functional model can
be constructed and children can then test this

Designing for play

model. Observations of children using the
functional model provide new information that can
be used as the basis for alterations. Then, the
improved model is tested again. This goes on again
and again until the design meets all the specified
criteria.

The product in Figure 2.3 went through a design
developmental process as just described. The initial
design was inspired by observations of older
children who were using traditional slides just as
much to climb up, as they were to slide down. The
designers made a curving tube-like form that
children could slide down like a banister or climb
up like a leaning tree trunk. Children were then
invited to test the functional model. Observations
of their play suggested certain modifications; side
handholds were added to use when climbing up,
and a rocking effect was designed to mimic the
movement of a log rolling in water. This made the
activity more challenging yet almost paradoxically
increased the safety and usability of the product.
The equipment could be installed horizontally and
used as a rocking balance beam as well as a slide
and a climbing frame. The product’s sensuous
quality was important from the start so that
children would not be deterred from having full
body contact with its surfaces. This is especially
significant for children with low levels of physical or
visual ability. Overall the product succeeds because
it provides diverse play possibilities, meets the
needs of children in several age groups and levels

Figure 2.3
Slide down, climb up, balance across. (Photos: Kompan.)
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of ability, is safe yet challenging, and is enjoyed
by many.

Design origins

The previous example expressed the importance
of maintaining a dialogue between the users and the
designer and though | stated earlier that it is the
children who are the inventors and the designers
the translators, in fact the design development
process is more complex than that.

Initially, most design projects begin in outline
form, described in a project programme. This
programme usually includes a list of pragmatic
criteria, a budget, and a time frame. A programme
for a new play activity might incorporate criteria for
its size, age group, material, sales price, and level
of customization. Such a programme is just the
beginning of the project and no matter how
detailed the programme is, it does not generate
new ideas on its own. These must come from a
thought generated by an inspired moment. We all
have ideas and we all know that they come to us
at the most unlikely of times. Where exactly they
come from is hard to say, but | find that it is usually
when | am relaxed and away from work, yet still
immersed, albeit subconsciously, in the problem of
invention.

Briefly, the work of the design profession can be
divided into three major groups, ranging from
innovation, to evolution, to formation. Innovation
implies an entirely new symbiosis of form and
function, whereby the user now has the ability to
make use of a function previously unknown.
Evolution describes advances made to a known
function, whereas formation is about giving a new
form to an existing function. As a designer of
children’s play equipment, | am most interested in
the first two areas of design — innovation and
evolution — because it is within these areas that
new functions are developed and where
involvement with the users is critical.

But, what brings about innovation? In my expe-
rience, no idea is created by one independent
thought or vision. Rather, innovation and evolution
are the outcome of a web of ideas and inputs. Some
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are what | would call pragmatic decisions, others
are wholly intuitive. However, functional ideas are
deeply connected to the time and place in which
the design is conceived. In other words, an
innovative idea is the product of a unique synthesis
of people, places, need, and the time at which it is
developed. From this synthesis, new ideas arise in
many different ways.

One such way is via a ‘break-through’ — when
an idea seems to come unexpectedly and out of
the blue. In my experience, break-throughs seem
to come most often when | am doing something
that does not require my full attention and when
my mind is allowed to float and make chance
connections with disparate thoughts. Recently |
met a film writer and producer who agreed with
this theory and confided in me that for a long
period of time his best ideas came when he was
vacuuming. He was vacuuming until his carpets
wore thin. Then one day that ceased to be a source
of inspiration, instead his ideas began coming to
him while he was in the shower. | told him that
oddly enough, my best ideas are also inspired while
showering or at times when biking. The editor,
Mark Dudek, finds the best time for thinking is
when he is jogging. ldeas seem to emerge in the
most unusual moments, not always in time for
deadlines, but most often when the mind and body
are relaxed.

After the initial idea, many months of
development work are required; with designers
usually working in collaboration, ‘ping-ponging’
ideas back and forth. Often it is chance happenings
within the process that lead to the best designs. A
colleague once told me how a mistake led to one
of his best designs. He was working with a partner
who lived in another city. They were developing
a new wood-burning stove, sending drawings back
and forth by e-mail. At one point the partner wrote
that he was very pleased to see the latest changes
that the other had made and he could see that the
modifications made to the stove would greatly
improve its efficiency. My colleague responded that
he had not drawn it with these intended
modifications. In fact, his partner had misread
the drawing. They developed the ‘error’ and it
significantly improved their earlier idea. Generally,



the richer the process, the more chance there is for
the unexpected to occur.

A multitude of factors

An initial idea, whether it comes from a break-
through, by mistake, or by following a specified
design development method, is just the beginning
of the design development process. In the case of
playground equipment, a multitude of factors
beyond form and function must be considered if the
product is to be a success. One of the most
important practical criteria is that the product must
be safe.

There are strict safety codes in place in North
America and in Europe. The North America safety
codes for play equipment are defined by ASTM
(American Standards for Tests and Measurements)
and in Europe by EN 1176. These standards are
intended to prevent unforeseen risks and
hazardous situations, for example, a hole size in
which a child could get their head stuck or a
configuration where a string from a child’s jacket
hood could get caught.

Preventing hazardous situations is mandatory in
relation to the design of playground equipment and
no one would argue otherwise, yet there is a hot
debate as how best to do this. The safety standards
in general describe things in two dimensions, for
example, barrier railings shall be a minimum of
800 mm high, and that there shall be no hole larger
than 8 mm in diameter or no smaller than 25 mm in
diameter. However, playground design is becoming
more spatially complex and often the standards
do not keep pace as new concepts emerge. The
safety standards are based on what has already
been designed and can be inappropriate when
applied to new innovations. This situation adds an
extra challenge, and entails ongoing debate with
safety specialists. Thus when designing new play
equipment it is necessary to have a safety specialist
involved in the design process from the very start.

Another important issue when considering
safety is risk management. This is the term used to
describe one’s ability to assess and manage any risk
and thus avoid a dangerous situation. Being safe is
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about preventing hazards, not about preventing
risk, for risk is always present. Viewed as a
fundamental part of a child’s development it is
essential that each child has the opportunity to
experience situations where the risk level is
appropriate to their skill level. This way a child can
evaluate potential dangers and learn to manage
similar situations as they occur. More and more
often we see caregivers who follow their child
around the playground with one hand under the
child at all times (refer to editor’s introduction).
This is an inappropriate form of protection. If a
child does not have the opportunity to tumble,
fall, and experience accidents and occasional pain,
they will miss an invaluable stage in their develop-
ment. As a consequence of an overprotective
environment, the child might grow to be shy of
physical activity, or clumsy, or possibly even
accident prone as they have not had the vital
experience that is a necessary part of growing up.

A challenging yet hazard-free playground is the
ideal ‘safe haven’ for children to test themselves, to
learn about risk and the limitations of their own
abilities, both physically and socially. With these
skills in place, children have a foundation upon
which to build, giving them the confidence to
overcome all kinds of new challenges in the future.

A second essential factor when designing play-
ground equipment is accessibility. For all play areas
in the United States, US law requires compliance
with the Americans with Disabilities Act Accessible
Guidelines (ADAAG). In The United Kingdom, the
DDA guidelines (Disability Discrimination Act) are
now in place and other similar standards are in
various levels of implementation across Europe.
These standards seek to ensure equal access for all
users. The ADAAG, which is the most detailed of
the accessible standards, outlines requirements for
both ground level accessibility (ramps and paths),
as well as elevated accessibility (access to upper
platforms in play structures). This second
requirement adds great challenges to the design
development process and opens yet another
debate concerning the relationship between access
and safety for all users.

Forming the ADAAG for play areas was a long
and difficult process. Once complete, my fellow
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colleagues (designer Lani Wollwage and child
development specialist Karin Miiller) and | were
commissioned by the US Access Board to explain
the guidelines in a user-friendly booklet.! In general
| believe that the guidelines are a reasonable
compromise of many varying viewpoints; however
one issue that is still unresolved in my mind is the
potential increase in hazards when adding a ramp to
a play structure.

A ramp provides greater access to elevated
platforms but this access cannot be limited to a
specific group. Access is made available for users of
wheelchairs, as well as bikes, mopeds, skateboards,
and two-year-olds. It is clear why children riding
bikes should not be allowed up on the play
structure, however the issue concerning two-year-
olds might not be so obvious. Safety standards
permit more challenging activities for older
children so that play items can be designed to meet
their developmental needs and skill levels. Before
ramps were an issue, designers and safety experts
made sure that a play structure was designed such
that, in order to reach the upper platforms, a child
had to have a given level of ability, a skill level that
would ensure that the child could also navigate
the more challenging activities found higher up.
However, ramps provide an easy access to all
children regardless of age or skill level. This means
that two-, three-, or four-year-olds can easily access
the upper platforms and once there, find activities
that they are not yet experienced enough to
handle. Fortunately, in some cases, the ADAAG
allows exceptions to ramps and | encourage the
profession to use these exceptions as well as to
develop new equally accessible alternatives.

Other factors affecting the design development
process include: engineering, production, sales, and
installation. With regards to engineering, the
product must be able to stand at least 10 years in all
climates and weather conditions, and under heavy
use and abuse, which may sometimes border on
vandalism, and be virtually maintenance-free. To
comply with contemporary production values, the
product must be able to be manufactured, packed,
and dispatched around the world at a reasonable
price, using environmentally sustainable materials
and methods of production. It is also important
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that the product appeals to the buyer, the adults
paying for it, whilst being appropriate and attractive
to the end user, the children. These two criteria are
often in conflict — especially with regards to colour.

Finally, to meet installation requirements, the
product must be able to be easily installed, for
example by parent groups with no previous
experience, and if necessary, be able to be quickly
and simply repaired.

One way to insure that all of these factors are
addressed and integrated throughout the design
process is to assemble a team of specialists, which
from the very outset, have the experience to
contribute ideas, negotiate compromises, make
decisions, and take action to make the product
development process work on all levels. In the
years that | have been working as a playground
designer, | have been fortunate to be part of such
a team and in the next section | will introduce
two products that were designed by the Kompan
Design Team and developed by Kompan’s
International Product Development department. |
will also describe the design development process
behind them, and touch on some personal sources
of inspiration.

Product one - the long story

The two products that | will discuss here, the
Minkar and the Supernova, were developed as part
of a product series called Galaxy and, in my
opinion, each product holds a significant place in
the history of playground equipment. As lead
designer of this design process, | shall do my best to
remain objective as | describe these two products
and the concepts behind them.

As | mentioned in the opening page, it is crucial
to understand the user group and in the case of the
following two products, the target group is the 6- to
12-year-olds i.e. primary school age children. These
children have already mastered the basics of
climbing and balancing and require more complex
spatial arrangements to further develop their skills.

The first product that | will describe began with
an idea that came to me late one night when | was
sketching ideas for the second development phase
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Figure 2.4

Meteor Shower - the first step fowards Minkar - an initial sketch and a 1:1 model. (Sketch and photo:

Michael Laris.)
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Figure 2.5

A small plate is welded to the beam and two identical half parts capsulate a ball at the end of the rope or

support pole. (Sketch: Michael Laris; Photos: Kompan.)

of Galaxy. It was a simple idea of hanging a series
of ropes down from a curving beam and attaching
various objects to them, so that children could
climb through them, rather like Tarzan swinging
through the vines of the jungle. Since the product
series was called Galaxy, | decided to call this play
activity the Meteor Shower as the objects attached
to the rope seem to float in space.

After the initial concept was drawn, a 1:10
scale model was quickly made. These models are
important tools in the initial phase of design
because it is much easier for the development team
to discuss relevant issues when handling a model
than it is when looking at a set of sketches.
The sketching phase, therefore, is very short. On

the other hand, literally hundreds of models are
made that go through a strict process of evaluation
based on three key criteria: play value, safety, and
engineering.

In the case of the Meteor Shower, few changes
were required to approve its play value and its
safety. The more difficult discussions related to
engineering and shipping. Due to their length, the
long curved beams posed a transportation
problem. On this issue, a compromise was
eventually reached, balancing transportability issues
against the play value of having a longer beam.

Developing an engineering solution that met the
wishes of the design team proved to be more
difficult. The challenge was how to attach the ropes
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Figure 2.6

Minkar is a constellation of activities with the Meter Shower in the middle. (CAD drawing by Kompan.)

to the beam, allowing for multiple and flexible
usage, without piercing the beam’s top surface. The
design required this flexible solution because the
ropes needed to be attached at various angles to
the beam in order to achieve optimal play value.
The top surface of the beam needed to remain
smooth, as it was clear that children would be
climbing there and a protrusion, no matter how
minimal, would disturb play patterns and
compromise safety. Ultimately, the design team
came up with a solution whereby the ropes where
attached to the bottom of the beam as shown —a
solution that met the need for play value, and most
importantly in this case, for strength and safety.

The ‘Accessible’ significance of galaxy

As the design development process continued, the
Meteor Shower was linked to other newly designed
activities forming the Minkar Constellation. The
concept of linking one ground level accessible
play to another, in a series, was an innovation in
playground design. The design team called this
solution a ‘Ground Level Composite Play Structure’
and at the time of its development, this was, |
believe, unique in the industry.? Since then it has
become the inspiration for many other playground
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equipment producers. This ground level concept
has special relevance to the ongoing debate about
accessibility and it is the foundation upon which
the entire Galaxy series complies with the ADAAG.
Galaxy achieves compliance by providing several
unique features. These features differ from
traditional play structure solutions because here
the child is not required to overcome structural
barriers, such as ramps or stairs, in order to play.
On the contrary, the Galaxy activities come down
to the ground, presenting play opportunities
directly in front of any child, and inviting the child to
engage in play at any point. Thus play is immediate
and instantly accessible.

Another significant feature of the Galaxy
products is the concept of repetition. For example,
when a special component is placed at a higher
level, an equal component is placed at ground level.
As such the focus of play is not necessarily about
reaching the highest point and as such a wider
range of children can take part. A third key feature
of Galaxy is the intentional transparency of the
design, which makes for easy visual and vocal
communication between children, and between
children and their caregivers. In this way Galaxy
differs from the traditional composite play
structures where play often takes place on upper



Figure 2.7
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Labyrinths from East Asia, North America, and Europe. (Drawings: Michael Laris.)

platforms hidden behind safety barrier screens. In
addition, Galaxy is built up around a concept called
‘Activity to Activity’, meaning that there are no
platforms, walls, steps, or other components that
cannot be used as part of the activity of play.
Instead, it is deliberately designed so that one play
component is directly linked to the next in a
complex sequence. Connection joints are rubber
coated so that they facilitate children in their
natural tendency to do things in their own way
and climb in unintended directions around the
equipment.

The result of the combination of these design
features is that the Galaxy activities are accessible
to all participants regardless of whether they have
the ability or desire to leave behind their mobility
device, caregiver, parents, or their friends.

Spaces and qualities of inspiration
With the key factors of safety, engineering,
production, and accessibility in place, the emphasis
for the development of Minkar could again be
placed on design and play value and in order to go
into more depth here, | will first touch on two
areas of inspiration that are important to me.
Since my time as a student of architecture, | have
been fascinated by the qualities of two types of
conceptual space, the labyrinth and the café. The
labyrinth has specific qualities that are elementary
to its form. A labyrinth is not a maze. A maze has
shortcuts, dead-ends, and possibly more than one

solution to its puzzle. In contrast, a labyrinth
consists of a single path, spiralling inward to its
centre point. There is only one way in, which is
the same way out.

The labyrinth is a constructed journey, which
because of its physical qualities promotes
contemplative thought, and supports personal
development. Throughout history and in many
cultures around the world, the labyrinth has
symbolized the notion of rebirth. The idea being,
that by travelling in and back out, one has grown,
changed, been renewed and transformed. | use the
word transform purposefully as it implies a change
in form and this is appropriate when discussing
design. The type of change is not brought
about by manipulation, distortion, or mutation.
Transformation is closer to the kind of change that
a caterpillar goes through in order to become a
butterfly; its essence emerges as part of a natural
organic process. The labyrinth is designed
specifically to bring about a transformation of
spiritual dimension. When designing playground
equipment, the labyrinth reminds me of how a
space can help a child along their own path of
personal development.

The second point of reference for me is the
café. The café space that | have in mind is Linnea’s
Café, my favourite from my college days, though
there are many cafés with similar qualities and most
of us are familiar with such interiors. A café is
remarkably different from the concept of the
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labyrinth. Cafés are social spaces, containers, which
are used for much more than sharing a cup of
coffee. Though there is nothing exceptional about
Linnea’s furnishings — shelves with games and
books, a mess of tables and chairs, and an alcove
by the window — it is a space where you can watch
the world unfold. In itself, the alcove provides a
space for quiet contemplation, for meeting friends,
for live music or for a serious game of chess. The
same space has many uses and it is transformed
time and again when tables and chairs are moved
around and people sit alone or together in groups.
It is a fluid space that transforms in tune with the
users and as a result they feel a sense of ownership
of the space.

Where the labyrinth is a fixed form, the
café is fluid. Comparing the two, it is clear that
the relationship between time and space is
fundamentally  different. The labyrinth is
predictable, stable, ordered, introverted, and has a
sense of universality about it. The café is social,
unpredictable, constantly changing, chaotic,
extroverted, and has a ‘make it your own’ quality
about it. When setting out to design playground
equipment | am inspired to balance these
contrasting qualities — changeable yet stable,
personal yet social. To reiterate, these qualities can,
on the one hand, transform the user, and on the
other, they can be transformed by the user. This
encapsulates the balance that was sought in the
design of the Galaxy series.

Furthermore, in any design it is important to
incorporate two additional characteristics — what
we call affordance and holding power. Affordance is
the quality a product can have that makes it
immediately draw the interest of children. Holding
power is the quality that encourages the child
to maintain interest after the initial novelty has
dissipated. For example, the Galaxy’s abstract,
sculptural quality gives it a sense of wonder and
sparks enquiry within the child. However, it takes
more than an interesting visual appearance to
maintain holding power. To invest the equipment
with holding power, a number of different
principles that cause the product to transform the
user, and allow it to be transformed by the user,
were considered.

The application of transformation
Three principles that were significant during the
design of the Minkar were agility, flexibility and
proprioception. These three are built into Minkar
and take discreet effect, stimulating and supporting
the child’s natural urge towards self-development.
It is important to note that the children are not
consciously setting out to train their sense of agility,
flexibility, or proprioception. Like the visitor to the
labyrinth, they are simply transformed by the space
within which they find themselves.

In this context, agility is the ability to recognize
and respond to new and changing situations as they

Figure 2.8

Manoeuvring through Minkar helps to develop a child’s sense of agility, flexibility and proprioception.

(Photos: Kompan.)
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arise. This quality is crucial and enables each adult
to negotiate complex situations; it is a skill we
depend on throughout our lives and an important
aspect of our survival mechanism. From the
beginning, we reach out, we crawl, we balance
across objects in our environment, we walk, we
run, and we cycle, learning to negotiate our way
between obstacles. Playing is part of this training
and prepares us for more complex physical and
intellectual activities that come later in life, for
example, activities such as navigating a highly
trafficked road or moving through a busy airport.
Such tasks require us to quickly analyse a situation,
make a plan, and take action. If something
interrupts us, we must re-plan and continue with
an adjusted plan. Without these negotiating skills
developed in childhood such tasks would be
daunting and therefore it is crucial that we develop
agility in our physical relationship to space, as well
as in our intellectual endeavours and in our social
relations.

For younger children, setting out to walk or
crawl along a balance beam is a simple yet
challenging task. Creating a challenge for the older
age groups requires a more diverse landscape,
one that is designed to include different shapes,
sizes, and materials. One of the ideas behind
Minkar was to provide a route for agility training,
a path that transformed along its course. In order
for the child to get from one side to the other,
they would have to climb up, down and sideways.

Designing for play

Components were designed to wobble and rock,
adding new and intriguing challenges. Because the
many climbing ropes hang all the way down to the
ground, children tend to be interrupted in their play
strategies because other children can easily enter
the climbing route at any point. This situation
requires the children to adjust their plan, quickly
making a new strategy.

This process is a form of mental flexibility,
however physical flexibility is also important. In a
digital age we observe that people (adults and
children) spend more and more time in sedentary
activities, and this makes maintaining physical
flexibility all the more critical. Stimulating one’s
major joints, such as ankles, hips, shoulders, wrists
and neck and generally stretching muscles, is
important to maintain smooth bodily movement.
The more flexible one is, the less likely it is that one
will get hurt when being physically active during the
day or when participating in the various leisure and
sports activities, which add health and social value
to our lives.

When children have to reach and stretch beyond
their known capabilities, they develop and improve
their skills. In the Minkar, various components are
placed a good distance from one another, which
challenges the children to go beyond their present
skill level. The use of rope creates a situation where
the child’s arm and leg joints are constantly
stimulated as they adjust to the natural movement
in the rope. To move from one rope to the next

Figure 2.9
Up. down, over, under, in-between, upside down, and in the middle of it all. (Photo (a): Michael Laris; (o) and
(c): Kompan.)
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demands gripping power and upper body strength,
additional important physical qualities to the basics
of crawling, walking, running.

Proprioception is the knowledge and under-
standing of one’s own body in space and this is
something children learn through experience:
How big am I? Can | fit under the bed? Can | reach
something if | stretch? Older children have
established their basic spatial understanding and
therefore naturally seek out greater spatial
complexity. They like to experience their bodies
in all kinds of positions: up, down, over, under,
in-between, and upside down. This over-under-
between movement is especially apparent on the
right-hand side of the Minkar, where three
playshells are hung one above the other. Moving
through this spatially complex arrangement of
curving forms, enhances a child’s perception of
their own body and its relationship to the things
around them. Spatial complexity is also present in
the left-hand side, where children can climb over,
under, or around each other — or just relax and
watch the others at play.

These three transforming principles — agility,
flexibility, and proprioception — can be built into
any space for children so that development of these
essential skills just happens as children naturally
do what they do.

Designing the quality of transformability into
playground equipment is perhaps more challenging.
A café is a private sheltered environment. Tables
and chairs can be moved around without causing
safety hazards. There is no real threat of vandalism
and the micro-climate can be controlled reasonably
well. On a public playground these stable
conditions do not apply. Yet, the ability of the
children to transform their environment is crucial
in maintaining the child’s interest and making the
product relevant for many uses over a long period
of time.

Three of the principles that allow children
to transform a play item to suit their needs are
multi-functional activities, colour variation, and
moving parts.

Multi-functional activities are those activities
designed to provide a diverse range of play
possibilities and thus they may be used in more than
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one way. A typical slide, for example, has one main
function — for children to slide down. Children also
climb up slides, but this is generally not intended;
there are no added details to support this form
of use safely. The Minkar includes a variety of
materials and types of assembly. There are three
large curving plastic playshells, there is a twisted
steel ladder, there is a suspended climbing plate
with rubber cleats, and there are ropes with
disk-shaped objects attached in different sizes
and colours, some that turn and some that do not.
The largest disk is wide enough for children to
sit on, and from it a child can rest or watch the
others. These components provide for a more
varied range of climbing experiences, as well as
places to meet and hang out. What is important
is that diversity of form, material, and spatial
arrangement is provided and the use is not limited
or proscribed. Children invent different ways in
which the equipment is utilized as they transform
it to meet their needs.

Colour variation is the intentional inclusion of
different colours, which are placed deliberately
around the product. One way in which colour
variation was achieved in Minkar was by making
the disks several different colours. The production
department would have preferred all of them to
be the same colour as this would be easier to
manufacture. However, the added play value that
colour variation provides made it worth doing.
When different colours are carefully chosen and
precisely placed in the design, many additional play
opportunities become possible.

Children may choose their favourite disk, just as
in a café, adults may repeatedly select their favourite
table. A variety of colours clearly distinguishes one
part from another and allows children to make up
their own rules when engaged in play. It is common
that groups of children will agree on a rule where
a colour is a key factor, indeed a catalyst in their
game. For example they will say, ‘let’s climb through
the ropes, but this time, no touching the green
ones’. The colour variation affects the pattern
of use in a way that encourages decision and
rule codification. The children also do this when
playing chase and catch. They will commonly
use a particular component distinguished by colour



to establish a ‘free’ or ‘safe’ zone. Colour variation
is also used on the various climbing cleats so
that children can design their own colour-coded
route. This may seem relatively insignificant to
adults, but it is an important level of detail, which
increases play value tremendously. Colour variation
instigates invention and promotes opportunities for
imaginative play, and in my opinion rarely should
the use of colour be based merely on aesthetics.
The concept of moving parts is central to making
a product transformable because it enables children
a degree of control. Here they can modify the
equipment so that patterns of play can evolve over
time; this supports the natural instincts of children
and is therefore one of the best kinds of play.
Minkar is limited when it comes to moving parts.
Although the ropes, the playshells, and even the
climbing plate can sway, which is a significant
feature, | do not consider them to be true moving
parts. However, another Galaxy product, the
Propus, is equipped with authentic moving parts. A
triangular pod is mounted on a stainless steel pole
and can be twisted up or down like a nut on a bolt.
Children use the pod to sit on, spin downwards
on, or as footholds when climbing through the
equipment. Because the pod can be moved,
children have the opportunity to decide their own
individual path or choose for themselves how high
up they wish to sit. Another benefit of moving parts
is the promotion of a sense of ownership. For
example, a child might arrive at the playground to
find the pods turned all the way to the ground and
half covered by the sand or bark surfacing. Or the
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Figure 2.10

Up or down the pole like a nut on a bolt.
(Photo (a): Kompan; Photo (b): Michael
Laris.)

pods might be twisted all the way up to the top,
where they are hard to reach. In a situation like this
the child recognizes that others have been there
using the pods, and the child now has the choice to
adapt them to his or her own needs, or leave them
where they are. By altering the form of the play
equipment the child takes ownership of the space,
similar to what adults do in a café when they move
chairs around to form an arrangement suitable to
their group size. Play items that can move bring
added value to the playground. Such products are
usually difficult to develop and more expensive,
however, the result is well worth it.

Product two - a short story

Having described the principles of agility, flexibility,
and proprioception, and explained the importance
of multi-functional activities, colour variation, and
moving parts, | finally wish to illustrate one of the
best pieces of play equipment with which | have
been involved, the Supernova. Here, Claus Isaksen
of the design team succeeded in integrating some
of the functions of a traditional merry-go-round
with the movement and excitement to be found
in skateboarding. The result is a product with a
unique function, which includes all six of these key
principles.

The concept of Supernova is one big moving
part. It is a 30cm wide ‘huggable’ ring (2cm in
diameter) that spins around on a 10 degree tilt. It is
multi-functional as it can be used in many ways by a
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Figure 2.11

The Supernova is one big moving part. (Top left photo: Michael Laris; other photos: Kompan.)

single child or by a group of children. The younger
children usually sit or lie on it and push each other
in turns. | have also seen children using it in their
games of chase where they keep their captives
held in the centre of the ring. Older children use
the Supernova for high-level competitive games,
dancing back and forth, trying to force each other
off, seeing who can stay on the longest. Because the
Supernova is tilted, simply standing and balancing
on the Supernova develops agility and stimulates
flexibility. As children crawl under it, hop over it,
and spring across it, they train their sense of
proprioception.

There are seven coloured connection bands
around the Supernova; one green rather than
orange like the other six. There are several reasons
for this. If all the bands were the same colour, it
would be difficult to keep count of the number of
rotations the Supernova makes. This numerical
understanding is very important when competing
with oneself or with others. The green band can
also be used as a pointer. At times, children stand in
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a ring around the Supernova and spin it to see to
whom the green ring points, deciding whose turn it
is next. All ages, including adults, use it as a moving
bench on which to sit and socialize.

The Supernova transforms the children because
it stimulates the development of agility, propri-
oception, and flexibility. It can also be transformed
by the children, as they make choices as to how
they will use it, what its function will be, and what
the different colours will mean in the context of
their game.

Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, | have focused on
industrially manufactured play items because, in
my view, such items can provide better play
opportunities than natural elements, when used
within controlled urban environments. These
industrial products have the benefit of being
designed and produced by a team of experts who



ensure critical factors such as safety, accessibility,
play value, and durability are optimized through
good design. In addition, crucially important details
can be designed into each product, details that
support the growth of specific areas of children’s
development such as agility, proprioception,
flexibility, ownership, imagination, invention, social
awareness, and joy.

Yet despite all this, these products should be
only one constituent part of the offer made to
children within a well-designed play area. To be
successful and fulfil the criteria that | consider
important, the playground environment must be
rich and diverse. A few other possible ingredients
are: child-scaled features that replicate natural
elements such as hills, valleys, and trees for
climbing, complemented by natural additions such
as grassed areas, cultivation zones, areas for sand
and water play, and functional features such as sun
shades. Most important is to create diverse
landscapes for children that are made up of spaces
designed in proportion to a child’s own size and
developmental stage, spaces that are safe and
inviting, spaces where all children can take part,
spaces that inspire invention and wonder.

Special thanks to KOMPAN A/S and the Galaxy
Connect Design Team (John Frank and Philip Laris)
and to Milo Myers and Daniel Lee.
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1 A Guide to the ADA Accessibility Guidelines for Play

areas, US Architectural and Transportation
Barriers Compliance Board, May 2001.
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Prize and the Japanese Good Design Award
in 1999, the US Industrial Excellence Award
in 1999 and 2002 and the Independent Living
Design Award — an English award presented
to exceptional design solutions that create
an environment of inclusion between handi-
capped and non-handicapped children — in
2001, and the GalaBau Innovations Medal
in 2002.

Michael Laris was born in California and
studied architecture at the State University before
designing a number of experimental architectural
projects. He worked in England and Denmark as a
residential architect, educator and researcher.
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Kompan A/S, an international playground equip-
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ment range, which has won a number of awards
including the US Industrial Excellence Award (1999
and 2002).

He is a keen amateur musician and is proud of
his role as lead singer and rhythm guitarist with The
Batos. He has two sons and lives in Denmark.
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Place making and change in
learning environments

Bruce A Jilk

Editor’s infroduction

Mass education originally mirrored society’s view
that its main role was to control and discipline
children in order to create pliant citizens who
would fit into the new industrialized world; in
short, education was to create factory fodder for
mass production. Arguably, the physical form of
most school buildings has barely changed since
mass education was first established in its basic
form at the beginning of the twentieth century.

Here, the author posits a radical view on
this antiquated system. In a post-industrial world,
an educational straight-jacket is no longer an
appropriate model, since by its very nature it tends
to diminish the prevalent cultural tendency within
society, that of individualism. The effects of this
approach to education create disaffected students
who are more chaotic and less disciplined, partly as
a result of the educational conformity they are
forced to endure.

Individualism can inevitably be read on two
levels; firstly, a somewhat negative ‘do whatever
you like’ attitude, which flies in the face of
the obvious need for discipline and self-control
within society as a whole. We all recognize that
personal creativity can only develop within the
disciplined learner. However, it is clear that for
many students who are disciplined, the standard
educational format within most state-sponsored
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education systems excludes the possibility for that
individual to grow and develop in their own way.
Everything is far too confined and limited. As a
consequence, education becomes stultified and
boring.

However, it is possible to design environments
which expand the possibilities for learning, and the
author develops his argument along these lines. He
illustrates his polemic with a case study, which is
conceived along radically inclusive lines. The
Ingunnarskoli in Reykjavik adopts a ‘bottom up’
approach (as opposed to a top down approach)
where the priorities are established by the
community, rather than a pre-determined set of
standardized educational guidelines such as the
Area Guidelines for Schools.

Introduction

Imagine expanding the possibilities for learning.
Having more places where learners are engaged,
enthusiastic, and motivated. These characteristics
are often found in kindergarten, yet they disappear
in the later grades. Our current approach to
learning compared to what learning is possible,
parallels the relationship of the narrow band of
visible light to the rest of the electromagnetic
spectrum; the possibilities that we cannot see are
immense.



There are numerous reasons why we do not
expand the possibilities for learning. These include
policy, traditions, and pre-determined standards
or guidelines which supposedly answer all the
questions, yet in reality allow little scope for
creativity and innovation. The common thread
to all of these reasons is resistance to change
itself. The built infrastructure is often identified as
being particularly difficult to change. However,
when we accept that learning is not limited to a
classroom, we realize we can also learn in a closet,
a café, or a cathedral. We need to understand
why we have put the current limits on our designs
of the learning environments. Although learning
environments have often been built with some
physical flexibility, their basic design concepts
are structured around a very narrow interpretation
‘school’. It is possible, however, to design settings
for education that do indeed expand the
possibilities for learning.

The challenge

To do this we must abandon practically everything
we know about today’s school facilities. Twentieth-
century school building design has been driven
by two primary philosophies. First, the core-
building block of the educationist’s philosophy is
reflected in the classroom: one teacher who has
the knowledge ready to disseminate to a group
of learners. This goes back to the Greek civilization
when a teacher (who then was the primary
source of knowledge) needed about thirty students
to make a living. This core concept was further
shaped by the Fordist mentality (industrial,
assembly line efficiencies) predominant in the
first half of the twentieth century, when mass
education became a reality in the USA and other
developed nations. Second, also from the first
half of the twentieth century, is the philosophy
of modernist architecture. Often described as
‘Form Follows Function’, the idea is to fit the
shape and form of the building exactly to its
educationist’s efficiency needs. The reality is that a
school’s design is always shaped by additional, non-
functional issues. These include the architect’s
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aesthetic, the community’s image, and the client’s
politics.

This approach was further shaped by the
military, particularly during World War Il in the
first half of the twentieth century. Military planners
needed to use their resources very quickly and
efficiently. Therefore, they developed the facility
planning processes that are the basis of today’s
educational/architectural programming approach.
Both the process and the content for school
design were focused on functional efficiency. This
ethos naturally led to greater specialization for
nearly every classroom, laboratory and room in
the building. Each had a dedicated function which
left little scope for alternative uses. This positivistic
approach continues to dominate the school agenda,
where most other building types have become
far less proscriptive.

As educators and architects designed schools
that were highly demanding from a functional
perspective, it became apparent that the buildings
needed to allow for some activities that did not fit
the primary function. This resulted in a number of
‘flexibility’ strategies. The more tightly the design
fits the function, the more flexibility was called for.
Attempts at maximizing flexibility often resulted in
school designs that no longer provided the learner
with a sense of place. As we enter into the twenty-
first century the world of education is exploring
an expanding variety of new learning strategies
based on research on how we learn. The
functionalist’s approach is increasingly limiting and is
being called into question. School facilities begin to
be unsupportive of multiple effective learning
strategies.

To provide environments that do support
expanding the possibilities for learning a new
approach is required. One concept is to frame the
problem around the idea of contingency. The
definition of contingency used here is ‘that which
is dependent on conditions or occurrences not
yet established’. Actually integrating contingency
concepts into the design of learning and learning
environments is a necessity. To be sustainable we
must simultaneously design for greater longevity
and increased flexibility of use. Economics and
public policy are pressuring educators toward
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changes in their approach to learning while
communities expect a long-term return on
their investment in schools. In order to make
these investments, the facility, and learning
itself, sustainable we must implement new design
strategies. This will result in facilities that are not
only durable but will also accommodate numerous
use patterns (including non-educational use).
Schools must not only be designed for their first
life, but also for their second, third and even fourth
life. | will now explore these new strategies as they
apply to the classroom, the whole school, and the
community.

The purpose

There are limited resources in society, so the
objective of an efficient education (a quantity
measure) is certainly valid. But that by itself falls
short of the goal of a good education. This
education also needs to be effective, which is a
quality measure. Certainly the design of learning
environments should be responsive to supporting
effective education. Although most people would
agree with this, in practice this has not been
the case. The form may follow the function, but
this by itself is also insufficient. Our efficiency- or
‘outcome’-driven learning environments become
barriers to expanding the possibilities for learning
and the creativity of learning.

Creativity is used here in the broadest sense, an
aspect of human behaviour that encompasses more
than the creativity of an artist or a composer. To
form a word as you speak, to imagine an image in
your mind, or to recognize the smell of a flower
takes a creative action in the mind. Even in sports,
to hit a ball is acting creatively. In learning, one
formulates thoughts in the mind that did not exist
there before. Learning is a creative action.

In order to insure discipline and behaviour
control, creativity is designed out of schools.
The physical space is created on the principle
of surveillance by those in control, the teachers.
The environment becomes a barrier to those
actions which are not predetermined. The users
are told what to do to take noncreative action. This
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is often done in the name of safety and security.
These concerns are important, but it is possible
to achieve this without resorting to a prison-like,
barrier-impregnated atmosphere. The key to
doing this is for the architect to share the
‘authority’ in the design with the learners and their
teachers.

The purpose is to enable learner creativity. The
learning setting needs to engage the learner. This is
why the wilderness is such a powerful place. When
you are in the wilderness, it is out of necessity that
you think creatively in order to take action. Schools
do the opposite. There are no decisions to be
made. Everything is predetermined. The building
sends the message ‘Learner, do this but not that’.
Schools are over-designed; they leave no active role
for the learner. To design a place where learning is
the goal, but in reality is one that obstructs
learning, is a crime.

Flexibility, typically done as a reaction to the
limits of efficiency, does offer some opportunity
for engaging the users in taking some creative
action. However, the experience has been that
folding partitions, demountable walls or other
major room configurations require efforts that
overwhelm the users and therefore go unchanged.
This is probably because the changes are
insignificant. The alternative approach proposed
here is to build all major spaces as permanent, but
incomplete.

The concepts

Like the twentieth century, the twenty-first century
school building design is also driven by two primary
philosophies of education and architecture.
However, these philosophies have changed from
those of the last hundred years. These shifts in
philosophies are appropriate because they reflect
the new primary context of today’s civilization,
culture and ecology.

From the educationist’s world, an approach to
learning is indeed a hybrid stemming from two
learning theories, one focused on culture and the
other on ecology. This hybrid has recently been
articulated as ‘Critical Pedagogy of Place’. As such,



it is the synthesis of ‘critical pedagogy’ and
‘place-based education’. Both are concerned about
the space or geography of learning.

Critical pedagogy speaks to learners taking
action based on their situation. Pre-requisite to this
is reading the context they find themselves in. This
requires learners to understand the social, political,
and economic forces surrounding them. It is
the cultural dimension. This includes recognizing
and dislodging dominant ideas, which is called
‘decolonization’. It is a process of reading the world
through taking it apart.

Place-based education, as the name suggests, is
focused on the place where the learners find
themselves. The idea is that citizens need to
understand the complexities about the places they
inhabit in order to have some direct bearing on
their well-being. This is the ecological aspect. This
learning to live well where you find yourself,
most often in a place that has been previously
exploited, is called ‘reinhabitation’. It is a process of
understanding and taking action through putting
things together.

A ‘Critical Pedagogy of Place’ suggests a learner
who is creative.

To complete this new, twenty-first century
formula for creating new learning environments is
an architectural philosophy that addresses not
spaces so much as their relationships. This
approach is in alignment with the learning theory of
‘Critical Pedagogy of Place’. The learning concept
of taking it apart and putting it together becomes a
metaphor for design. The key to understanding this
shift in approach revolves around the concept of
authority in architecture. In schools designed in the
Modernist era, the author of the designed
environment is solely the architect (as an agent of
the client). The user has no role other than being
passive within the environment. However, in
moving from considering learners as passive
recipients to active players in their learning
experience, the objective becomes one of engaging
them in their situation (which includes the
environment). To do this they must also become
authors of their environment. Authority becomes
shared between the producer (architect) and the
consumer (learner).

Place making and change in learning environments

This is consistent with the purpose of developing
creative learners. Rather than an environment
where all actions are predetermined, the goal is a
setting that engages the learner by a design that
requires them to participate in that environment.
These places are incomplete without the user’s
involvement. These building are not experienced all
at once, but rather piece by piece, in moments
separated by gaps in space, time, and climate. It is
these gaps or relationships that become the focus
of the design.

This strategy of designing relationships, such that
it requires the creative engagement of the user to
complete the setting, has recently been identified as
the ‘Montage of Gaps’. A montage is a composite of
juxtaposed elements. In this design approach these
elements are the gaps of space, time, and climate.
This theory also builds on some other late
twentieth-century architectural theories including
the idea of uselessness and the architecture of
disjunction.

The concept of uselessness in architecture is
the idea of rejecting determinism about the future
use of space. Uselessness in space suggests
users who display mental, bodily, and physical
creativity. This also connects directly to the
concept of contingency because the space use is
not yet established. Together these concepts have
significant implications for programming. The
functional designs of last century’s schools were
driven by intense investigations to determine what
functions to design to. This led to extensive
programming tasks which helped to determine the
educational curriculum. Today this can be seen as a
futile exercise (as currently practiced). The
programme or use is established, not through
numerous meetings prior to design, but rather by
the user, as appropriate in an interactive place after
construction.

An architecture of disjunction concerns spaces,
events, and movements and their separation.
As a user experiences such fragmented situations,
it is the nature of the mind to put things together.
Therefore, disjunction suggests a user who
displays constructional and conceptual creativity
consistent with our purpose. This also negates the
common architectural concept of designing a
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school as an object in space. The effort (in the
latter years of the last century) to raise the
meaningfulness of schools through better looking
buildings has not only been a futile exercise, it has
been counterproductive. The shift is from objects
in space to place making space.

The example

The thrust of school design in the recent decades
has been the maximization of the archaic
educational philosophy of ‘Sage on the Stage’ and
the exclusive use of the architectural mentality that
‘Form follows Function’. This thrust is well
intended, and these ideas worked in the past.
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Figure 3.1

ROME 1748, taken from
the Nolli Plan, conceptual
organization.

However, the relevance of education has shifted
and therefore so should the design of learning
environments.

Rather than doing more of the same, this
example exhibits how we might expand the
possibilities of learning and learning environments.
The example stems from a collaboration in Scotland
to redefine learning environments for secondary
school students. The groundwork came out of a
Design Down workshop in Edinburgh in May 2003.
The objective was to define an exemplary learning
environment in order to inform other projects.

Because this design was not site specific, only a
site strategy was applied. Consistent with the



Public Zone

Shared Zone

Learner Zone

Figure 3.2
Public (community) and private (student) zones.

Design Down directions, the siting approach
considered the school as public space. This is
similar to the way churches were perceived in
Rome around the eighteenth century. Public space
included streets, parks, plazas, courtyards, and
churches, as depicted in Figure 3.1. This is a portion
of a 1748 map of Rome by Gianbattista Nolli. The
shaded area shows all private buildings and the
white space is the public space including the inside
of churches. This is an exemplary case of place
making. The round building to the right is the
Pantheon, built nearly 2000 years ago. It has had
several functions and still serves the community
well as public space. We should be able to say the
same thing about the schools we build.

The objective therefore is to make major
portions of the school accessible to the public. This
is consistent with today’s desire for the school to
be the centre of community. Other portions of the
building would be the exclusive realms of the
learners. Because both students and public share
the use of some places, a third, shared zone in
between the other two is envisioned. This is shown
in Figure 3.2. The diagram is circular to depict the
possibility of multiple entrances from various
directions.

Place making and change in learning environments

The programme is straightforward. Fifty per cent
of the space is to be ‘useful space’ and the other
fifty per cent is to be ‘useless space’. With the
exception of a lecture room and a theatre, each
with sloped floors, all other occupied spaces are
functionally undefined. See Figure 3.3.

The white boxes represent learning labs (useful
space). They are accessible by the public, the
students, or by both, depending on their location.
The other white space is support space. The light
shaded area is useless public space and the dark
shaded area is useless learner space. The textured
space represents courtyards.

The useful spaces are supported with an intense
infrastructure underneath (hot and cold water,
waste systems, compressed air, exhaust, gas,
multiple power levels, hardwire and wireless
networking, etc.). Furnishings are movable and
designed for interactive use. This allows the
particular use of the space to be established
by the users and the equipment they bring to
the box. The possibilities include small or large
group discussions, various forms of research,
multiple means of production, experimentation,
performance, indoor sports, etc.

The useless spaces have only minimal support
infrastructure (power and networking). Furnishings
are available for various forms of social interaction.
This allows for the natural formation of
communities of practice.

The wuseful spaces gain meaning through
the establishment of activities developed in
collaboration with the learning programmes.
The useless spaces gain meaning through the
creative interactions of the learners and the
environment.

Figure 3.4 begins to suggest the architectural
character of the design. The experience of
inhabiting this space is to experience a montage of
gaps. It is an experience that demands the creative
participation of the learner. The environment is
incomplete without the learner’s involvement. The
architect and the learner share authorship for
creating the situation. The architect primarily takes
the setting apart and the learner puts the setting
back together. Flexibility is meaningless because
functionality is not fixed; therefore there is no need
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for movable walls. An environment for ‘Critical
Pedagogy of Place’ is an environment where
standardized ‘placeless’ curriculum cannot survive.

This concept would fit into an urban setting (in
this case historic Rome). The exterior enclosure
would take on an appearance in keeping with its
surrounding historical context. Daylight would
come through a glass roof vaulting over the
complex. Like the Pantheon and other churches,
the school becomes public space.

However, the design is also adaptable to
suburban or rural locations. In a rural setting
the enclosure could be a geodesic dome and

Place making and change in learning environments

Figure 3.5
Conjectural siting, Rome.

thereby enhance the place-based pedagogy and
become its own ecological system. In a suburban
location the enclosure would become a closer
articulation of the plan’s masses and voids, with
materials, colours, textures, and a scale consistent
with the existing context. The objective of the
design is to support creative pedagogy and
powerful place making. The exterior enclosure can
be anything. It should reflect the context of the site
and not be an end in itself (designed as an object
in space). This adaptability illustrates another
dimension on how the design fits the concept of
contingency. Its location is indeterminate.
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Evolution of a design for change: a
case study

Ingunnarskoli in Reykjavik is a new school design
model for Iceland. This learning environment
design integrates educational planning,
programming and design during the decision
making. The school is a new basic school at
Grafarholti, a new neighbourhood on the edge of
the capital. It is designed for 400 students in grades
one to ten, the standard basic school configuration
in Iceland. The school aspires to be a place for
learning that is based on the needs of children, their
families and their communities. The project is
under construction.

The process for making decisions about this new
school is called ‘Design Down’. It starts with the
biggest issues, such as the overall context, and
moves toward more detailed aspects. Its goal
is to make all the parts (expectations, process,
partnerships, technology, etc.) complement each
other. Through this process, the physical space will
support all elements of how the school is organized
(students, time, curriculum, staff, etc.) and thus fit
with the learning process. The Design Down

38

Figure 3.6
South view of scale model.

Committee, a multi-stakeholder group of parents,
teachers, administrators, students, employers,
neighbours and other concerned citizens, makes
the decisions.

Signature

Early in the design process the learning signature is
developed. The learning signature focuses on what
is special and unique; it becomes the identity of the
school. While most school-planning processes
include consideration of mission, vision, values and
logo, these components are rarely linked together
in a compelling and highly meaningful concept for
the school. Giving a school a special focus provides
coherence, consistency and spirit to the school and
thereby adds to the quality of the learning
experience and accomplishments. At Grafarholti,
the Design Down Committee defined four themes
as their highest priorities: community, nature, spirit
and flow.

The signature for Ingunnarskoli integrates these
themes into a graph image (see Figure 3.7). A circle
represents community, nature is indicated by a
green colour, a wave symbol is incorporated which
is symbolic of flow, and the image of a child



Figure 3.7

imbedded in the graphic implies the spirit. The
signature becomes a major driver of the physical
design itself.

Learning process

The learning process consists of the design for
curriculum, instruction and assessment. As learning
is viewed as a continuous process, learning inside
the school and in the community are valued and
closely coordinated. The learning process for the
school at Grafarholti includes the following:

Integrate the subjects.

Use individual, small group and large group
learning.

Include learning in multiple settings: outdoors,
elderly care centre, homes and Internet.
Integrate learners of different ages.

Involve students in managing their learning,
teaching them to take responsibility to plan,
organize and maintain their environment.
Involve teachers working together and being
trained in new teaching methods.

Address the real needs of the community,
producing useful products and services.

Place making and change in learning environments

The signature and the learning process set the
spatial concept: light as the spiritual essence of the
design; the forum as the major organizing space;
the interior being visually connected to the
exterior; vertical level changes being limited to
‘split levels’; and the roofing includes grass.

Design concept

The design concept is a synthesis of the Design
Down parameters, the site, the landscape and
the historic precedents. Three ‘use variations’
are embraced by the design concept in order for
the school to start with what its users are familiar
with and then ‘grow’ into the more innovative
learning systems. The three variations are
on a continuum from the ‘traditional classroom’ to
the more personalized ‘students at their own
workstations in small groups’ to a future-focused
‘learner- and teacher-determined’ environment.
Corresponding space-defining elements include
non-permanent walls  (traditional variation),
landscaped partitions (team-based variation) or
what the learners develop (learner-determined
variation).

To accommodate these variations only an
armature for learning is built. This is organized
into two components: the fixed, service zones
(shaded in Figure 3.8) and the flexible, served
space.

e The service zones include all the structure,
pipes, ducts, and conduit. The zone’s space
supports utilitarian needs.

* The served space is flexible for numerous use
configurations. Flexible walls can be placed as
desired.

The service space elements are located in defined
zones that are mostly enclosed. All serviced
spaces have ready access to all utilities. How the
space is used is up to the users (Figure 3.9).

Variation one

A traditional classroom layout can be achieved by
filling in the wall zones. In our arrangement, four
classroom areas for 20 students each can be readily
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provided. There is also a common activity space, a
small group room, and a teachers’ planning room.
Although partitions between the classrooms and
the activity centre are not shown (owner’s choice),
they can be added to the base plan illustrated
(Figure 3.10).
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Ground floor plan.
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Figure 3.9
Basic home base.

Variation two

A cooperative, individual workstation layout. In
Figure 3.11, four team areas for 20 students
each are shown. Each student has their own
workstation. The common space functions for
large group instruction. The work zone is for
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Figure 3.10
Traditional layout.
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Figure 3.11
Cooperative layout.

project work. As in the traditional layout there is a Variation three

small group room and a teachers’ planning room. A creative, user-determined layout. This is based
Although partitions between the team areas and on the belief that what is best for the learner is best
the activity centre are not shown (owner’s choice), determined by the students and their teachers.

they can be added (Figure 3.11).

This layout emphasizes that the freedom and
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Figure 3.12
Creative layout.
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Figure 3.13

Roof view showing the
‘forum’ af the heart of the
plan.

creativity of the users is enhanced (not restricted) areas are not shown (owner’s choice), they can be
by the built environment. Multiple student groups added. The curved, broken black line indicates a
around multiple learning tasks are possible at a flexible, movable space divider as an option to fixed
moment’s notice. Although partitions between partitions (Figure 3.12).
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Freedom and creativity

The key element in this physical environment
design is the ability of the children and teachers to
create their own learning environments rather than
having everything predetermined for them, as
is the case when schools are over-designed.
Predetermining nearly every aspect of children’s
interaction with their environment limits the range
of possible learning experiences, minimizing the
development of creativity. The approach to the
design of Ingunnarskoli has intentional ambiguities
to provide a space that enriches creativity by
allowing children the freedom to create their own
environments.

Summary

For education to be meaningful it needs to be
relevant. The primary issues today revolve around
cultures and ecologies. Approaches to learning, like
a ‘Critical Pedagogy of Place’, draw upon
components such as politics, society, environment,
economy, etc. These disciplines and their
relationships are analysed and then synthesized. It is
a process of taking apart and putting back together.
This requires creativity. Learning itself is not a
passive mode of behaviour; rather it is an active,
creative action.

Learning environments should mirror the
learning they are to support. The dominant
approach to twentieth-century learning followed
the era’s focus on mass production; school facilities
were even called the ‘school plant’. Today’s issues
require creative engagement. This can be reflected
in building learning environments that invite learner
participation and belong to the community. This
happens when the environment is not a ‘solution’,
but a setting that needs the learner to establish the
full situation.

The ideas presented here are not intended to
totally replace the existing system. Rather, like the
electromagnetic spectrum, the idea is to reach out
into those realms that have not been visible. Based

Place making and change in learning environments

on today’s knowledge about learning, the intent is
to expand the possibilities.
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The school building as third teacher

Eleanor Nicholson

Editor’s intfroduction

‘Wouldn’t it give us pleasure to see a string of
meaningful details in a children’s world? Things
that admittedly serve trivial purposes, that stand
for themselves and their function and, besides,
come together in the realm of fantasy, of poetry.
They could be minor details: a star of light, patterns
in a wall.... Little things, showing that we
have made an effort to understand the world
of children; that we have overcome what
stands between us — age, drawing board, cost
calculations ... ambition, architecture.”

Since the late nineteenth century, children have
gone to school. They have gone to all kinds of
schools; small schools, big schools, friendly schools
and forbidding schools. In the early stages of
mass education school buildings were often little
more than rudimentary conversions of former
church or even industrial premises. During the
twentieth century, throughout Europe and the
USA, new purpose-built structures appeared,
designed by architects with the needs of education
and teachers in mind. Many of these structures
are now coming to the end of their useful life and
are being replaced. For example, in the City of
Exeter, SW England, all five of its high schools are
being rebuilt. The chronic underperformance of
Exeter’s state schools is the main reason for this
(along with the evident need for radical solutions
to old, badly maintained buildings). One local
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headteacher stated that the city suffered from an
anti-education culture, a commonly perceived view
that would resonate around the state sector both
in the UK and USA. This is due in no small part
to the alienation children feel attending poorly
maintained, outdated educational facilities. The
message they send is one of failure and lack
of respect for education and those intended to
benefit from it.2

So, how should the new generation of schools be
designed? Often the primary concern of school
developers and the governments who allocate
public finance is cost, which is determined by
the use of time and the allocation of space.
Consequently, pragmatic guidelines and standard
schedules of accommodation tend to dominate the
procurement agenda. With the recognition that
schooling has a pivotal role to play in the general
well-being of society, the importance of the place in
which education takes place is now frequently
discussed and debated. We are open to new ways
of doing things, yet the reality of building seems
to be that we are confined within systems which
have been in place for decades, unchecked and
unquestioned by school developers.

Eleanor Nicholson presents evidence that
children and young people are extremely aware
of the symbolic messages which these buildings
transmit. The issue therefore is not simply one of
educational outcomes, to use the current jargon; of
equal importance is making schools attractive for
the future generations of young people who will



use them. Issues which are often deemed to be of
secondary importance, such as the design of
children’s toilets, the quality of social and waiting
spaces outside the classrooms, locker areas and the
meaning or the ways in which architecture is
represented, are often overlooked.

Nicholson presents a historical perspective,
quoting the key educational visionaries such as
Piaget, Montessori and Dewey, and illustrates a
number of contemporary examples where good
school design and enlightened educational strategies
go hand in hand to create a humane learning system
appropriate for the twenty-first century. She makes
a plea that all of those within a community should
have a stake in the design of the new school
buildings and the form that the education should
take. She sees the building as ‘the third teacher’ a
tripartite alliance between teachers, parents and
the environment within which it takes place.
Perhaps there is an even more profound message
here — the very fabric of the school building can
teach children about many things which will be
important ideals which they can grasp and hold
onto throughout their lives. This is a plea for a
better understanding of place, to enhance
environmental literacy as part of the evolution of
education towards a more humane individual
framework which reflects the profound social changes
which have taken place over the past 25 years.

Introduction

In an ideal world, there are supportive, exp-
erienced teachers; there is an engaging and
experiential curriculum; and there is a school
climate that supports a sense of mutual respect,
warmth, fairness, aesthetic pleasure and the
US traditions of democracy and opportunity for
all. Do we need especially designed buildings to
promote these values? Not necessarily. Fine
child-centred programmes can exist in less than
wonderful buildings. Conversely, rigid, unjust, cold
and insensitive programmes can take place in state-
of-the art buildings.

However, after a lifetime spent inspecting and
supporting school communities in California, there
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is no doubt in my mind that the school building is,
and should be a player. A building can reflect and
perpetuate ideas about how children learn, what
they learn, how they are taught, and to what
end they are taught. Beyond purely educational
objectives, a building can also communicate to
children a great many subtle messages about what
is important and what is deserving of respect. This
is crucial in an age where education is viewed with
a certain degree of contempt by many young
people in society, whilst paradoxically, education is
conceived by those who govern us as a crucial
component in making a fairer, more civilized
society, now and in the future.

It is my view that school buildings really make a
difference, not just in the education, but also in life
experiences of the children who use them. In this
chapter | intend to make a direct connection
between children’s learning and the buildings they
inhabit, by way of a number of built examples. But
what kind of learning do | mean here?

In 1990 James H. Banning addressed a gathering
of architects and school people at a conference in
Winnetka, lllinois, the proceedings of which are
printed in a small booklet entitled Children, Learning
and School Design. Rejecting a causal link between
the built environment and student behaviour and
student learning, Banning posits a possible or
probable link. This, he says, ‘not only appears more
redlistic; it also captures our intuitive notion that
school buildings can make a difference in the lives of
children.”

Every aspect of an educational environment
represents a choice about what is to be provided
and what is not to be provided. Implicit in those
choices is someone’s judgement about what’s
important for children. However, most of the
battles on school turf are about three things — use
of time, use of space, and use of money. There are
but so many hours in the school day and the school
week and the school year; there are only so many
square — or even cubic — feet permitted in the
school building. There is only so much money
available from the Board, or in the case of private
schools, from the Archdiocese or the Board of
Trustees or the parents. For every choice made
during the development of any school design,
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something is put into the school and something is
left out. Those choices reflect priorities, which in
turn manifest basic values. As such, even the most
trivial as well as the most fundamental decisions
about school design carry symbolic messages.

There is, for example, a difference between
an assembly room designed to host the entire
school for regular community gatherings and a
hall that is designed primarily for sport. These two
spaces are furnished differently, used differently,
and viewed differently by the students and teachers.
As such they represent different priorities. The
message of the first is that building a sense of
community has top priority; the message of the
second is that the value of community is equal or
secondary to physical education. It is a subtle but
important distinction. Children read meanings
about themselves and the wider world into the
environment of their school. It is so important
because it is designed specifically for them.

In his contribution to the 1970 Yearbook of
the National Society for the Study of Education,
Robert H. Anderson wrote:

... Historically, the school building has influenced
not only what might be learned but also what
might not be learned. The primitive resources
and limited size of schoolhouses placed definite
restrictions on other than sedentary activities, and
hampered the development of curriculum
offerings in the creative and expressive arts, in
physical education, in vocation education, and
in other areas having specialized space needs.
In recent times, despite a growing clamor for
kindergarten and other preprimary services,
many states have moved slowly in providing such
services because of the high cost of providing
the space such programs require. Thus both
quantitatively and qualitatively, the physical environ-
ment has over time exercised a peculiar power,
often repressive, in the educator’s world.*

The phrase ‘the high cost of providing the space
such programs require’, demonstrates the prior-
ities at work here. This statement not only implies
an economic decision but one which, as Banning
points out, promotes certain symbolic meanings,
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advocating the primacy of financial decisions over
and above the child centred agenda. It is the intent
of this chapter to explore those symbolic meanings
both in terms of architecture and of iconographic
interpretations, and posit an alternative more
inclusive approach to designing the next generation
of school buildings. | would ask those who are
reading this from the perspective of a professional
training in architecture and space planning to bear
with me and excuse some of the architectural
references | make, which | appreciate may at times
appear a little naive and sentimental. As an educa-
tionalist rather than a building professional, | am
aware that | am writing about the architectural side
of this from the perspective of an informed amateur.

Messages of a good society

In his book, The School and Society, John Dewey, one
of the key educational pioneers of education during
the twentieth century, states:

What the best and wisest parent wants for his
own child, that must the community want for all
its children. Any other ideal for our schools is
narrow and unlovely; acted upon, it destroys our
democracy.®

What values from our homes, our communities,
and our democracy do we wish to communicate to
children through architecture, both overtly and
symbolically? What is the reality of the child’s
experience!?

We are all familiar with the traditional public
school where, in the words of Robert Sommer:

‘Movement in and out of the classrooms and the
school building is rigidly controlled. Everywhere
one looks there are “lines” — generally straight
lines that bend around corners before entering
the auditorium, the cafeteria, or the workshop (or,
| might add, the bathroom). The straight rows (of
the classroom) tell the student to look ahead and
ignore everything except the teacher; the students
are so tightly jammed together that psychological
escape, much less physical separation, is
impossible. The teacher has 50 times more free
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space than do the students with the mobility to This cannot be what the wisest and best parents
move around ... teacher and children may share want for their children or what the democratic
the same classroom but they see it differently. society wants for its children. By comparison

From a student’s eye level, the world is the model home is warm, loving, and beautiful;
cluttered, disorganized, full of people’s shoulders, the complete community is fair, cooperative,
heads and body movements. His world at ground collaborative, and respectful; democracy requires
level is colder than the teacher’s world.® inclusion, commitment, and justice.

Figure 4.1

EIm Street School,
Camden, Maine, 1869.
(Photo: Eleanor
Nicholson.)

Figure 4.2

Racht School, Harbert,
Michigan, 1928. The two
images on this page
illustrate the intermediate
development of the
American school from
the earliest nineteenth
century school houses
(see Plate 4) to the large-
scale developments from
the 1940s onwards. Note
the iconographic
architectural references
to the home and the
church seen here in these
two examples (Photo:
Eleanor Nicholson.)
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There have always been schools that abide by
these values. Even in fifteenth-century Mantua,
Vittorino da Feltre, at the behest of the Gonzaga
family, created a school that represented the best
in humanist thinking and could take its place today
as a humane yet challenging school environment
for children. When the Gonzagas asked Vittorino,
one of the foremost scholars in Italy, to establish
a school for their children and the children of
other prestigious Mantua families, it was a little
like asking one of the Nobel laureates from
the University of Chicago to go over and teach
in a Laboratory School. The Gonzagas offered
Vittorino a beautiful palazzo for his school,
La Joiosa, or what might be translated as ‘the
Pleasure House’. Vittorino changed the name to
La Giocosa, stripped the place of its opulent
furnishings, decorated the walls with frescoes of
children at play, and let the light and air in through
the tall windows and spacious halls. It was open
to all children, not just the aristocratic friends of
the Gonzagas, but children of scholars and of the
poor, whose tuition was paid for by Vittorino. They
all wore the same simple clothing, regardless
of rank. The children played in the meadows in
front of the palazzo. Vittorino took them on field
trips, tutored them individually as well as
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Figure 4.3

Frederick John School,
Chicago. IL, Arch. Dwight
Perkins. The evolution of
the American school
from the small-scale
school-houses of the late
nineteenth century to
the ‘egg crate’ blocks of
the 1940s. (Photo: Eleanor
Nicholson.)

collectively, and watched over their health like a
protective parent.

Vittorino’s model, alas, saw little replication in
the centuries that followed. To pick up the threads
of this humanistic approach we can turn to some
exemplary early nineteenth-century thinking.
Horace Mann, father of the Common School in the
United States, was outspoken in his feelings about
the school architecture of the time. In 1840 he
wrote the following:

The voice of Nature, therefore, forbids the
infliction of annoyance, discomfort, pain, upon
a child, while engaged in study. If he actually
suffers from position, or heat, or cold, or fear,
not only is a portion of the energy of his
mind withdrawn from his lesson, — all of which
should be concentrated upon it; — but, at that
indiscriminating age, the pain blends itself with
the study, makes part of the remembrance of it;
and thus curiosity and the love of learning are
deadened, or turned away towards vicious
objects.’

The essay continued:

The first practical application of these truths,
in relation to our Common Schools, is to



schoolhouse architecture, — a subject so little
regarded, yet so vitally important. The construc-
tion of schoolhouses involves, not the love of
study and proficiency only, but health and length
of life ... It is an indisputable fact that, for years
past, far more attention has been paid, in this
respect, to the construction of jails and prisons,
than to that of schoolhouses. Yet, why should we
treat our felons better than our children?’

Deeply concerned about poor ventilation in the
schools of the day and dripping with irony, Mann
continued his essay:

I have observed in all our cities and populous
towns, that, wherever stables have been recently
built, provision has been made for their
ventilation. This is encouraging, for | hope the
children’s turn will come, when gentlemen shall
have taken care of their horses.”

And finally,

| cannot here stop to give even an index of
the advantages of an agreeable site for a
schoolhouse: of attractive, external appearance;
of internal finish, neatness, and adaptation.7

This particular lecture by Horace Mann covers a
great many other topics in addition to school
architecture, among them the multiplicity of school
books, which he ascribes in part to the profits book
companies wished to make out of the constant
replacement of old, nevertheless usable books with
new ones. He called for ‘apparatus’ which would
‘employ the eye, more than the ear, in the
acquisition of knowledge’. Such manipulatives, as he
would call them, would include a globe, a
planetarium, microscopes, telescopes, and prisms.
Clearly he wished children to experience much
more practical instruction over and above the
purely academic lessons with children sitting
passively, hearing and listening.

He discussed libraries, curriculum reform,
corporal punishment, and teacher training.
Throughout the lecture there emerges a passionate
interest in the needs of children, how they should
learn, and how they should be taught. Unlike the
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stern Puritans who came before him and like the
child-centred educators who came after him, Mann
believed that the child was innately curious, eager
to learn and capable of assuming responsibility for
things of beauty and value. ‘Nature has implanted a
feeling of curiosity in the breast of every child, as if
to make herself certain of his activity and progress’.
He believed that children enjoyed finding things out
in their own way and in their own time. Before the
argument is raised, ‘that mischievous children will
destroy or mutilate whatever is obtained for this
purpose [apparatus]’, he countered,

But children will not destroy or injure what gives
them pleasure. Indeed, the love of malicious
mischief, the proneness to deface whatever is
beautiful, — this vile ingredient in the old Saxon
blood, wherever it flows, originated and it is
aggravated, by the almost total want, amongst us,
of objects of beauty, taste, and elegance, for our
children to grow up with, to admire, and to
protect.®

Mann would surely have hoped that the messages
of the school building itself, as well as what is inside
it, would proclaim to children the importance of
beauty, taste and elegance.

With the diffusion of the various forms of
childcentred active education into the mix, new
ideas of beauty, respect for the child and attention
to his or her developmental needs — emotional,
physical as well as intellectual — entered the
architectural consciousness during the second half
of the twentieth century. Building on Froebel’s
Kindergarten ideals, succeeding waves of schools —
progressive schools, Montessori and Waldorf
schools — have all reflected and shaped new ideas
about education. Almost unique in the present
educational climate are the pre-schools in Emilia
Romagna, Italy. There, an early years system has
evolved which illustrates a clear philosophical
commitment to architecture and its role in learning —
the so called ‘third teacher’. The words of Lella
Gandini demonstrate explicitly that schools have
messages:

The visitor to any institution for young children
tends to size up the messages that the space
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gives about the quality and care and about
educational choices that form the basis of the
program. We all tend to notice the environment
and ‘read’ its messages or meanings on the basis
of our own ideas. We can, though, improve our
ability to analyze deeper layers of meaning if we
observe the extent to which everyone involved is
at ease and how everyone uses the space itself.
We then can learn more about the relationships
among children and adults who spend time there.’

The underlying assumption of the Reggio approach
is that space matters enormously. It reflects the
vision of those who inhabit it and it shapes those
visions. The system recognizes that children are
born with a natural sense of exploration and that
they interpret the realities of the world through
their senses of touch, sight, smell and hearing.
Neurobiological research has demonstrated how
important this dimension is to children in their
development of knowledge and the important
social concept of a group memory. It follows that
unstimulating environments tend to dull or deafen
the child’s perceptions. Schools must be capable
of supporting and stimulating sensory perceptions
in order to develop and refine them. This is an
essential aspect of education, part of the hidden
curriculum if you like.
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The messages of the Reggio approach are
transparent and powerful, both spatially and
philosophically. Communication is the core of
their research-orientated approach to pedagogy.
Encouraging communication between three
subjects — children, teachers and parents, makes
these ‘community-orientated’ projects in a real
sense. Whereas many childcare centres and most
schools exclude parents ‘at the front door’, at
Reggio childcare centres, there is always a large
community space at or around the entrance where
parents can linger and even participate in some of
their child’s activities. However, the listening or
so-called ‘pedagogy of relations’ does not stop at
the doors of the childcare building. Rather,
the listening and collaboration take place on a
city-wide basis and even spread to other cities and
cultures. Given that fundamental premise of
communication by the building, it might be
explained as a second skin that covers the school,
a sort of child-orientated architecture overlying
the basic architecture. Therefore, a number of
spatial characteristics follow, such as walls where
displays of all kinds are presented in a coherent
and aesthetically pleasing way, and different and
varying levels of transparency between spaces
inside (windows between different functional
spaces which permit views which may be altered

Figure 4.4

Scuola del’ Infanzia, Diane,
Reggio Emilia, an image of an
infegrated approach to archi-
tecture and education. The
courtyard just within the
entrance, a communal area
full of light and activity. (Photo
by permission of Diana
Municipal Preschool Reggio
Emilia.)



with curtains or blinds, for example). This ensures
that the environment reflects and communicates
the life of the school and the activities carried
out with and by the children. What Reggio describe
as filter zones are also needed, situated outside but
close to the classrooms. This enables an easy
and unhurried exchange of information in the daily
communication with the families and the children.
It is also important that each space within
the childcare centre is organized efficiently so
that the work and projects carried out with the
children can be documented. Each child (with its
parents) develops a scrapbook to maintain a ready
record of his or her progress. This then forms
part of a growing archive to aid knowledge and
understanding for future generations.

Philosophy, programme and architecture go hand
in hand in the Reggio approach, thanks to a
combination of superb care and education which is
matched by excellent local state funding. At Reggio,
you cannot talk about the architecture without
understanding the education or pedagogy. They are
mutually dependent.

In spite of the possibilities that exist for the
development of schools that respect and facilitate
the holistic development of the child, generally we
are stuck with the facilities of yesteryear. Many of
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the public schools in the great urban centres of the
United States were built in the very latter years of
the nineteenth century and the first two or three
decades of the twentieth century. At that time,
immigrants from central Europe and from the
American South were coming to the USA on a daily
basis and in their thousands. The Northern cities
required new schools and they were needed in a
hurry. Furthermore, the kind of research that has
been done in recent decades into issues of child
development, meaningful curriculum, and optimum
teacher education was not available at that time.
Then, children were expected to be docile,
obedient, and industrious; they were likely to be
punished physically if they were not. The thought
that children might enjoy school and actually might
want to learn seemed to be an alien concept. For
teachers, often young and with little training
themselves, control was the overriding issue. The
curriculum focused on the three ‘Rs’. That was
believed to be all that was required in a society in
which most students could anticipate a life spent in
low skilled factory work. It is easy to see why, given
these considerations, the urban public schools built
during this period are large, cold, even in some
cases, forbidding. Classrooms are planned to cater
for as many as forty or forty-five children. The

Figure 4.5

Original plaques on the

Williaom B Ogden School,
Chicago, lllinois. (Photo:
Eleanor Nicholson.)
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teacher is in a central position of surveillance. This
is the overriding design principle; it is a message
which is not lost on the children.

These massive structures are forbidding yet
some of them were softened and humanized by the
inclusion of important details. For example the
plaques on the exterior walls of William B Ogden
Public School in Chicago explain to children the
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Figure 4.6

Original plaques on the

William B Ogden School,
Chicago, lllinois. (Photo:
Eleanor Nicholson.)

Figure 4.7

Original plaques on the

William B Ogden School,
Chicago, lllinois. (Photo:
Eleanor Nicholson.)

value of academic excellence, and the life of the
mind. In their pure simplicity they communicate
the importance of the American dream as
propounded by Horace Mann. The message of a
love of country was considered to be important for
a relatively young nation, its cities filling up with
immigrants. The individual ethnic identity of the
immigrant families was not questioned, rather it



was complemented by the celebration of the new
place in which they found themselves and all that
had to offer. Ogden School, even in a busy urban
area, strives to create a beautiful surrounding for its
huge institutional form. As part of an urban
community, Ogden welcomes neighbours to its
asphalt-covered playgrounds by inviting them
through an ornately inscribed iron gate which
literally asks them to respect their environment,
and trusts that they will do so. Ogden’s gracious
invitation for all comers to use the grounds is a
contrast to the more typical dictate of the average
Chicago public school. These are clear
iconographic messages, legible, and articulate, if a
little doctrinaire. The building speaks.

Another and older example of architecture that
communicates consistent humanistic messages to
American children is Crow Island School in
Winnetka, lllinois. Now over sixty years old, Crow
Island is a designated national historic landmark.
The school is what it sets out to be; in the words of
Francis Presler, Director of Activities at Crow
Island (whilst briefing the architects Eero Saarinen
and Dwight Perkins in 1938) the school was to be
‘a place that permits the joy in small things of life and
in democratic living’, ‘a place for use, good hard use, for
it is to be successively the home, the abiding place for
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Figure 4.8

Original plagques on the

William B Ogden School,
Chicago, lllinois. (Photo:
Eleanor Nicholson.)

the procession of thousands of children through the
years”.'® He continued,

‘The school must be honest and obvious to
childish eyes as to its structure, its purpose, its
use, its possibilities. Strength shall be evident.
Genuineness shall be visible. Materials shall
say “things are as they seem.”...It must be
inspiring, with a beauty that suggests action, not
passiveness on children’s part.... It must be
democratic. That above all is necessary. School
must not create an illusion, otherwise children will
fail in more mature life. The classrooms shall
express inner tranquility that can be sustained.
The atmosphere of these rooms, which particu-
larly are the school homes, should give feeling of
security. These are especially the places of living
together and should give feeling of inviting
home-likeness.’

Note the emphasis on home spun values: home,
democracy, security, beauty, action, tranquillity and
continuity. Crow Island consciously, and to a unique
degree, offered an education tailor-made to the
emotional and cognitive needs of the younger child,
and the building itself played a fundamental role in
their education. The task of this age is to achieve

53



Children’s Spaces

competence at useful skills and tasks, and develop
a positive self-concept, pride in accomplishment,
and the ability to participate cooperatively with age
mates. The honest forthright way in which Presler
speaks mirrors the dawning sense of moral
responsibility inherent in Erikson’s tasks, while the
tactility of the building’s materials reflect the
concrete nature of the thinking of this stage of child
development, as outlined by Piaget, that children
learn through all the senses. Crow Island
classrooms fully meet standards for the physical
setting as outlined by Sue Bredekamp and Charles
Copple in Developmentally Appropriate Practice in
Early Childhood Programs:

Space is divided into richly equipped activity
centers — for reading, writing, playing math and
language games, exploring science, working on con-
struction projects, using computers and engaging
in other academic pursuits. Spaces are used
flexibly for individual and small-group activities
and whole-class gatherings."!

For the fiftieth anniversary of the school in 1990,
400 Crow Island alumni completed a questionnaire
that probed specifically the effect of building design
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on their early learning. Here are some of the
statements from the alumni:

‘At Crow Island | felt at home’; ‘Crow Island
just always felt cozy’; “The building was very friendly
and comfortable for us little ones, even then we
knew it.

Children’s physical needs were considered and
respected. Every classroom has its own bathroom
accessible directly. A general comment made time
and time again was the fact that as children they did
not have to ask to go to the bathroom or to go
down the hall to get to it as is generally the case.
Perhaps you have seen children in public schools
lined up at an appointed time so all can go to the
bathroom one by one while the others remain in
straight lines waiting. What adult would suffer the
humiliation of being told that she or he may go to
the toilet only at a given time?

Seats in the assembly are graduated in size, with
those for the youngest in the front of the room.
Light switches and door handles are at child level.
Window openings are safe, yet accessible to
children’s hands so they can provide ventilation
under adult supervision. Children felt safe there.
Different ages played in different age-related
playgrounds. Doors were colour-coded so a child
could always find his or her own room.

Figure 4.9

Mature trees grow close
to the building. Crow
Island School, Winnekta,
lllinois. (Photo: Eleanor
Nicholson.)



Children’s work was respected. ‘We could build
things in the workroom and leave them up ’til we
finished them. Children’s work was displayed
elegantly in the classrooms and in the halls.

Children were affirmed in their growing stature,
skills and power. It was ‘a wonderful moment
when | moved to a new wing of the school (and)
became a BIG kid’. Classrooms were orientated in
different directions so that ‘In each grade you
looked out onto a whole new world as you changed
wings’. Thus, the change from one grade to the
next gave the child new perspectives on the
environment around them.

The outside play areas were accessible directly
from the classrooms. Large full height windows give
views into the woods surrounding the site to provide
a stimulating alternative to class lessons. The close
proximity of each classroom to the outside areas
extends a sense of space and light. As one former
pupil remarked ... ‘the windows to the courtyards
and the wings gave the feeling of endless space’.!

Attention to natural as well as man-made beauty
is manifest everywhere. Natural materials — wood
and brick — are used inside and out. Sculptures
enhance the environment, acting as fixed features,
complementing the evolving displays of children’s
art. In my view, all spaces in the school have distinct
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messages for the children. There is an assembly hall
rather than an auditorium, because auditoriums are
only for listening. Presler’s stated goals for the
assembly were clear.

The assembly has a unique place in the school. It is
the one part of the building in which all come
together simultaneously, obviously, and consciously
to form the school body as a whole.... The room
must have dignity for large group consciousness’
sake. It must be buoyant for emotion’s sake. But
it must not be adult, sophisticated or over-
stimulating. It may awe slightly — for children must
be lifted to levels they did not know were inside."

There was to be an art room where, according to
Presler, ‘... beauty should be a background setting
kind, and one not too finished, lest children feel it
beyond them to make contribution’. The library
was a place for ‘lingering with energy’ while the
shop and science room should say to children, ‘This
is your place of finding out, of trying out, of doing
and making’. This charge to the architects is
consonant with the standards of developmentally
appropriate practice:

The curriculum is implemented through activities
responsive to children’s interests, ideas, and

Figure 4.10

The courtyard with full
height windows and doors
opening off the class-
room. Crow Island School,
Winnekta, lllinois. (Photo:
Eleanor Nicholson.)
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everyday lives, cultural

backgrounds".

including  their

It is interesting to reflect upon what alumni
remember from their childhood at Crow Island.
Were they aware of the kind of messages being
communicated to them when they were children?
Harlan Stanley, who attended Crow Island in the
1950s, recently shared some of his memories with
me. He recalled the auditorium with its seats in
graduated sizes to fit differently aged children, the
sense of privacy in the classroom courtyards, the
fact that the door handles were at child level, and
the ease of movement around a single storey
building with broad well-lit circulation areas. ‘We
took these things for granted at the time. Only in
going back later did we understand what it was all
about’."

What is surprising about the alumini survey is
that the memories are mostly positive and remain
vivid to this day; particularly in relation to the
architecture itself. Children felt special attending
the building, particularly in its early years; there was
something communicated through the building
fabric that could be later understood. Interestingly,
Harlan’s memories were more affecting than most
of his more recent adult experiences. This, he
assumes, is because children are so open to their
experiences during these formative years. They
have not yet learned the adult ways of sifting out
unwanted sensory information which they do not
perceive to have instant value. This view is
supported by the words of John Holt:

We all respond to space, but most adults so
seldom see a space that they want to and can
respond to that we lose much of this sense. Our
surroundings are often so ugly that to protect
ourselves we shut them out. Children, on the
whole, have not learned to do this.'®

Does the building enhance learning? There is no
hard evidence to support a connection between
the built environment and academic attainment.
But the kind of learning supported at Crow Island
is appropriate, non-verbal, intangible, symbolic
and long lasting. Children must be challenged
educationally, however the wisdom emanating from
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the building itself is explicit: children deserve and
flourish in an atmosphere of love, community,
mutual respect, beauty and a connectivity to
nature. These are truths that we probably knew
all along, however it is important to hear
the comments of some of its alumni affirming
these views.

The Reggio schools are for very young children,
infants, toddlers, and preschoolers; Crow Island is
an elementary school. They are separated in time
by World War Il and in distance by thousands of
miles. But both systems communicate through their
very buildings, important messages about the
developmental needs of the children who attend
them and they succeed uniquely in the positive
support of young developing minds. What kinds of
school buildings come to mind when we turn to
members of that prickly, volatile group — the
adolescent middle schooler? What is, in fact, a
middle school?

In School and Society, John Dewey outlined
his historical analysis of the development of
the American school system. Decrying waste in
education, Dewey said, ‘| desire to call your
attention to the isolation of the various parts of the
school system, to the lack of unity in the aims of
education, to the lack of coherence in its studies
and methods."®

Dewey outlined the differing origins of the eight
key blocks of the educational system. According
to him, the aim of the kindergarten should be
to support the moral development of children
rather than to instruct them in a disciplinary
way. The primary school developed during the
sixteenth century when, along with the invention
of printing and the growth of commerce, it became
a business necessity to know how to read, write,
and count. The aim was a practical one; getting
command of that knowledge was not for the
sake of learning, but because it gave access to
careers in life otherwise closed. This is a principle
adhered to by most contemporary elementary
school systems.

Dewey’s historical analysis proceeded to the
grammar school or intermediate school and the
high school or academy. Originally their aim had
been to counter the elitist character of the



university by enabling ordinary people to access
learning so that men could broaden their horizons.
That larger horizon originated in the Renaissance
when Latin and Greek connected people with
the cultures of antiquity. The aim of the grammar
school and secondary school education was
therefore to promote culture, not discipline.
Dewey continued:

It is interesting to follow out the interrelation
between primary, grammar, and high schools.
The elementary school has crowded up and taken
many subjects previously studied in the old New
England grammar school. The high school has
pushed its subjects down. Latin and algebra have
been put in the upper grades, so that the seventh
and eighth grades are, dfter all, about all that is
left of the old grammar school. They are a sort of
amorphous composite, being partly a place where
children go on learning what they already have
learned (to read, write, and figure), and partly a
place of preparation for the high school. The
name in some parts of New England for these
upper grades was ‘Intermediate School. The
term was a happy one; the work was simply
intermediate between something that had been
and something that was going to be, having no
special meaning on its own account."’

Believing that the different parts of the system
were separated historically and had differing
ideals ranging from moral development and
general cultural awareness to self-discipline and
professional training, Dewey concluded that the
challenge in education is to establish the unity of
the whole system, in place of a sequence of more
or less unrelated and overlapping parts. Dewey
recognized the need to reduce conflict and
repetition within the disparate systems.

The need for a proper bridge between lower and
upper schools became more and more evident as
the decades passed. The methods used in the
middle school made it a high school in all but name.
In the traditional junior high, students changed
classes at the end of each subject period, classes
were of a given length and were taught at a given
time. Teachers taught one subject four or five times
a day to different groups in succession.
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In 1968, British educator Charity James laid out
a series of desiderata for the improved intermediate
school. She agreed with Dewey’s view that there is
no justification in the profound social differences
between the elementary and the junior high school.
This is a time during young people’s lives when they
are embracing puberty and the profound personal
transformation that entails:

...can we really be content with the way our
young people’s days are spent? Would we allow
them, if we had a choice, to spend this time in
squads (groups is too rich a word) being
addressed or grilled by adults, one adult after
another, in totally incoherent order? ... Would we
not like them to work cooperatively rather than in
a moral climate so competitive that sharing is
denigrated as ‘cheating’ and actually punished?'®

James is concerned with the arbitrary structure of
the school day, divided as it was into 45-minute
lesson periods, punctuated by the violent clanging
of bells. And between each lesson, class groups
moved around the building, creating log-jams in
corridors and at classroom entrance areas. This
planned incoherence does not treat people as
individuals and thus negates the rhythms of learning
that different individuals have at this time. She
emphasizes the critical nature of these adolescent
years and asks for new possibilities for individual
learning to replace the group mentality. She
questions the necessity for middle (high) school
children to move around their school buildings all
day, whereas elementary school children, by and
large, stay put. For James, these are not merely
organizational issues. The continuation of these
practices is inimical to adolescent growth, if not
even dangerous.

This urgency is echoed by Erik Erikson, for
whom adolescence was a life stage of particular
characteristics, tasks, and challenges. In his essay
Youth: Fidelity and Diversity, Erikson states, ‘In no
other stage of the life cycle, then, are the promise
of finding oneself and the threat of losing oneself
so closely allied’. The fact that the emergent
adolescent can, as Erikson interprets Piaget, ‘now
operate on hypothetical proposition, can think of
possible variables and potential relations, and think
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of them in thought alone, independent of certain
concrete checks previously necessary’, can mean
an investigation of happenings in reality and a
consideration of other possibilities, often with an
idealistic or ideological thrust. Adolescents are
deeply concerned about issues of fairness and
justice, both as applied to themselves personally
and to society and societies as a whole.

At the same time, their emotional and physical
development has taken an entirely different turn.
The individuals in this age group are often
characterized by mood swings, uncertainty, self-
absorption, an evolving discovery of the self and
its identity, a focus on the peer group, a need
for supportive caring adults (while seeming to
reject them), and a need for active learning. Their
bodies are developing with dazzling and confusing
rapidity; their energy levels are high and outlets
for that energy are essential. Their ability to think
abstractly has soared, while their ability to handle
life calmly and acceptingly, as is characteristic of the
successful younger child, has been for the most
part set aside.

Adolescents are developmentally unique. They
are different from the elementary children they so
recently were, different from the high school
students they will become, different from each
other, and different from week to week, day to day,
and hour to hour.

Maria Montessori, whose schools for preschool
and elementary children are familiar to us,
also planned a less well-known programme for
adolescents while also rejecting the contemporary
secondary school programme. Describing the child
from 12 to 18, she wrote:

The secondary school as it is at present is an
obstacle to the physical development of
adolescents. The period of life during which
the body attains maturity is, in fact, a delicate
one: the organism is transformed; its development
is rapid. It is at that time so delicate that medical
doctors compare this period to that of birth
and of the rapid growth of the first years....
This period is equally critical from the
psychological point of view. It is the age of
doubts and hesitations, of violent emotions, of
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discouragements. There occurs at this time a
diminution of the intellectual capacity. It is not
due to a lack of will that there is difficulty in
concentration; it is due to the psychological
characteristics of this age. The power of assimilation
and memory, which endowed the younger ones
with such an interest for details and for material
things, seems to change."’

Montessori compares the relative stability of the
elementary school to that of the secondary school.
There, the student changes teacher almost every
hour. Montessori believes that it is impossible for
the adolescent to adapt to a new teacher and a new
subject every hour. Change brings mental agitation.
A large number of subjects are touched upon, but
all in the same superficial way.

Charity James called for middle schools that
were to be totally different from the ‘bossocracies’
of the day where ‘the value they represent is
power, not growth. They mirror a social condition
outside the school which is destructive to human
dignity and ultimately endangers the species’.
What she calls for are schools for adolescents
that are non-bureaucratic, characterized by
small groups, community involvement, an open
evolving interdisciplinary curriculum, and teacher
collaboration, all aimed at establishing loving,
truthful, and hopeful human relationships. Human
diversity should be respected and celebrated.?

Montessori recognized similar educational
problems and envisioned the same kind of
problematic atmosphere for the adolescent as a
consequence. Reflecting on her background
developing schools in the urban slums of Rome
during the 1930s, her model school was to be in
the country. There, the child would be outside his
or her habitual surroundings in what she viewed as
a peaceful place, in the bosom of nature. Perhaps
most contentious was her view that the adolescent
child should develop better outside the family, a
painful by-product of her model school.

Her programme, called ‘Erdkinder’, or ‘Children
of the Soil, would provide experience in
agricultural work, running a shop and maintaining a
hotel annex for parents or guests who might visit.
The work with the soil would offer an educational



curriculum with a limitless study of scientific and
historical subjects. Living outdoors in the open air,
with a diet rich in vitamins and wholesome food
furnished by the nearby fields would improve
health. The harvest that followed the agricultural
labour provided by the children would be sold and
the funds from the sales would constitute an
initiation to the fundamental social mechanism of
production and exchange, the economic base on
which society rests.

Thus, her visionary programme was to be self-
contained, self-governing, and self-supporting. The
environment was to be respectful of children and
adults, and essentially collaborative rather than
dictatorial. However there would need to be strict
rules to maintain order and assure progress.

Montessori first published her insights into the
nature of the adolescent in 1939. She herself
summarized her vision as one where children would
no longer take examinations in order to move into
higher education. Rather, the secondary school
would be a place where individuals passed from a
state of dependence to a condition of independence
through their own efforts, working within a living
community. Although she never realized her
agricultural society school, the message was a good
one in its proposition that a school based on a
collaborative social model connected to practical
rather than theoretical activities would be more
effective for the majority of adolescent children.

In 1973, the National Middle School Association
was founded in the United States to improve the
education of young adolescents. In 1985, the
National Association of Secondary School
Principals was responsible for the publication of An
Agenda for Excellence at the Middle Level; this was
followed in 1989 by the landmark report of the
Carnegie Council for Adolescent Development,
Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st
Century. Echoing both Maria Montessori and
Charity James, the task force found ‘a volatile
mismatch ... between the organization and
curriculum of middle grade schools, and the
intellectual, emotional, and interpersonal needs of
young adolescents’. The report set forth
recommendations for transforming the education
of young adolescents. These have been examined,
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modified, expanded, and made more meaningful
both by a revision of the 1989 report entitled
Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st
Century and various reports of the National Middle
School Association, culminating in their publication,
This We Believe ... and Now We Must Act.

In its work on best middle school practices, the
National Middle School Association promotes a
view of the middle school student characterized
as one who wants to be seen as competent,
accountable and responsible, as individuals who
wish to be respected by peers and adults, as good
people of high moral standing, concerned about
justice and fairness.?!

Such qualities will emerge and be supported
in an environment that offers an integrated
interdisciplinary curriculum, experiential learning,
ample opportunities for socializing and interacting
with a variety of others, both within the school
community and with the wider community. The
strategy requires close meaningful relationships
with adults who understand the whole child and
are themselves bonded together in a team
relationship that is a community of learners. The
community should plan a variety of individual, small
group and whole group learning experiences within
a flexible schedule.

What kind of school building addresses the
unique social, intellectual, physical and emotional
needs of this age group! The older stacked egg
crate format of the traditional school makes the
operation of a best practices programme difficult,
just as the same format can repress the
spontaneous exploratory learning and need for
community of the younger child. It is simply too
inflexible, the very walls seemingly dictating a
nineteenth-century form of education.

This is what the criteria developed by the
National Middle School Association look like when
translated into architectural features. The list
ranges from the broad and general to the detailed
and specific:

1 Educators committed to young adolescents
Needed architecturally: the building must be
fun and an exciting place to be, filled with
colour and light. There should be provision for
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places to hang out and with overlooks, places
to see and be seen.

A shared vision

Needed architecturally: a planning process
informed by the commitment and the vision of
all the stakeholders.... The board, superin-
tendent, principal as leader and informed
faculty/staff, all participating, and ‘on board’.

An adult advocate for every student

Needed architecturally: space for files, activity
space for advisory groups to meet, involving all
faculty and staff.

Family and community partnerships

Needed architecturally: parents’ room, office,
lounge, as well as community access to facilities
such as the gym, the auditorium and the media
centre.

Varied teaching/learning approaches, cultivating
multiple intelligences, providing hands-on
experiences, interdisciplinary, actively involving
students in learning; a curriculum that is chal-
lenging, integrative and exploratory

Needed architecturally: facilities to enhance
the intelligences — music, art, drama, dance,
film and video, out-of-doors, social spaces. Also
required are classrooms of varying sizes and
classrooms that permit varied activities; project
rooms that are not necessarily science rooms;
places to work and to be alone; places to
accommodate a wide range of equipment.

Assessment and evaluation processes that
promote learning

Needed architecturally: authentic assessment
involves spaces to create, perform and present
student work for evaluation.

Flexible organizational structures

Needed architecturally: provision for individual
and team planning; team offices that are not
departmentalized; team areas for kids, flexible
spaces for flexible grouping; planning time and
spaces to work that are not in the lunch room;
teachers seen to be professionals.

Programmes that foster health, well-being and
safety: comprehensive guidance services

Needed architecturally: alternatives to
corridor locker areas, instead student areas
which communicate a sense of trust and
safety; a clinic with a nurse; counsellors whose
offices are located where the reason for going
is not clearly evident, to encourage a relaxed
view on the discussion of personal problems;
nutritional planning in the cafeteria.??

A number of these design and development criteria
can be discerned in the floor plan of Central Middle
School in Tinley Park, lllinois. Extensive
consultation with all the users informed the
process from the very initial planning concept right
up to the construction of the building itself.
Rejecting usual design strategies such as the ‘egg
crate’ plan and the customary closed suite of
departmental offices, Central Middle School
accommodates the needs of students, teachers,
administrators, staff, parents, and the community in
an entirely different way.

Each of the three grade levels has a commons,
around which wrap the classrooms. These
accommodate 120 students in each grade.
Immediately adjacent to the commons are the
teacher workshops, conference rooms, project
rooms, computer rooms, and bathrooms. Each
grade level has its own science/project rooms.
These are not so committed to advanced science
that their furnishings exclude other kinds of
projects. They are very flexible in use, a move
carefully thought through by the faculty and the
principal.

Each of the commons is large enough for all the
children at that grade level to gather, sit on the
carpets — each being a different colour according to
the grade — and to discuss and plan together. Each
commons leads not only to the other commons,
but also to Main Street or central hall. This latter
hall passes by the offices and special area rooms so
when classes need to move to the art and music
rooms, industrial arts shop, media centre, gym and
auditorium/cafeteria, they can do so without
disturbing a single other classroom.

The media centre, the auditorium/lunchroom,
and gyms have outside entrances, making them
accessible to the community during non-school
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Figure 4.11

The Cafetorium, a multi-
functional space distinct
from the main hall.
Thompson Middle School,
Newport, Rl, designed by
HMFH Architects,
Cambridge MA.

Figure 4.12

Locker rooms overseen by
the head of department’s
office. (Photo: Jonathan
Hillyer.)
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Figure 4.13

Thompson Middle School, Newport, RI, designed by HMFH Architects, Cambridge MA.
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hours. Some classrooms between the commons
are designated as ‘flex’ rooms to accommodate
differing numbers of children in the grade levels; a
room could be a seventh grade classroom one year
if enrolment there were higher or an eighth grade
classroom the next as that group moved on.

Conclusion

Tinley Park is not a wealthy suburb. What was
in place as the building was being planned was
a knowledgeable, experienced, and determined
principal, supported by an equally knowledgeable
superintendent, both of whom matched the criteria
listed in This We Believe ... And Now Must Act.2! They
shared a vision for a middle school programme that
met the needs of their constituency and they built
a building that both reflects and facilitates that
programme. This was in no small way down to the
sensitivity of the architectural team responsible for
the building.

The school building as third teacher

Figure 4.14
Science labs express their
function in the use of pure
neutral colours and semi
tfranslucent walls, provid-
ing even, natural light set
out in the form of a graph
— paper grid af the Little
= Villoge Academy,
Chicago, lllinois. (© Steve

Hall, Hedrich Blessing.)

Charity James puts it this way:

... when | speak of the need for schooling to be
living, my language is deliberately value-laden. |
believe that the living behaviours are to explore,
to make, and to enter into dialogue, and that
these are the ways members of a school should
engage themselves.?3

Other exemplary middle school buildings exist and,
fortunately, are becoming more visible in those
communities who have listened to principals,
teachers, parents, members of school boards,
and the adolescents themselves, all spokespersons
for a way of teaching and learning that is truly
developmentally appropriate.

The messages of these buildings, to and about
the adolescent, are that he or she is understood
and his or her many and even competing, even
occasionally conflicting, needs are respected and
accommodated.

However, children are not usually the ones who
are planning the buildings they live in. They are, in
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fact, the invisible clients. Perhaps three, six or even
nine years of their lives will be spent in the building
in question, yet they have no input into the design,
iconography, uses, patterns or aesthetics of the
building. It is therefore up to the adults in charge to
develop what Thomas David calls ‘environmental
literacy’.

The development of environmental literacy
involves the transformation of awareness into a
critical, probing, problem-seeking attitude towards
one’s surrounds. It entails the active definition of
choices and a willingness to experiment with a
variety of spatial alternatives and to challenge the
environmental status quo. OId roles, which were
characterized by submission, or apathy or
dependency on the ‘experts’ to determine one’s
environment, must be unlearned.?*

If, as Robert Sommer says, ‘A design problem
is a value problem’ and the question is ‘VWWhose
interests are to be served?”, how do we better
serve the interests of children??® What do we really
want to say to them? Their buildings and what goes
on in them communicate, whether that is our
intention or not, where they stand in the wider
world. Do we want to communicate to them that
they are not worth safe, well-maintained and child-
and adolescent-friendly buildings, rich in beauty,
interest and opportunities for engagement?! Or do
we want to communicate to them, overtly and
symbolically through the built environment, that
they are to be inspired, trusted, respected, loved,
protected, and understood in all the developmental
aspects of their being!? If so, we will help them live
in model homes, complete communities, and
embryonic democracies. If we don’t, we have made
choices that are, in the words of John Dewey,
‘narrow and unlovely’ and we put our very
democracy at risk.
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The classroom is a microcosm

of the world
John Edwards

Editor’s infroduction

‘... everything we make must be a catalyst to
stimulate the individual to play the roles through
which his identity will be enriched ... form makes
itself, and that is less of a question of intervention
than of listening well to what a person and a thing
want to be.!

The author has recently completed an exhaustive
study of the classroom environment, talking to
teachers and observing within a range of existing
primary schools in the north of England. Here he
explains the research process, describing in some
detail how a combination of quantitative and
qualitative methods have informed his thinking
about design. He emphasizes that despite the wish
to provide new school buildings wherever possible,
by far the majority of primary education
throughout the UK will continue to take place in
adapted existing accommodation. Understanding
the activities of the users within a range of
representative classroom environments illustrates
the need for an imaginative approach to instigate
new ICT learning strategies, a recognition of special
educational needs and an understanding of the
notion of active learning, an essential principle
enshrined in enlightened curriculum strategies
which have developed over the past forty years.

66

In this chapter, the issues which affect an efficient
classroom will be explained. Typical classroom
layouts from the past will be illustrated by way
of previous research; the principles of the
educational curriculum in Key Stage 2 classrooms
will be presented and, finally, Edward’s key research
findings from observation in classrooms and
discussion with educationalists over a two-year
period will be presented. This research clearly
recognizes that the activities the classroom needs
to support are critical and should largely dictate the
form. The chapter is a useful briefing tool for
architects embarking on the design of new or
refurbished classrooms who are interested in
gaining a deeper insight into the education which
takes place there.

His studies represent a significant contribution
to our understanding of how children, staff
and other members of the education community
relate to their existing physical settings. In its
incorporation of a broad range of research
techniques and educational data, Edwards has
worked towards an integration of both
architectural and educational concerns, to provide
a bridge between the two disciplines by asking
teachers to explain the various aspects of
classroom design which are important to them.
In search of a common language his work sets
out to translate the misunderstandings, which



often occur when architects try to talk about
education and when educationalists try to discuss
architecture and space.

Intfroduction

Children’s experiences of school are framed by
time as well as space. Most of a child’s life in a
primary school is spent in the classroom; there
might only be two breaks from study during the day,
once in the morning and once for lunch, with
children essentially confined within a single room
from 9 am to 3.15 pm for the majority of the day.
There is a range of research from the past twenty
years by educationalists which describes the ways
in which time is spent within the primary school
classroom. For example, Life in Classrooms is a
closely observed and engaging account of the
complexities of classroom life:

‘Aside from sleeping, and perhaps playing, there
is no other activity which occupies as much of a
child’s time as that involved in attending school.
Apart from the bedroom where he has his eyes
closed (most of the time) there is no single
enclosure in which he spends a longer time than
when he does in the classroom.”

With great periods of time spent there, the range
and breadth of curriculum and pastoral activity
which this single space must support is daunting.
The classroom becomes a container of the child’s
life expectancies and ideally it should represent a
sort of microcosm of the world. However, within
the framework of existing research, there is very
little which deals with architectural issues relating
to actual space and its physical disposition. Previous
research which has been undertaken limits itself
to the environment on offer and those aspects
which are controllable by teachers themselves,
such as the organization of furniture and the
grouping of children. The actual architecture of
the classroom is usually deemed to be beyond the
scope of classroom teachers and not particularly
relevant to the ongoing education debate.’
Designing any classroom is about understanding
the activities which take place there, and the way
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in which the class lessons are structured to
facilitate teaching and learning in line with the
demands of the National Curriculum. Different
aspects of organization are discussed here to
provide an overview of how current practice has
developed, whilst, in turn, revealing the
relationships between classroom organization and
teaching, which are framed by space and time.
Finally, some key research findings will be
summarized as a series of design process
recommendations.* The chapter is presented in six
sections: forms of classroom organization; the use
of the classroom environment and resources; child-
centred learning — developments over the past 30
years; a survey of classrooms in use; the UK
National Curriculum; and key research findings.

The use of the classroom
environment

Bennett and Kell’s 1989 study described poor
classroom organization and its effects, which
showed in a lack of pupil involvement in the lessons
(with some pupils wandering about inanely),
interruptions which disrupted the whole class, and
a general lack of interest or motivation on the part
of the pupils.®> Children played about without the
teacher apparently being aware of it. There was
little or no teacher control.

The key way in which teacher control can be
improved is through the organization of the
classroom; this is viewed by many educationalists as
the Holy Grail. Currently, educationalists recognize
four main types of classroom organization which
takes place in primary schools: whole class,
individual, paired and group working.

Whole class teaching is where all the pupils
undertake the same activity, at the same time,
whilst usually being addressed by the teacher
positioned at the front of the room. This is
successful for starting and ending the day, for giving
out administrative instructions, general teaching,
extending and reviewing work, and controlling the
pupils during unruly periods of the day. The whole
class can be organized so that everyone is being
taught the same thing at the same time. This type of
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organization is particularly useful where a lot of
discussion is required. Group or individual work
often follows this, with children coming together
again to discuss and review what they have been
doing during individual or smaller group work.

Individual work will often follow a whole class
briefing. This process is thought to be particularly
useful for developing children’s ability to work
independently at their own pace through a
structured work scheme. Children may work on
individual tasks which may be of their own creation
or an interpretation of a group theme suggested by
the teacher. Paired as opposed to individual working
allows children to collaborate on a task with one
other pupil. This not only helps by making different
aspects of a problem more explicit through
collaboration in a limited and controlled form, but it
also helps to develop each child’s language ability.

There are many situations when a class of
children needs to be divided in order to undertake
particular activities. A powerful argument for
grouping is that it encourages collaboration and
supports the interactions and discussions through
which much learning and socialization develops. It
also helps with competency in social and language
skills and as a means by which pupils can support,
challenge and extend their learning together,
through problem solving or working on a joint
creative task. Different types of grouping are
needed for different activities and children should
have the opportunity to be part of a variety of
groupings; ideally groupings should be flexible and
varied. There are seven types of grouping
arrangements: grouping by age, ability grouping,
developmental grouping, grouping by learning need,
interest groups, social learning groups and
friendship groups.®

Learning activities can be thought of as falling
into five categories. The activities differ in many
respects including variable factors such as the
number of pupils involved, the interactions they
involve and the nature of the attention they
require. However, the key groupings can be
summarized as follows:

1 Pupils taught directly by their teachers;
2 As individuals;

68

w

In small groups;

As a whole class;

5 Or, when not with their teacher, alone or in
collaboration.

N

It is also clear from the literature reviewed that the
use of these types of activity differs, with individual
work and whole class teaching tending to feature
most prominently. While group seating makes
sense for two of the five types of learning activity, it
is not suited for individual work.” A balance needs
to be struck regarding the time spent on individual
work, whole classwork and smaller group work.
This must be organized with regard to both
pedagogical and practical considerations relating to
the space in which it takes place.

Barker (1978) and Bronfenbrenner (1979) have
discussed the importance of the quality of the
environment and the fact that it can influence
behaviour, a view which is commonly stated by
teachers.® Space in classrooms is often limited and
must be utilized with great skill to enable the
activities, which form essential components of the
primary school curriculum, to take place effectively.
The organization of space may have a profound effect
on learning because pupils tend to feel connected to
a school that recognizes their needs through the
provision of good architecture and good resources:

When children experience a school obviously
designed with their needs in mind, they notice
it and demonstrate a more natural disposition
towards respectful behaviour and a willingness to
contribute to the classroom community.’

It is axiomatic that a beautifully designed school,
like any public building, is good for its users.
However, there is much anecdotal evidence
supporting the view that new ‘landmark school
architecture’ does not always satisfy its users
functionally. Architects do not get the classroom
design right, often as a result of too little
consultation. In the primary school classroom the
teachers’ task is to ensure that children experience
the curriculum, develop and learn and are seen
to be making progress. Therefore the presentation
of children’s work is most important and



should be constantly updated. The primary school
classroom should be aesthetically pleasing;
stimulate children’s interests; set high standards in
display and presentation of children’s work; and be
designed in such a way that the room can be easily
cleaned and maintained.”

Educational attainment has been shown to
correlate with spending levels in each locality, so that
in theory the higher the resource provision, the
higher the attainment and the greater the
educational life chances in that area. Investment
in UK schools comes about via a complex
combination of school-based decisions, numbers
of pupils on the roll and the priority given to
education by national and local government at
the time. Presently within the UK, the quality of
education and the buildings that support it have been
widely condemned and with such obviously badly
maintained old buildings, pupils and their parents can
readily see how little investment there has been in
education over the years. This has a great political
significance, hence a lot of new capital investment is
now beginning to happen within the UK.

In educational terms ‘resources’ are materials and
equipment used in the classroom (as opposed to
the buildings) and the quality of learning experiences
will be directly affected by their provision. Materials
include things such as paper and pencils and can be
considered as consumables. Equipment is also very
significant in primary education because it is usually
through the use of appropriate equipment that the
pupils get enhanced learning experiences. Both in
quality and quantity these resources have an impact
on what it is possible to do in classrooms. A good
supply of appropriate resources is essential.!’
However, these older research studies referred to
here do not consider ICT (information communi-
cations technology) in any great depth, a recent and
profoundly important dimension which now also
needs to be considered as part of the resource
structure.

There are three criteria that must be considered

when organizing resources:'?

1 Appropriateness. What resources are needed
to support the learning processes which are
expected to take place?!
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2 Awvailability. What resources are available?
What is in the classroom, the school, the
community, businesses, libraries, museums,
local resource centres? Are there cost, time or
transport factors to be considered?

3 Storage. How are classroom resources stored?
Which should be under teacher control?
Which should be openly available to the
children? Are resources clearly labelled and
safely stored.

Clearly, an effective classroom needs to be
designed ergonomically so that storage is designed
into the architecture in an appropriate, safe and
accessible form. Close discussion with teachers will
enable this to happen.

As previously stated, the way in which time is
used in the classroom is very important. Pupil
progress is undoubtedly related to the time that is
made available for effective ‘curriculum activity’.
However, many educationalists believe that the
amount of pupil time spent in ‘active learning’ is
more important. This is a qualitative criteria not a
quantitative one, in that it implies a more positive
engaged learning mode for the pupil. In order to
maintain active engaged learning, an appropriate
variety of activities offered within the classroom is
necessary. This has clear spatial implications, for
example, the availability of discreet work bays off
the main teaching space or separate study areas to
support pupils with special needs.

Findings from Pollard’s 1994 study showed
considerable variations between the proportion of
pupil time spent in different modes and various
levels of pupil engagement in passive as opposed to
active learning in various classroom situations.'3
Mortimore et al. (1988) noted that between 66
and 75 per cent of teachers used a fairly precise
timetable to order the activities during each
session and noted that the older the children
the more organization and lesson planning was
required." The study found that managerial aspects
of a teacher’s job took approximately 10 per cent
of the time available within each teaching period.

The establishment of the UK National
Curriculum in 1988, the need for public
accountability and the subsequent numeracy and
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literacy strategies developed successfully since
then have brought about an even more rigid
allocation of time within the classroom
environment. A study by Campbell and Neill (1994)
illustrated the important concept of ‘time available
for teaching’. They show that almost 10 per cent
of teaching time is lost as ‘evaporated time’ in
the management of classroom activities, which
is necessary to create teaching and learning
opportunities within the framework of the
increasingly proscriptive educational curriculum.’
However, it was not estimated how much time
was lost to teaching as a result of poor
environmental conditions.

Child-centred learning -
developments over the past
30 years

In  mainland Europe forms of classroom
organization vary, although over the past 30 years
there has been a gradual move away from the
organization of pupils in formal rows focusing on
a single teacher at the front of the space. Now,
smaller more informal groupings organized around
tables of 6 to 8 pupils is the norm. Elsewhere, in
Russia and India for example, pupils are still
generally organized in rows as they were in UK
primary classrooms until the mid-1960s, when
practice changed dramatically as a result of the
findings of Plowden.

The report published by the Central Advisory
Council for Education entitled Children and their
Primary Schools, but better known as ‘The Plowden
Report’, was published in 1967.'® It brought about
a radical transformation in primary education.
Before Plowden ‘traditional’ primary education was
predominant, with children taught in whole class
groups and typically sitting in rows focusing on
the teacher’s desk, which was often raised up on
a plinth. The ‘progressive’ era was characterized
by profound changes to the curriculum and, in
particular, to teaching methods. These were
described as ‘pupil-centred’; the principle was
that education should engage with children as
individuals. This was a philosophy that placed the
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child at the heart of educational methods and
extolled the virtues of individualization within the
framework of collaborative learning. Rather than
sitting at the front, the teacher now moved around
the classroom, facilitating in turn individual or
smaller groups of children often carrying out
different tasks in the same lesson period. As a
result, whole class teaching would be minimized.

A glance at some of the photographs taken from
the report illustrates a variety of classroom
arrangements proposed by Plowden with children
in smaller, less formal groupings. The comparison
between figures 3/A and 3/B is stark, with the 1937
arrangement showing children sitting in well-
ordered ranks enclosed by four walls, whilst the
1966 image is a space which is higgledy-piggledy and
open plan. In reality, most schools favoured the
ordered discipline and predictability of the 1937
arrangement until Plowden enforced new informal
layouts from 1967.

The Plowden Report endorsed a reduction in
the proportion of time that teachers were spending
teaching the whole class and a drastic increase
in the proportion of time that children should be
taught as individuals or as members of small groups.
However, there was a problem. This proposition
did not provide additional teachers or more space
in order to make the new teaching strategies
workable, as one might have expected. In addition,
ever more complicated forms of classroom
organization were introduced, such as the
‘integrated day’, to provide individual children with
appropriate direct learning experiences relating
to their own individual needs. Here, the implication
was that children themselves would begin to
take more responsibility for their own activities,
so that learning would be based on their natural
desires and motivations, as their interest in learning
was stimulated. In hindsight this appears to be
a somewhat idealistic aspiration. The reality of
the integrated day for many teachers was an
environment where art took place at one
table with maths at another adjacent table
simultaneously; this necessitated even more
control by the teacher. For many teachers the
atmosphere in the classroom became increasingly
fraught as the day progressed. The ideals of
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Figure 5.1

(@) Children at work, 1937; (b) Children at work, 1966; (¢) Children at work, 1966; (d) Children at work, 1966.

(Source: DES (1967).1%)

Plowden, to create a generation of adults more
socially adept as well as being better educated,
was turned on its head. Discipline and restraint had
to be increased in order to maintain some
semblance of order. Resourcing of the new
approach was simply inadequate.

Nevertheless, this radical educational approach
was enforced and it is generally acknowledged
that the Plowden Report was substantially
responsible for the development and nature of
primary practice over subsequent decades up to
the introduction of the UK National Curriculum.
During this period the only systematic surveys of
junior school classroom organization were those
carried out by Moran (1971) and Bealing (1971),
which concluded generally that teacher control
remained tight within the framework of the
‘integrated day’." However, much anecdotal

evidence suggests that this was not the case. By
1970 the transition to ‘informal’ classroom
structures had been widely adopted, however
there was little evidence to support the idea
that primary school children would or could take
more responsibility for their own learning, and
more evidence built up over intervening years that
education was poorer and children less disciplined:

Despite the relatively informal classroom layouts
adopted by the vast majority of teachers there
was so much evidence of tight teacher control
over such matters as where children sit and move
that it seems highly doubtful that there is much
opportunity for children to organize their own
activities in most classrooms. 8

Following the implementation of Plowden, the
first large-scale observational study of primary
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classrooms in use was undertaken; ORACLE
(Observational Research and Classroom Learning
Evaluation) took place between 1975 and 1980.
The main focus of the ORACLE study was the
curriculum; the way teachers taught it and how the
pupils responded. Looking back it is surprising that
spatial or architectural issues were largely ignored.
The study followed pupils during their last two
years of primary school and through the first year
of their secondary school. The study used
systematic observation techniques in a wide range
of classrooms to gather data on the nature of
classroom events. Much of the research focused on
a somewhat reductive question — which worked
better, combined individual teaching and small
group teaching in informal groups, or traditional
whole class teaching?

This obsession with the effects of individual pupil
activity, as opposed to whole class pupil activity,
disguised a hidden agenda which was perhaps
somewhat ideological; the progressives favoured
the notion of free self directed learning, as opposed
to the traditional virtues of ‘instruction’, a single
message given to the whole class simultaneously.
Galton et al. (1980) showed that although the
majority of primary class children sat in small
groups around 4-8 person tables, they rarely
interacted. Instead, children worked either alone
or collectively as a whole class. An accurate
portrayal of classroom organization at a time when
the pre-war image of the primary classroom, as a
place where children sat in serried rows of desks,
had virtually disappeared, with children only sitting
in rows in four of the fifty-eight classrooms
surveyed. Further observations from the study
reveal that the teacher no longer stood in front of
the blackboard, or instructed the pupils from
behind a centrally positioned desk, but instead
moved around the room interacting with pupils
continuously. However, teachers tended to spend
time with the most engaging pupils whilst others
missed out on individual instruction.

Figure 5.2 compares children’s activities between
the 1976 ORACLE study and a subsequent 1996
ORACLE study which revisited the same schools.
Information about the use of collaborative learning
comes from the records of activities that pupils
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ORACLE 1976 ORACLE 1996
Individual 55.82 (71.2)° 43.1 (48.4)
Group 7.5(9.8) 14.6 (16.4)
Class 15.1 (19.0) 31.3(35.2)
Total 78.4 (100.0) 89.0 (100.0)

a: Figures in first column represent the
percentage of all interaction

b: Figures in brackets represent the
percentage of teacher—pupil interaction.

Figure 5.2
Changes in the form of classroom organization
1976-1996. (Source: Galton et al. (1999).%9)

were set. Comparing the data, it can be seen
that there is a decline in individual interactions
and a corresponding increase of teacher—pupil
interaction with both group and class activities.
Individual interactions have increased from 43.1 to
48.4 per cent, group interactions have changed
from 14.6 to 16.4 per cent and class interactions
from 31.3 to 35.2 per cent.

Like Plowden, Curriculum Organisation and
Classroom Practice in Primary Schools conceptualized
primary teaching in terms of individual, group and
whole class teaching activities.'”” The main task
of their research was to make recommendations
about curriculum organization in the classroom.
Groups were considered in terms of children
collaborating in their learning and of the teacher’s
role as manager of a class comprising of groups
working on different tasks. The report also made
recommendations about effective methods of
teaching and classroom organization:

The organizational strategies of whole class
teaching, group work and individual teaching
need to be used more selectively and flexibly. The
criterion for choice must be fitness for purpose. In
many schools the benefits of whole class teaching
have been insufficiently exploited.?’

The report also went on to make
recommendations about the deployment of



teachers beyond the traditional ‘one teacher one
class’ model, stating that:

primary teaching roles in the past have been too
rigidly conceived and much greater flexibility of
staff development is needed.?!

What the report failed to recognize was the
importance of the environment in this regard.
Because of the need for constant supervision, the
limitations of ‘one teacher one class’ can only be
overcome if the staff pupil ratio is increased or
team teaching is enabled by physically combining
two or more classrooms. This requires the
arrangement of classrooms in suites with flexible
partitions which can be removed at certain times.
Coming full circle from the original aims of
Plowden, the Alexander report affirmed that
primary teachers had been devoting too much time
to individual instruction and making insufficient use
of whole class teaching methods, concluding: ‘In
many schools the benefits of whole class teaching have
been insufficiently exploited.®

Another more recent study, The Nature and Use
of Classroom Groups in Primary Schools (Blatchford
et al, 1999) found that teachers taught a large
range of group sizes including pairs, small groups,
and groups with 7—10 pupils, in addition to working
with individuals or with the whole class.?? The
study revealed that large groups of 7-10 pupils
were in greater use in Key Stage 2 classrooms than
smaller groupings. It also indicated that there was
little correlation between grouping characteristics,
such as size and composition, learning task type and
interaction between group members.

To summarize, the grouping of children for
instruction is widespread in British classrooms
today, a practice encouraged in the Plowden
Report, conceived as the best compromise in
achieving individualization of learning and teaching
within the teacher time available. Among the
benefits the report envisaged for group work, were
that children learn to get along together, to help
one another and realize their own strengths and
weaknesses by comparing their work with the work
of their peers. Much of the research illustrates that
most of a child’s contact with a teacher happens
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when the teacher is working with the whole class,
consequently in classes where teachers do more
whole class activities, children get more teaching
contact. This view is supported by McPake et al.
(1999), whose study of 12 Scottish primary school
classrooms found that overall, children were in
direct contact with their teacher for 41 per cent
of their classroom time. This was only achieved
because for 32 per cent of the time their teacher
was interacting with the whole class.??

Plowden was a radical experiment which was
imposed upon an education system ill prepared and
under resourced. Teachers found it challenging as
control was the price paid for pupil freedom within
the classroom, yet this freedom to discover (and
it seems to also disrupt the learning of others) was
the philosophy which lay at its heart. Furthermore,
the available buildings were inappropriate for the
new system, lacking flexibility and enough space
for the system to work properly. Many classrooms
were acoustically disastrous when fifteen or so
9-year-olds were attempting to express themselves
simultaneously. Nevertheless, Plowden was pushed
through and took some of the blame for poor
educational standards in state schools over
subsequent years. Politicians blamed new fangled
trendy ideas and by the beginning of the 1980s set
out to re-create a more traditional approach to
education. The result was the new UK National
Curriculum.

The National Curriculum was in part a
reactionary return to older values. However, after
15 or so years of tinkering since it was first
introduced, there is now a recognition of the need
to make education at Key Stage 2 much more
tailored to the child’s individual needs, reflecting
the culture in which most children now grow up.
‘Individual learning plans’ are perhaps the latest
exemplification of this, yet there still appears to be
little discussion regarding how best to design
buildings which will support this strategy. A ‘one
size fits all’ approach to education is a neat exigency
for politicians wishing to understand their brief, but
widely understood to be inappropriate in modern
Britain. It is unfair to deal with a group of middle
class children in a leafy middle class suburb of
Surrey in the same way you would with a refugee
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community on a sink estate in post-industrial
Sheffield. When a primary school has 45 per cent of
its pupils requiring special needs support, the key
requirement is for more specially trained teachers,
and a whole range of smaller self-contained rooms
in which small group and individual work may take
place outside of so-called mainstream teaching; the
notion that five identical classrooms can support
such a diverse learning community is rather like
suggesting that every family should live in an
identical house.

The UK National Curriculum

The 1988 Education Reform Act heralded the
introduction of the National Curriculum for all
children of compulsory school age.?* The National
Curriculum sets out learning objectives and
attempts to provide coherence in the teaching of
pupils, whilst also clarifying the role of teachers
within the classroom. The following four criteria
summarize the government’s key ideological aims:

— to establish entitlement to a number of areas
of learning for all children irrespective of their
social or ethnic background. In particular it
seeks to promote the development of people
as active and responsible citizens.

— the National Curriculum makes expectations
for learning and attainment explicit and estab-
lishes national standards for the performance
of all pupils.

— it promotes continuity and a coherent national
framework that ensures a good foundation for
life long learning.

— it promotes public understanding providing a
common basis for discussion of educational
issues among lay and professional groups.

In reality, its introduction was a rather desperate
response to the perceived failure of education
during the 1970s and early 1980s. Students were
emerging from the system with very poor social
and literacy/numeracy skills. Politicians felt they had
no control over what was happening and sought to
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disguise the general underfunding of the system in
the cloak of new educational strategies. The need
for new and refurbished schools was largely
ignored at that time. Significant government funding
has only come on stream since 2001, and this is
largely directed towards secondary schools rather
than primaries. However, it is fair to say that most
primaries are receiving more resources, improve-
ments to the maintenance and repair, and
additional classrooms to support community links
(ICT training suites which can be used outside
school hours), early years facilities (nursery units)
and after school clubs. Although the National
Curriculum does not refer to the environment
specifically it is possible to interpret the spatial
implications of its content.

The related framework of the National Literacy
and Numeracy Strategies contains detailed
guidance about planning and teaching from which
spatial issues can be ascertained. It is important
to understand the key ideas of the curriculum
and how these are put into effect in the classroom,
which in turn will help to identify the architectural
requirements of the classroom’s design, now and in
the future.

There have been some significant developments
in primary education in recent years, due to
legislative changes to make the National
Curriculum more effective. The early stages of its
implementation were problematic; most teachers
found it difficult to cope with the large subject
content they were expected to cover. A period of
review led to a reduction in the amount to be
taught in most subjects and the introduction of a
proscriptive element of time to be spent on certain
subjects over and above others. Recent
modifications to the National Curriculum, including
the introduction of the National Literacy and
Numeracy Strategies and the evolving of ICT
(information communications technology) into a
separate dedicated subject within the curriculum,
have had a positive effect on education and its
delivery, requiring a new approach to the design of
schools. The numeracy and literacy strategies for
primary schools give guidance ranging from how
each individual minute of classroom time should be
used to the arrangement of classroom furniture.



The government has taken control over not only
the objectives, but also the teaching methods.

The National Curriculum Handbook for Primary
Teachers in England (1999) identifies three core
subjects: English, Mathematics and Science. In
addition to these, there are seven non-core
foundation subjects: Design and Technology;
Information Communication Technology; History;
Geography; Art and Design; Music; and Physical
Education.?> For each subject and each key stage,
programmes of study set out what pupils should
be taught, and attainment targets establish
expected standards of pupil performance. National
frameworks for literacy and mathematics are
published by the Department for Education, and
exemplar schemes of work are jointly published by
the DfEE and QCA; they illustrate how the
programmes of study and attainment targets can
be translated into practical, manageable teaching
plans.

The National Curriculum identifies six skills
areas, which are described as ‘key skills’ because,
according to government dictum, they help people
of all ages to improve their learning and
performance in education, work and life (DfEE and
QCA, 1999:20). These skills are: communication,
application of numbers, information technology,
working  with  others, improving learning
performance and problem solving. In addition to
these key skills the National Curriculum identifies
five thinking skills which complement the key skills.
These are: information-processing skills, reasoning
skills, enquiry skills, creative thinking skills and
evaluation skills. This provides a theoretical
justification for the core subject areas, as they are
thought to encompass knowledge, skills and
understanding without which it is not possible for
other learning to take place effectively.'> The
National Curriculum Programmes of Study set out
what pupils should be taught in each subject and
provide a basis for planning schemes of works. The
programme of study sets out two areas of benefit:

* Knowledge, skills and understanding — what is
to be taught in the subject during the key stage.
* Breadth of study — the contexts, activities areas
of study and range of experiences through
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which the knowledge, skills and understanding
should be taught.?®

For example, the skills of speaking (from a text) and
writing are viewed as fundamental aspects of
English as a core subject taught at both Key Stage 1
and 2. The Programme of Study for English states
that:

In English, during key stage 2, pupils learn to
change the way that they speak and write to suit
different situations, purposes and audiences. They
read a range of texts and respond to different
layers of meaning in them. They explore the use
of language in literacy and non-literacy texts and
learn how language works. Speaking and
listening: during key stage 2 pupils learn how to
speak in a range of different contexts, adapting
what they say and how they say it to the purpose
and the audience. Taking varied roles in groups
gives them opportunities to contribute to
situations with different demands. They also learn
to respond appropriately to others, thinking about
what has been said and the language used.?’

The National Literacy Framework for teaching sets
out teaching objectives for Reception to Year 6 to
enable pupils to become fully literate. Literacy
unites the important skills of reading and writing.
It also involves speaking and listening, which
although not separately identified within the
framework, are an essential part of it. The National
Literacy Strategy contains detailed guidance on the
implementation of literacy hour, in which the
relevant teaching will take place. The Literacy Hour
is designed to provide a practical structure of time
and class management which reflects the overall
teaching objectives (a step by step guide is included
in Appendix A). The National Literacy Strategy
defines the structure of the literacy hour quite
precisely. It should include the following:

a. Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2: Shared text
work, a balancing of reading and writing.
(Whole class, approximately 15 minutes)

b. Key Stage 1: Focused word work. Key Stage 2:
A balance over the term of focused word work
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or sentence work. (Whole class, approximately
15 minutes)

c. Key Stage 1: Independent reading, writing or
word work, while the teacher works with at
least two ability groups each day on guided
text work, reading or writing. Key Stage 2:
Independent reading, writing or word and
sentence work, while the teacher works with at
least one ability group each day on guided text
work, reading and writing. (Group and
independent work, approximately 20 minutes)

d. Key Stage and Key Stage 2: Reviewing,
consolidating teaching points, and presenting
work covered in the lesson. (Whole class,
approximately 10 minutes).?®

The literacy hour offers a structure of classroom
management, designed to maximize the time
teachers spend directly teaching their class. It is
intended to shift the balance of teaching from
individualized work, especially in the teaching of
reading, towards more whole class and group
teaching.

The essential elements of the literacy hour
are: shared reading as a class activity using a
common text, e.g. a big book, poetry poster
or text extract. At Key Stage 1 teachers should
use shared reading to read with the class, focusing
on comprehension and on specific features, e.g.
word-building and spelling patterns, punctuation,
the layout and purpose, the structure and
organization of sentences. Shared reading provides
a context for applying and teaching word level skills
and for teaching how to use other reading cues
to check for meaning, and identify and self-correct
errors. Shared reading, with shared writing,
also provide the context for developing pupils’
grammatical awareness, and their understanding
of sentence construction and punctuation. At
Key Stage 2 shared reading is used to extend
reading skills in line with the objectives in the text
level column of the framework. Teachers should
also use this work as a context for teaching
and reinforcing grammar, punctuation and
vocabulary work.

At both Key Stages, because the teacher is
supporting the reading, pupils can work from texts
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that are beyond their independent reading levels.
This is particularly valuable for less able readers
who gain access to texts of greater richness and
complexity than they would otherwise be able to
read. This builds confidence and teaches more
advanced skills which feed into other independent
reading activities.

We have quoted at some length from the
National Curriculum (in one core subject only), in
order to give the reader a flavour of the tasks and
functions which need to be considered when
designing a classroom. The way in which the
classroom is organized affects the extent of each
childs contact with the teacher and the
opportunities for effective learning. A functional,
well-organized classroom will have teaching
materials, tools and equipment arranged efficiently
so that they are easy to find, use and keep in order.
The planned layout of an activity area should match
the intentions of the activity, with resources in
close proximity. As will be seen in later sections,
the space standards recommended by the
Department for Education are, in my view,
inadequate for many classes, particularly where
pupils have a high level of special educational needs.
That is why all aspects, such as storage, become
critical. There should be a definite place for
everything and storage should be labelled
appropriately, making it easily accessible. Children’s
personal storage should be allocated a particular
place which is secure, yet positioned so that it does
not obstruct learning and spatial efficiency. This will
enable children to be given responsibility for taking
out and putting away their own materials and
equipment. Materials should also be stored at
appropriate levels, so that access to certain
equipment can be controlled by keeping it out of
reach of pupils.

There is very often surplus equipment
and resources lying unused in classrooms. The
development of Information Technology resources
in schools is essential for every pupil, to contribute
towards the development of other curriculum
themes, skills and personal qualities. Grouping such
resources and sharing them between selected
classrooms would usually be more efficient and
economies could be made in the provision of



specialized equipment and resources, such as a
shared information technology suite. The pairing,
or grouping, of classrooms enables flexibility in
areas such as the sharing of practical areas, allowing
teachers to work together or separately as and
when required, with a variety of different teaching
group sizes this flexibility enables.

Primary classrooms should not simply provide a
neutral space for teaching and learning, but should
also communicate to children something about the
ethos of their education, what is being offered
and what is expected from them as pupils within
the school community. An ordered spacious
environment gives them a natural sense of well-
being, however, other features, such as the use of
colour, the controllability of their environment, and
good acoustics will all help to communicate
essential messages. The Government wishes to see
schools designed to a standard ‘comparable to that
found in other quality public buildings, to inspire
pupils, staff and parents’.?’ This means that a far
more sophisticated array of design skills needs to
be brought to the table for discussion with future
users, especially teachers. Space in classrooms is
always limited; yet the space that is available must
be utilized in such a way that a wide range of
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Figure 5.3

EqQuipment store,
Millennium School,
Greenwich. A long
corridor storage area
which doubles as an
occasionable circulation
route out to the
playground. (Photo: Mark
Dudek)

activities, which form essential elements of the
National Curriculum, can occur simultaneously.
This is some challenge.

A survey of classrooms in use

In his study entitled Inside the Primary Classroom,
which was published in 1999, Galton found that the
majority of classroom spaces in use were simple
enclosed rectangular rooms which were difficult to
adapt.’® Of the various twenty-eight classrooms
observed, twenty-two were of the type generally
referred to as ‘box like’, the key characteristics of
which were self-contained rooms enclosed by walls
and a door which closed them off from the rest of
the school as opposed to more open plan arrange-
ments (which can be seen in many working environ-
ments today such as contemporary offices, and
many institutions of higher education).

The example of a classroom arrangement in
an early Victorian building was nicknamed the
‘shoebox’. It illustrates even more limitations of
space with severe restrictions on the scope for
flexibility. This shows how staff delivering the
curriculum had to adapt to problems inherent in
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the building. Teachers used the classroom
environment efficiently and ingeniously so that,
although the size of the classroom meant that it
was impossible to create work bays for different
activities, the teacher managed to teach (with some
difficulty), all curriculum activities in the space
available. A high level of organization and a number
of space saving techniques helped to achieve this.
These included children being assigned a specific
group for each activity organized around a single
6—8 person table. The size of the room meant that
the whole class could not sit together within a
dedicated ‘carpet space’ for whole class activities
such as story time. Nevertheless, by using rigorous
organizational methods the teacher had been able
to introduce, in a severely restricted space, a level
of flexibility which allowed for individual, group and
whole classwork, and which could be tailored to
a variety of curriculum activities, without any
rearrangement of furniture. However, the
effectiveness of these activities is not commented
upon. It is likely that the proximity of desks would
make it difficult for children to concentrate because
of noise and visual disturbances within the confined
classroom environment. There was little scope for
additional activities such as teacher demonstrations
and dedicated ICT zones.

Another example of a classroom type illustrated
by Galton is the L-shaped classroom. In this
example the smaller part of the ‘L’ was deemed to
be unsuitable for teaching and was therefore used
only as storage area. So the remaining teaching
area was rectangular and of reduced size, and
the presence of fixed storage cupboards down
the longer side of the room further reduced the
available space for teaching. This resulted in an
awkwardly shaped teaching area to accommodate
twenty-eight Year 6 pupils. A similar L-shaped
configuration was discussed by James Dyck in more
positive terms. Describing it as the ‘Fat L’ he
illustrates a much wider variety of layouts than the
traditional rectangular form allows, however, it also
implies that the overall area requires significantly
more space in order for it to work effectively.'

Rearranging furniture within the framework of
an existing rectangular room to create an inner
rectangular row of desks has a number of social
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benefits. The so-called ‘horseshoe’ arrangement
was used for many activities including class
discussions and for most written work, and it also
facilitated paired working arrangements. However,
it should be noted that the teacher used other
furniture layouts according to the demands of the
curriculum, particularly when the task required was
designed around small groupwork, when the tables
needed to be rearranged in blocks. Clearly an
important criteria here is the ease with which
furniture can be moved around and reconfigured by
teachers.

This U-shaped furniture arrangement is claimed
to be the most effective for allowing the three main
working styles — individual, group and whole class,
with a minimum of modification.3? The other six
classrooms in the survey were part of open-plan
teaching spaces referred to as ‘home units’. The
reviewed evidence suggests that the U-shaped
or ‘horseshoe’ arrangement can be an extremely
effective way of making the most of any rigid
enclosed classroom environment.

As Galton et al. (1999) state:

‘the  “horseshoe” and “shoebox” layouts
demonstrates the need for a high degree of
flexibility in terms of his or her teaching techniques
on the part of the teachers in question. They
represent a considered and deliberate response to
a difficult situation, overcoming the constraints on
an environmentally inadequate or overly confined
classroom environment’.

An earlier study assessed the use made of available
spaces by both teachers and pupils in open-plan
classrooms.33 A scale plan drawing of each grouping
of rooms was made; on this, different functional
zones were identified by the teachers in the unit.
Observations of the number of pupils and teachers
in each space and the activities in which they were
engaged were made every 20 minutes throughout
the day for a total of three days. Interestingly, the
descriptions by Bennett et al. (1980) of the use of
available space include dedicated ‘quiet rooms’
which are defined as:

rooms varying in size but not larger than 32 m?,
having four walls and a door located within the
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teaching unit. Originally they were conceived to be
a self contained room of less than classroom size
for the purpose of small class teaching or for noisy
activities such as music or TV which could be
carried on without distracting children in the rest
of the unit.*?

It was noted that patterns of use were very diverse
with the average use of such rooms, in both infant
and junior units, ranging from between 4 and 5 per
cent for both pupils and teachers; with major
factors of under use including, the space being too
small for use by the whole class or large groups,

The classroom is a microcosm of the world

Figure 5.6
Group activity within an L-shaped classroom.
(Photo: Brian Vermeulen.)
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Horseshoe layout. (Source: Galton ef al. (1999).%0)

or their location away from other working areas
making supervision of the children difficult. The
units that teachers felt worked well had two quiet
rooms (each 20 m?) either side of a central link area
that was used constantly by teachers accessing
other areas. The research summarized that:

Quiet rooms that are square and large enough
to take the whole class sitting on the floor and
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Typical open-plan classroom showing quiet rooms.
(Source: Bennett et al. (1980).3%)

placed centrally for easy supervision would seem
to be the most satisfactory from the teacher’s
point of view.3*

The next types of space described are ‘practical
areas’ defined as:

those areas which have sinks and floor finishes
that are suitable for wet activities such as quarry
tiles and vinyl tiles, and are situated within the

teaching unit.3*

It was found that these areas were used slightly
more than the ‘quiet rooms’ with 8.4 per cent of
pupils and 13.2 per cent of teachers in infant units,
but less, at just over 6 per cent of pupils and
teachers in junior units. The study goes on to reveal
how the location of a practical wet area can affect
its use, with the majority being positioned so that
circulation, and therefore organizational problems
resulted. Examples of good and bad practice
are illustrated in this study. These include, placing
the area around a central courtyard which was
effective and worked well when access areas
were sufficiently wide to allow easy circulation,
adequate work space and storage for materials.
But if the area was used for dining, or contained
toilets, or was used to access other parts of the
school it became a source of continual disturbance
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and distraction. Placing the activity area centrally
generally worked well, however, poor access and
visibility were often the by-product.

The ‘use of space’ observations by Bennett et al.
(1980)*3 concluded that the way in which teachers
and children used space was different in every
instance even when the design of the unit was
identical. It was also noted by Galton et al. that:

Whilst the dimensions and design of a classroom
are fixed, and therefore largely beyond the control
of the teacher, the challenge is, and always has
been, to make the optimum use of what space is
available.3>
Galton et al3® examine three features of the
primary classroom — the teacher’s desk, the ‘carpet
area’ and the computer zone, and their effects on
the organization of the primary classroom. They
recognize that in earlier times the teacher’s desk
dominated the class. By the 1970s the hierarchical
arrangement had changed, with the desk often
being found in the corner of the room. The second
feature, the carpet areas, are described as ‘spaces
which have traditionally been marked off as places
of shared activities which often involve the whole
class with the teacher’.

In both the 1976 and 1996 ORACLE studies the
‘carpet area’ was an important space, used by
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teachers who wanted to talk to the whole class at
the same time and independently by children who
required additional work space, or as a place for
silent reading. Galton et al. (1999) noted that:

these carpet areas continued to be an important
part of classroom life, and even in the case of some
modern classrooms that were carpeted throughout,
a space was often marked out in some way.3®

It was also noted that this area in many classrooms
was used more frequently in the 1996 ORACLE
classrooms, with children being moved away from
their desks to sit on the carpet midway through the
lesson for whole class instruction or discussion, or
to bring some variety to the lesson format. In
the 1976 ORACLE study on the other hand, the
carpeted area was mainly used first thing in the
morning to take the register or to outline the day’s
activities, or at the end of the day to sit and listen
to a story. Another development found in the 1996
study was the increased importance of information
technology (IT), or as it is now referred to in
National Curriculum documentation, information
communication technology (ICT). This confirmed
the general findings of the Mckinsey survey, The
Future of Information Technology in UK Schools, which
showed a national average of one computer to
every seventeen pupils, and that in 40 per cent of
primary schools the ratio was 1:20:

although there was often a dedicated space for a
computer, occasionally accompanied by a printer,

much of the equipment was relatively old, of
varying make, of low specification, and rarely
used, so that out of almost a 1,000 records of
curriculum activity, just twelve recorded the use

of IT37

Eight years on, it is likely that this observation is
widely out of date as most UK schools now have
reasonably effective ICT, either in the classroom or
within dedicated ICT suites.

Past research has tended to identify where
classroom arrangements are ineffective rather than
informing how the spaces may be adapted to the
teacher’s advantage. From this it seems clear that
teachers and pupils will find it difficult to teach and
learn in classrooms organized in a manner that
does not match and support the learning activities
precisely enough. Children are grouped together in
class sizes of around 30 pupils, however in today’s
classroom they are rarely taught as a single group.
Therefore, whole group teaching is not on its own
a good enough reason to have group seating
arrangements as the overriding design criteria
for new primary classrooms. The way teaching is
conducted would seem to have implications on
how a classroom should be organized; although
Alexander et al.'"® make reference to the fact that
group seating may not be suitable for all learning
tasks, none of the literature reviewed makes any
recommendations on the physical organization of
classrooms. Organizing primary classrooms so that
children sit in smaller groups is substantiated by a
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number of observational studies, however it does
not take us very far in understanding the classroom
of the future.

Dipping into this educationally derived research,
the conclusion must be that the physical context
of the classroom should support the teaching
and learning methods, and each organizational
arrangement should support the particular teaching
and learning strategy being implemented at any
one time much better than it presently appears
to do. As architects working in this field, there is a
need to gain further understanding of the best
organizational principles for the primary classroom
environments and to identify physical organizational
needs more precisely. However, it is apparent how
little ‘architectural’ concerns have informed the
research which is helping to dictate classroom
design. The functional layout is surely not the only
factor which affects the success of the education. It
perhaps signifies how low architecture has been
rated by educationalists responsible for these
research studies.

Both the size and layout of the classroom
environment in which learning takes place and its
overall design have implications on the way in which
teachers operate. The range of classrooms in the
present school building stock provide some
spacious classrooms, which allow for adaptation
and movement; by far the majority are small,
confined and awkwardly shaped which places
constraints on the degree of flexibility possible.
How then, should teachers in current classroom
environments respond to the demands placed on
them, and what is the impact of the National
Curriculum on the architecture of the classroom
environment of the future?!

Key research findings

Whilst investigating aspects of the learning
environment, we found relationships between
behaviour and human experience on the one hand
and the design of the physical setting on the other.38
It is a complex relationship and evaluation naturally
incorporates a degree of personal interpretation.
The most common method used in qualitative
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research is participant observation, which entails
the sustained immersion of the researcher among
those whom he or she seeks to study, with a
view to generating a rounded, in-depth account of
the group. Behavioural mapping has been the key
tool in this study, together with key research
questions which have been addressed to those
teachers involved.

Behavioural mapping is a form of direct
observation, tracking the movements of subjects
through existing physical settings, whilst observing
the kinds of behaviour that occur in relation to
these settings. It is empirical, describing observed
behaviour both quantitatively and qualitatively.
There are three components to this: the description
of the environmental setting; the description of the
subject; characteristics and the description of the
behaviour.

Behavioural mapping is a naturalistic time-sample
technique for describing patterns of activity and the
use of the physical space. A scaled drawing or a
floor plan of a physical space provide the basis of the
observational studies, with each area labelled
according to the kinds of behaviour expected to
occur there. The research refers to classrooms built
within the existing building stock. The main body
of the research refers to Key Stage 2 classrooms,
which accommodate children aged between 7 and
11 (in year groups 3 to 6), exploring the relationship
between the classroom environment and the
implementation of the National Curriculum.

The study’s initial research questions provided
the structure for the research methods applied.
The prime research question is:

How does the physical environment of the primary
classroom influence the effective delivery of the
National Curriculum?

From this, five sub-questions can be extracted to
determine the parameters of the research. These
questions are associated with the classroom
environment, teaching and learning, physical
organization, and the final question concerning the
implications of the study.

1  What are teachers’ perceptions of their classroom
environments? This question utilizes teachers’



experiences in classrooms as a method of
gauging how classroom environments currently
work.

2  What is the structure of teaching and learning
activities associated with the National Curriculum
and the differing uses of the National Curriculum?

3 How is the classroom environment being used
during the teaching and learning activities associ-
ated with the National Curriculum?

4 How does the organization of resources in the
classroom environment support the teaching and
learning  activities associated with National
Curriculum? These three questions examine the
physical environment in relation to the spatial
implications of the National Curriculum
through a series of observational studies.

5 Is it possible to support and improve the design of
primary classroom environments to enable a better
delivery of the National Curriculum? This question
challenges existing approaches to the design of
classrooms.

Of the 44 lessons observed in this study, 12
adhered to the standard lesson structure, which
ranged in duration from 30 to 70 minutes. Dual
activities were observed taking place in 20 lessons,
with durations ranging from 30 to 100 minutes, and
finally 12 lessons were categorized as multiple
activity lessons, that ranged in their duration from
70 to 100 minutes.

In addition to the order in which activities took
place, the amount of time noted in each category
was recorded by percentage for each lesson,
informing the amount of time spent in each
category. It was observed that the percentage of
time relating to administration varied from 5.0
to 16.7 per cent of the duration of lessons, and
periods of introduction ranged from 2.0 to 16.7 per
cent. The periods of the lesson devoted to teaching
activities took up the most time and ranged from
50.0 to 85.7 per cent of the lessons observed.
Periods of transition between teaching activity in
dual and multiple activity lessons ranged from 2.4
to 12.0 per cent. Plenary took between 5.5 and
23.0 per cent of the duration of lessons and
concluding stages ranged from 2.8 to 16.7 per cent
of the total duration of lessons.

The classroom is a microcosm of the world

In the lesson structure outlined previously the
pupils were all involved in similar teaching activities
simultaneously. However, field notes revealed that
individual pupils moved on to other activities whilst
other members of the class concluded their
teaching activity. This often took place in the same
location but children were sometimes observed
moving to other areas of the classroom as
illustrated by Figure 5.11, where children finish an
activity and go on to collect books from shelves in
the corner (Lesson: 03, Classroom: 01, Time: 34
minutes).

The five main types of pupil activity were
recorded using the following categories:

1 Engaged on task
2 Task related

3 Distracted

4 Waiting

5 Other.

The data indicates a considerable degree of
consistency across most of the lessons observed.
Pupils spent on average 85.2 per cent of their
time engaged in tasks, with differences in task
engagement ranging from 60.0 to 92.1 per cent.
This  included periods of administration,
introduction to activities and the plenary.

The whole class being distracted was never
recorded. However, individual pupils were
recorded in the field notes as being distracted by
something going on in the classroom, as illustrated
by Figure 5.12 (Lesson: 31, Classroom: 11, Time: 16
minutes). The classroom was a converted dining
hall, which also served as a corridor between two
other classrooms and the rest of the school. Here,
another class and teacher are observed moving
through the classroom to gain access to another
part of the school.

Distractions were also caused by something
taking place outside the classroom, such as
another class walking past the classroom
entrance. Other teachers experienced no
interruptions during lessons. This was a chance
finding but it was clear that it had a marked effect
upon the lesson structure and some pupils’
concentration.
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Three main types of teacher activity were
recorded using the following categories:

1 Teaching
2 Managing
3 Unrelated.

The data shows that teachers spent on average 81.3
per cent of their time teaching, which in the 44
lessons observed ranged from 66.6 to 93.8 per
cent. Time spent managing was very varied ranging
from 7.2 to 53.0 per cent, with on average almost
one fifth (17.5 per cent) of their time spent
managing. A little less (14.8 per cent) was spent
on unrelated issues, such as dealing with school
administration.

There appeared to be a complex relationship
between teaching and managing. The reasons for
this included factors such as the teacher wishing to
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use his or her time differently with different groups,
with some activities requiring the minimum of the
teachers’ or learning support staffs’ input. Other
reasons included a shortage of equipment required
for that particular activity so that only small groups
of children could use it at any one time. An
important concept here is differentiation. Pupils do
not learn at the same rate or in the same way. They
need different sorts of instruction, different access
to subject matter and varying amounts of practice
and reinforcement. Sometimes whole class teaching
may provide this, but at other times only differen-
tiating the learning situation in a more radical way
can provide this. If an activity requires a substantial
teacher input, the teacher must manage his or her
time carefully to respond to these needs.

Within the classroom environment learning
support staff were observed supporting teaching
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activities, which incl
and keeping children

reading with small groups and individuals. They
were also observed supervising practical activities

uded consolidating learning,
engaged in tasks, as well as

Figure 5.12

Internal distraction (Lesson:
31, Classroom: 11, Time: 16
minutes). (© John Edwards.)

and resolving minor difficulties, often circulating
from one group of pupils to another, as well as
working with pupils from the class in another
location, such as the school library. Their presence
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freed the teacher to give more attention to
teaching other individuals or groups.

The most common form of class organization
recorded was whole class and individual arrange-
ments. Whole class organization was encountered
at some point in all 44 lessons ranging from 10 to
100 per cent of the lesson duration. Groups were
encountered in only 4 lessons, ranging from 47.0 to
70.9 per cent of the lesson duration, and paired
organization in 3 lessons, ranging from 32.3 to 90.0
per cent. Individual organization was noted in 34 of
the lessons and varied from 17.0 to 90.0 per cent.
The classes were observed leaving the classroom
twice. This was for school assembly, however, it
was noted by class teachers that the whole class
sometimes left the classroom with the teacher to
work in another part of the school, such as a
computer suite or quiet room.

When the children were observed as a whole
class they were undertaking the same activity at the
same time, often seated focusing on the teacher at
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one end of the classroom, which meant some
pupils had to turn their chairs in order to see the
teacher, as in Figure 5.13 (Lesson: 10, Classroom:
04, Time: 30 minutes), or they were gathered
together in one part of the room, such as a
carpeted area of the room, as in Figure 5.14
(Lesson: 42, Classroom: 15, Time: 8 minutes).
Pupils often worked in groups with another child
or individually after a whole class session, during
which the teacher had explained the task or activity
to follow.

During the course of lessons pupils were
observed working with the teacher or a member
of support staff in a particular part of the room,
as demonstrated in Figure 5.15 (Lesson: 02,
Classroom: 01, Time: 03 minutes). Sometimes they
were organized in ability groups for specific lessons,
which was most common during literacy and
numeracy lessons.

However, although there was a high level of
variation observed in class organization, the layout
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of the classrooms did not change significantly and
therefore did not reflect the mode of working.
Studies of primary classrooms consistently report
that primary school pupils spend most of their time
working alone. They also show that they get most
of their limited direct teaching contact as whole
class members, not as individual learners and
though teachers spend more of their time with
their class as a whole, individual work remains the
most common type of activity for children when
they are not working with the teacher, amounting
to between 17.0 and 90 per cent of a pupil’s
classroom time.

Although the data collected did not include the
type or duration of interactions the teacher had
with the pupils, the field notes taken during the
observations revealed that the teacher interacted
with the whole class, with groups of pupils and
individually with pupils. Working individually with
the teacher or learning support staff member was a

. Learning support staff

relatively rare occurrence. This usually depended
on the individual needs of each pupil as well as the
type of class organization adopted during teaching
activities.

By far the greatest amount of time spent
interacting with the teacher was as part of whole
class teaching activities. The teacher would interact
with the whole class, either by addressing pupils
where they sat as Figure 5.13 (Lesson: 10,
Classroom: 04, Time: 30 minutes) or by arranging
the pupils to sit around the teacher on the floor as
illustrated in Figure 5.14 (Lesson: 42, Classroom:
15, Time: 8 minutes).

In all the lessons observed there were variations
in the time pupils worked in whole class, and in
mixed ability groups with the teacher or member of
learning support staff. However, these variations
took place within the framework of established
routines. It appeared that in most classrooms, each
pupil had a regular place, but they often moved
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around the room to be seated in ability groups or to
work with learning support staff that were present.
Pupils were also observed interacting socially with
other pupils during the main teaching activity.
Teachers have a tendency to spend extended
periods of time in specific locations within the
classroom and certain areas were identified
as being used more than others. When teachers
were interacting with the whole class, they were
observed to be less mobile. When teachers were
interacting with individual pupils or small groups
their movement around the classroom increased.
When analysing the Classroom Data Sheets it
was found that the teacher’s movement around
the classroom was very repetitive. However, there
was always a preferred route taken by the teacher
and usually it was a repeated and predictable route.
From this main route the teacher branched out
to other locations in the room. No pattern was
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A Teacher

@ Learning support staff

found in relation to its location in the classroom
layout, but this main route was always present.
In summary, the location and movement of the
teacher within the classroom does not relate to
the layout of the room but to the teaching activity
and organization of the class.

Observational studies summary

The lesson observations took place in a varied
age range of classroom environments and the
research instrument used provided a detailed and
descriptive analysis about the structure of lessons
and the varying uses of the primary classroom
environments. The following is a summary of the
research findings:

* Classroom layouts were arranged in either
rows, group seating arrangements or a
combination of both.



Neither classroom age nor size dictates the
layout of the classroom, although it was
thought to limit the possible arrangement of
furniture and resources and was observed to
cause circulation problems for both pupils and
teachers when too small.

Lesson structures were found to be a
combination of standard, dual activity or
multiple activity types. The periods of the
lesson devoted to teaching activities took up
the most time in lessons and ranged from 50.0
to 85.7 per cent of the lesson. Periods of
transition between teaching activity in dual and
multiple activity lessons ranged from 2.4 to
12.0 per cent. Plenary took between 5.5 and
23.0 per cent of the duration of lessons and
concluding stages ranged from 2.8 to 16.7 per
cent of the total duration of lessons.

The data shows that teachers spent on average
81.3 per cent of their time teaching, which in
the 44 lessons observed ranged from 66.6 to
93.8 per cent. Time spent managing was very
varied ranging from 7.2 to 53.0 per cent, with
on average almost one fifth (17.5 per cent) of
their time spent managing; this shows a

The classroom is a microcosm of the world

Figure 5.16

A classroom session,
briefing and numeracy,
whole class. Little space
to organize the pupils on
the floor, some pupils
appear to be sitting partly
beneath the tables.
Woodlea Primary School,
Bordon, Hampshire, UK.
(Photo: Tony Weller, the
Builder Group Library.)

complex relationship between teaching and
managing, and pupils actually learning.

The most common form of class organization
recorded was whole class and individual
teaching. Whole class organization was
encountered at some point in all 44 lessons
ranging from 10 to 100 per cent of the lesson
duration. Time spent exclusively in group
teaching was seen in only 4 lessons, ranging
from 47.0 to 70.9 per cent of the lesson
duration, and in paired organization in 3
lessons, ranging from 32.3 to 90.0 per cent.
Individual organization was noted in 34 of the
lessons and varied from 17.0 to 90.0 per cent.
By far the greatest amount of time spent
interacting with the teacher was as part of
whole class teaching activities. The teacher
would interact with the whole class, either by
addressing pupils where they sat or by
arranging the pupils to sit around the teacher
on the floor.

The location and movement of the teacher and
learning support staff in the classroom did not
relate to the layout of the room but to the
teaching activity and organization of the class.
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Teacher questionnaires

With regard to questionnaires within the study,
three questions were asked of the teachers. The
questions were as follows:

Q1 Does the way you teach or the subject mat-
ter you teach require any special physical
needs within the classroom?

Q2 What do you think about the classroom
environment! Do you think the layout and
organization of the classroom interferes with
the way you teach and if so, how?

Q3 What would you change about your class-
room to achieve a more effective teaching/
learning environment?

In the following section a number of the most
interesting answers have been chosen to illustrate
the range of responses. The restrictive size of
classrooms was a recurrent issue commented on
by 11 of the teachers questioned. A shortage of
teaching space was a concern as well as the lack of
storage space and provision of specific resource
areas such as ICT. The following response
illustrates this:

TIS: C13. The classroom is not big enough to
accommodate all the different [teaching] areas needed,
and storage is very limited. The shared area is not
utilized to its maximum capacity to avoid disturbing the
other class. Carpet area is too small for the whole class,
and the display boards are badly placed. A larger
carpet area and computers that work would be
better. Bookshelves, pupil drawers, and teacher
storage are required. We would like a more open
environment to enable easier movement.

There was a strong response in the sample relating
to the ability to alter the layout of the classroom
environment. In most cases this concern was due
to the size of the classrooms, as indicated by the
following response:

TIS: CO05. Lots of things are needed but the classroom
is too small to fit them in. It would be better if we did
not have tables on the carpet area, but at present we
take groups of children to the library. The limited space
means having to pack away some curriculum activities
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to accommodate others. There is a lack of space and
the classroom is too cold in winter, too warm in
summer. Blinds on the windows are inadequate.
The adjoining walls to the next classroom are thin
and therefore acoustics are very bad. An area for
two or three computers, and space for children to
sit around them comfortably would be ideal. We
could also create better learning areas within the
classroom, i.e. specific areas for art, however the
restrictive size of the classroom makes this
impractical.

The acoustic quality of most classrooms was
rated as poor, for reasons including noise from
other spaces such as halls, other classrooms and
dining rooms, and external noise sources such as
roads, as indicated by the following responses:

TIS: CO01. The floor space near my desk is used a
lot by the whole class and the sink and art area in
the opposite corner of the room is another
important resource for art and science activities,
but this may have to reduce in size if the class gets
bigger. The classroom is large enough, but there
are only 19 children in the class. More children
will make it more crowded. In the winter there
is inadequate heating and there is insufficient
ventilation in summer; the blinds are inadequate on
sunny days. Sometimes noise from the hall and the
playground can be disruptive to the pupils, especially
when they are setting up dinner tables and clearing
away afterwards. | would like to develop learning
areas within the classroom, like the art area and
reading and literacy corner, where children could
work independently, and an area for plants.

Classroom lighting was only mentioned in 4
responses, all negatively. Responses related mainly
to the inability to control natural illumination and
the quality of natural illumination, either there
being too much or too little. The responses
highlighted that a common problem in classrooms
was the inability to control or adjust lighting levels
as exhibited by the following response:

TIS: C02. The shared workspace is used a lot by
the classroom assistants who are working there
with numeracy and literacy booster groups all the
time. The classroom has many physical constraints, in



particular the poor lighting (you have to have the lights
on all year round due to the limited number of
windows); not enough plug sockets, and too little
space to rearrange the furniture. There is a lack of
space and not enough power points to integrate
technology properly within the classroom. More
storage is required and | would like a cupboard to
put teacher’s resources securely away from children.

Issues relating to temperature and ventilation were
only mentioned in 3 responses (TIS: C04, C05 and
C08), which were all negative as the following
example illustrates:

TIS: C04. Yes an area or floor area so that the
children could be seated as a class. But the
classroom is too small to accommodate this and
our quiet room is too small. Resourcing all the
classrooms would be difficult and some resources
may be better grouped in other locations in the
school. A balance needs to be met between
specialist spaces and classroom activities. It is
important to have a variety of spaces within a
school that complement the classrooms. | think we
definitely need a separate ICT area. This classroom
also has very poor ventilation, the new double glazed
windows cannot be opened fully and it can get very hot
in summer.

When analysing the information gathered from
questions 06, 07 and 08, many of the teachers
identified specific features within the classroom,
including floor space, carpet areas and quiet rooms,
as well as art and messy areas and book corners or
literacy areas, as illustrated by the following
responses.

A number of teachers gave detailed responses
about what they could change or develop to create
a more effective teaching/learning environment.
This not only related to specifics within the
classroom, but also issues relating to the wider
school environment as illustrated by the following
responses:

TIS: C14. The classroom is one of the biggest |
have ever worked in and generally | am satisfied
with it as a teaching environment. But [ would like to
develop various areas of the classroom with displays
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and resources that the children can interact with.
There is one problem with noise and it is not from
the children but from the rain on the roof, this is
very noisy.

TIS: C15. | have too many resources and not
enough storage space (or teaching space). This is
difficult for hands-on activities and science
experiments. | think that some activities cannot be
supported properly in the classroom and it would be
better to have other [dedicated] spaces for drama, ICT
and arts and crdfts. We need as many practical areas
as possible, without losing any classroom space. We
need more shelves/cupboards, art storage areas.

When comparing the responses of the Classroom
Survey Questionnaire and the Teacher Interview Sheet
responses, the most common concerns related
to the restrictive size of the classrooms and the
ability to alter the organization and layout of
the classroom, which were perceived to hinder the
delivery of National Curriculum activities.
Acoustics, lighting and temperature and ventilation
problems were also referred to on both.

Summary of the study

With reference to the question: Does the primary
classroom environment enhance the effective delivery of
the National Curriculum? The study clearly indicates
that there is a strong relationship between the
classroom environment and the teaching and
learning strategies associated with the National
Curriculum. The explanation of this answer lies in
the collection of the research findings relating to
four sub-questions, which are associated with the
classroom environment, teaching and learning, and
physical organization, and the final question
concerning the implications of the study.

What are teachers’ perceptions of their classroom
environments? The data gathered suggests that
teachers both question and recognize problems
within their own classrooms and could be
considered as experts. Teachers were able to
identify problems occurring in the classrooms in
which they taught. They have a real need for
classrooms that support the teaching and learning
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strategies of the National Curriculum much more
precisely than in previous times. The teachers
surveyed were poorly served by the classroom
environments in which they work.

The data collected revealed a strong negative
response regarding the teacher’s ability to alter the
layout of the classrooms; clearly they would like to
effect change more readily. Similarly, teacher access
to resource/storage areas was relatively poor. Pupil
access to resource/storage areas was seen as slightly
more satisfactory but was still predominantly rated
as poor. This is an important aspect of any successful
learning space. It felt that there was a lot of pressure
on pupils and teachers and the classroom needed to
be a more efficient ‘machine’ for learning in.

Responses to the question of access to the
outside of the classrooms varied, but it was seen
as being generally satisfactory or not an issue.
However, this is more likely down to the lack of any
features within the classrooms surveyed that
enabled direct access to the outside areas from the
classrooms. This suggests that they do not make
enough use of the inside—outside dimension in their
teaching and pastoral care.

The integration of IT was rated in a range from
very poor to very good. However, the majority of
responses indicated poor or very poor integration
which suggests that some schools are way behind
others in this respect.

The most frequent concern by far was the
restrictive size of classrooms and the inadequate
amount of space available for storage and
resources. Issues relating to other criteria used for
the coding of responses, i.e. acoustics, lighting,
temperature and ventilation, although mentioned in
the responses, failed to reveal much evidence about
the issues. However, this may have much to do
with the low aspirations many teachers have got used
to over the past thirty years. Evidence suggests that
teachers believed that there was a relationship
between teaching activities and the flexibility and
adaptability of the classroom layout, indicating that
teachers recognize the important role the
classroom has in supporting a variety of activities.
The need for specialist areas was a frequent
response, but not enough space within the existing
classroom was available.
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The following four questions examine the
physical environment in relation to the spatial
implications of the National Curriculum.

What is the structure of teaching and learning
activities associated with the National Curriculum and
the differing uses of the National Curriculum? Lesson
structures were found to be a combination of
standard, dual activity or multiple activities. The
periods of the lesson devoted to teaching activities
took up the most time in lessons and ranged from
50.0 to 85.7 per cent of the lesson. Periods of
transition between teaching activity in dual and
multiple activity lessons ranged from 2.4 to 12.0 per
cent. Plenary took between 5.5 and 23.0 per cent
of the duration of lessons and concluding stages
ranged from 2.8 to 16.7 per cent of the total
duration of lessons.

How is the classroom environment being used during
the teaching and learning activities associated with the
National Curriculum? The data shows that teachers
spent on average 81.3 per cent of their time
teaching, which in the lessons observed ranged
from 66.6 to 93.8 per cent. Time spent managing
was very varied ranging from 7.2 to 53.0 per cent,
with on average almost one fifth (17.5 per cent)
of their time spent managing. This illustrates
a complex relationship between teaching and
managing, and affects the amount that pupils
actually learn.

The two most common forms of classroom
organization recorded were whole class and
individual.  Whole class organization was
encountered at some point in lessons, ranging from
10 to 100 per cent of the lesson duration; as groups
in only 4 lessons, ranging from 47.0 to 70.9 per cent
of the lesson duration; and as paired organization
in 3 lessons, ranging from 32.3 to 90.0 per cent.
Individual organization was noted in 34 of the
lessons and varied from 17.0 to 90.0 per cent. By
far the greatest amount of time spent interacting
with the teacher was as part of whole class teaching
activities. In this, the teacher would interact with
the whole class, either by addressing pupils where
they sat or by arranging the pupils to sit around the
teacher on the floor.

How does the organization of resources in the
classroom environment support the teaching and



learning  activities associated with the National
Curriculum? Classroom layouts were arranged
either in rows, group seating arrangements or
a combination of both. Neither classroom age
nor size dictated the layout of the classroom,
although its size was a limitation to the possible
arrangement of furniture and resources, and was
observed to cause circulation problems for both
pupils and teachers. The location and movement of
the teacher and learning support staff in the
classroom did not relate to the layout of the room
but to the teaching activity and organization of the
class. Pupil movement within the classroom during
teaching activities took place for a number of
reasons, for example, to collect materials and
equipment.

The final question challenges the existing
approaches to classroom design. Is it possible to
support and improve the design of primary classroom
environments to enable a better delivery of the National
Curriculum? The study has revealed that the
environment is an important resource for teaching
and learning. Furthermore, teaching strategies could
be better planned and organized to implement the
delivery of the National Curriculum. The study
provides evidence that is particularly supportive
to teachers and architects, and it is hoped that
the following sections regarding professional
implications and classroom design guidelines can be
utilized in a process of collaboration to promote
the development and design of better primary
classrooms over the next decade.

Conclusion

Initially, this chapter outlined some of the physical
implications of the National Curriculum, pointing
out that it does not refer specifically to classroom
environments and specific ways in which this
relates to teaching. However, the research has
demonstrated that there is a strong relationship
between the physical environment of the classroom
and the teaching and learning strategies associated
with the National Curriculum. In order to advance
this concept through the complex processes of
procurement, design and implementation, both
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architects and teachers need to be aware of this
critical relationship.

Traditionally, classrooms have been designed
on the basis of a generalized prediction of activities,
functions and teaching styles, with users having
to accept what they were given with very little
scope to change or adapt the space after it
has been handed over. This is especially common
in primary schools where teachers ‘inherit’ a
classroom designed for an earlier generation of
teachers. They may attempt to make the best
of things but they are rarely able to create
conditions which optimize contemporary teaching
strategies. Therefore, due to the hierarchical
nature of the process by which primary classrooms
are designed, with little end user consultation,
there is a tendency for teachers to be passive and
accept the obvious shortcomings of the spaces that
they are given.

Teachers are clearly able to identify problems
occurring in the classroom environment. This
awareness is important, but this alone is not
enough to bring about change and there is far too
little respect given to teachers’ views within the
design process. The primary classroom can support
or restrict the primary teacher’s organizational
decisions, decisions about the location of resources
and much else. The quality of the classroom
environment in general is a significant component
of educational efficiency. Teachers who recognize
the role of the environment and are dissatisfied
with their present classroom environments will
be an important catalyst for change, however
the teaching profession must be more articulate
and knowing in their arguments for better
architecture.

Recommendations regarding the physical
environment of the classroom have mainly been
limited to the enforcement of minimum space
standards across the board. Design professionals
who can offer creative design solutions often do so
with an inadequate understanding of the
educational process. All classrooms should meet
minimal standards pertaining to the Premises
Standards Regulations, however, this alone does
not ensure an effective teaching and learning
environment. Architects need to go much
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further. Unfortunately there is a void between
meaningful architectural discourse and educational
discourses when it comes to conceiving classroom
space. This approach often ends with classrooms
that provide only a narrow repertoire of dedicated
teaching and learning zones. With a few exceptions,
even the latest schools designed from department
of education guidelines appear to be little different
from their twentieth-century counterparts.

The difference between statutory regulations and
what are non-statutory guidelines is often confusing.
For example, in theory there is no statutory
minimum for classroom floor areas, but a precise
framework which is accepted as the standard. In
practice this forms a straitjacket within which
budgetary and procurement systems dictate the end
product. It is very difficult for school user clients to
tailor their classrooms to the particular context and
community within which they are working. It also
makes it difficult to innovate and step beyond the
constraints of the 54m? standard classroom as
defined by the guidelines.

One of the key lessons of this study is that there
is no standard approach to the design of
classrooms. A classroom is not ‘a machine for
learning in’ (although it needs to be efficient); it is
more an organic, dynamic entity which should grow
to fit a number of variable criteria which are
interpreted in a unique way each and everytime.
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Figure 5.17

The architectural pleasure of

any school goes beyond the
mechanistic functioning of the
classroom. Burr elementary School
by Architects SOM. Curvaceous
infernal courtyards are cut out of
the fraditional block plan, so that
the natural semi wooded setting
appears to bubble up into the
centre of the building. Thus a
conceptual rather than a formal
process is what makes it
architecture according to designer
Roger Duffy. (Photo: SOM.)

So there is a need for solutions to meet the existing
standards, but also a need to interpret guidelines
creatively and to develop design criteria in
collaboration with the teachers, which are specific
to the context within which the school is located.
This will require variations in capital budgets
between schools.

To initiate this, two things need to be done.
Firstly, staff in particular and pupils should be more
articulate about their natural understanding of
the environment in which they work. Developing
environmental awareness involves understanding
the effects that the classroom has on implementing
the National Curriculum, through continually
reflecting on its different physical characteristics
and in turn how these affect the processes of
learning and teaching. It is necessary to find ways to
give teachers greater authority in both the design
and redesigning of the space in which they teach.
Things change and the shape of the classroom must
be allowed to evolve as teaching strategies move
on. Secondly, being environmentally capable of
responding to knowledge requires architects to
look beyond the statutory and recommended
guidelines, which are so often the minimum that
government can get away with financially. In areas of
high social deprivation, for example, different
classroom forms are almost certainly necessary.
Architects must have enhanced knowledge about



education in order to transform the school
environment more efficiently. This requires ongoing
research and consultation between teachers and
architects about the evolving needs of education.
The analogy might be drawn between civil aircraft
design, which constantly adapts to the changing
needs of its customers and advances its technology
due to its manufacturers’ deep and intimate
relationship with its users, and the economies
which dictate competition between Boeing and
Airbus.

A clear brief makes it easier to ensure that the
classroom environments and supporting spaces
within a primary school meet the expectations of
the users. However, the brief should be much more
than a finite schedule of accommodation. It should
also incorporate a process which engages the users
through graphic demonstrations of the available
options following extensive consultation at early
design stages. The brief describes the users,
their activities, their needs, preferences and
expectations and this is something which should
be open to interpretation. Architects rely on this
conceptual model of the users during the design
process. However, if these models are inadequate
the environment will fail to meet the users’ needs.
If the designs of primary classrooms are to be
effectively developed by architects, then it is
important that this is done in close collaboration
and discussion with teachers. Good clients create
good buildings.

The classroom brief should not be seen as a
static document and should be developed, allowing
time to advance and refine its objectives,
particularly as teaching methods and classroom
resources are continuously developing. Not only
do architects need to know what kind of teaching
and learning they are supporting in primary school
environments, it is also necessary to appreciate
that the needs of users is a constantly evolving
process.

In relation to this there are numerous matters
to consider, including individual learning styles,
pedagogical strategies and learning objectives.
Teachers must be critical and active participants
in the classroom design process, with the process
being as broad and as inclusive as possible. If
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Figure 5.18

The author prepared this summary of key site

issues which emerged as a result of an extensive
process of consultation with the existing school
users. The design development process was
infended to heighten awareness of design issues
amongst the school users prior to actual design
proposals by the architect. Mark Dudek Associates,
working for Lewisham Schools PFl as design adviser,
May 2003. The schedule of accommodation is laid
out as a colour-coded block diagram. This shows
the relative scale of all rooms, so that staff can
compare the staffroom with a year three classroom.
The lower image shows the existing school as a
sketch aerial view.
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the impact of primary school investment is to
be optimized, the way forward is through designing,
renovating and remodelling primary school
environments so they provide not only sufficient
space and adequate conditions, but also
inspirational places for learning. Physical changes
could include simple modifications such as choosing
more appropriate age-related furniture types,
arranging furniture according to activity needs,
or acquiring and integrating learning technologies
that work into everyday curriculum activities.
Detail design is important, but so too are large-
scale changes that may include redesigning the
entire school building in order to cluster certain
activities, such as information communication
technology, or offer an additional range of spaces to
complement existing classroom environments
which may be difficult to adapt. It is something of a
conundrum, how do you design for change in the
future, yet also for quite specific functional
requirements in the present? Like airplanes, it may
be necessary to build classrooms which are
disposable after a certain time, to accommodate
the evolving needs of education and society.
Governments need to think seriously about the
undoubted financial implications; in other words,
how committed they are to educating their people?
Education is failing too many. We need more
funding, more flexibility, more freedom for teachers
to customize the curriculum to individual children,
more mentoring, better classrooms, and more
imagination. That is how important changing
attitudes are and making the classroom fit for the
twenty-first century.

What follows is a checklist to consider, which
it is hoped will help architects, clients and users.
These recommendations can also be considered in
both the refurbishment and the extension of
existing facilities.

The classroom is a shared space and a balance
needs to be struck between the needs of the
teaching staff, the needs of children and the
resources available. The architecture, furniture and
technology must be integrated to provide quick,
easily reconfigurable rooms. To accommodate
these changes the classroom needs to be larger,
more flexible, and technology enhanced, promoting
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relaxed interactions and encouraging a sense of
community:

* Consider the need for secure storage for
teachers’ personal possessions

* Provide storage which is only accessible to
teachers but storage which is accessible to
children as appropriate

*  Particularly at key stage 2, the classroom needs
enough space for pupils to be organized in
different groupings

*  Circulation routes around the classroom need
to be clear and unencumbered; the primary
route should remain the same even when
furniture layouts change

* The National Curriculum dictates specific
activities; zones for these activities within the
classroom should be identified and provided
for in addition to the general teaching area,
space permitting

* The position of the teacher’s desk needs to be
considered, particularly as the teacher moves
around the space constantly; it may need to be
centrally located

*  Whole class teaching will require a single focus
for teacher demonstrations to all 30 children;
consider the shape of the space to provide
minimal distraction when children adopt a
single focus

* Instructional resources such as white boards
require space for teacher demonstrations and
pupil interaction

* Furniture should be robust but also
attractive to encourage and help motivate
children

*  The classroom will support a range of activities
simultaneously, a single rectangular form may
not be appropriate, rather subsidiary spaces off
the main space to provide special interactive
learning zones

*  Adaptable lighting, which supports a variation
in the location, and focus of activities should be
considered

* Acoustics are important when different
activities are taking place within the same space

* The integration of computers and digital
technology needs to be anticipated



* A well-organized classroom will be functional
with materials, tools and equipment arranged
ergonomically so they are easy to find, use and
store away

* Curriculum resources needed to support
learning activities should be identified and
should dictate the layout of the room

* The display of children’s work should be
integrated into the classroom and should not
be too distracting or overpowering.

The planned layout of an activity area should match
the intentions of the activity, with resources in
close proximity, making sure that frequently used
classroom materials are accessible to pupils. This
will minimize the amount of time preparing for
activities, concluding stages and periods of
transition from one activity to the next. In addition,
the rapid advances in information technology are
and will continue to have a major impact on
classroom design and it is likely that new classroom
spaces will be needed for new educational
purposes as these are developed and introduced to
primary practice.

The influence of the classroom environment is
continuous and how well the environment works
over time will relate directly to the teaching and
learning strategies imposed. If done correctly the
resulting classroom will be perceived as flexible
and/or adaptable. Teachers may override the
system, so they always have other options. Such
approaches aim to maximize the amount of time
that teachers can spend teaching.

As has been shown in this chapter, teaching
and learning methods associated with the National
Curriculum are very varied, ranging from whole
class instruction to individual, self-directed learning.
There is a tendency for primary classrooms to be
perceived as inflexible. Given the opportunity and
appropriate tools, alternatives and modifications
to existing classrooms could be explored, and
these explorations would suggest interesting
alternatives to present classroom environments.
Making active changes through experimenting
with a variety of spatial organizations and layouts
would challenge the accepted norm and develop
more innovative classrooms. It does feel as if we
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are still using a nineteenth-century model —
the very term ‘classroom’ emphasizes this
antiquated form.

Appendix A

Literacy hour lesson structures are as follows:

1 Approximately 15 minutes shared reading and
writing — whole class

Shared writing provides many opportunities
for pupils to learn, apply and reinforce skills
in the context of a larger group with careful
guidance from the teacher. Teachers should
use texts to provide ideas and structures for
the writing and, in collaboration with the
class, compose texts, teaching how they are
planned and how ideas are sequenced and
clarified and structured. Shared writing is also
used to teach grammar and spelling skills, to
demonstrate  features of layout and
presentation and to focus on editing and
refining work. It should also be used as a
starting point for subsequent independent
writing. Wherever possible, shared reading
and writing should be interlinked. For
example, over a five-day period a teacher
may plan to (a) introduce a text, (b) work on
it through shared reading and then (c) use
the text as a ‘frame’ for writing or as a
stimulus to extend, alter or comment on it.
(DfEE, 1998: 11)

2 Approximately 15 minutes word level work —
whole class

There must be a systematic, regular and
frequent teaching of phonological awareness,
phonics and spelling throughout Key Stage 1.
Teachers should follow the progression set
out in the word level objectives carefully. It
sets out both an order of teaching and the
expectations of what pupils should achieve
by the end of each term. The work must
be given a specific teaching focus in the
Literacy Hour.
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3 Approximately 20 minutes guided group and
independent work
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Although it is essential that these decoding
skills are practised and applied in shared
reading, they also need to be taught through
carefully structured activities, which help
pupils to hear and discriminate regularities in
speech and to see how these are related to
letters and letter combinations in spelling and
reading. The majority of pupils can learn
these basic phonic skills rapidly and easily.
Word recognition, graphic knowledge, and
vocabulary work should also have a teaching
focus during this period of 15 minutes. At Key
Stage 2, this time should be used to cover
spelling and vocabulary work and the
teaching of grammar and punctuation from
the sentence level objectives. For Key Stage 1
pupils, these sentence-level objectives should
be covered in the context of shared reading
and writing and this remains an important
context for teaching skills at Key Stage 2.
Nevertheless, teachers will need to plan a
balance of word and sentence level work for
this second part of the Hour, across each
half-term, to ensure that all these objectives
are covered. (DfEE, 1998: 11)

This section of the Literacy Hour has two
complementary purposes:

* to enable the teacher to teach at least
one group per day, differentiated by
ability, for a sustained period through
guided reading or writing;

* to enable other pupils to work inde-
pendently and individually, in pairs or in
groups and without recourse to the
teacher.

Guided reading is the counterpart to shared
reading. The essential difference is that, in
guided reading and writing, the teacher
focuses on independent reading and writing,
rather than modelling the processes for pupils.
Guided reading should be a fundamental part
of each school’s literacy programme. In effect,
it takes the place of an individualised reading

programme and, as a carefully structured
group activity, it significantly increases time for
sustained teaching. In ability groups of four to
six, pupils should have individual copies of the
same text. The texts need to be carefully
selected to match the reading level of the
group. In the early stages pupils should meet
texts of graded difficulty as they progress.
These texts will often be selected from
reading schemes or programmes and can
usually be built up from existing book stocks
with some careful supplementation. At Key
Stage 1, teachers should introduce the text to
the group, to familiarise them with the overall
context of the story and point out any key
words they need to know. Pupils then read it
independently, while the teacher assesses and
supports each pupil in the group. The same
principles apply at Key Stage 2. However, as
pupils progress, the teaching should focus
increasingly on guided silent reading with
questions to direct or check up on the reading,
points to note, problems to solve etc., to meet
the text level objectives in the Framework.

Guided writing — as with guided reading,
these writing sessions should be to teach
pupils to write independently. The work will
normally be linked to reading, and will often
flow from work in the whole class-shared
writing session. These sessions should also be
used to meet specific objectives and focus on
specific aspects of the writing process, rather
than on the completion of a single piece of
work. Often, these teaching inputs can be
followed through during independent work in
subsequent sessions. For example, pupils
might focus on:

* planning a piece of writing to be
continued independently later;

* composing a letter;

* expanding or contracting a text to
elaborate, summarise, etc.;

* constructing complex sentences;

* connecting points together in an argument;

* editing work into paragraphs, headings,
etc. for clarity and presentation.



Independent work — often this happens at
the same time as the guided group work. The
class needs to be carefully managed and the
pupils well trained so that they are clear
about what they should be doing and do not
interrupt the teacher. There are many forms
of organisation ranging from a carousel of
ability groups, with a rotation of activities for
each group, to completely individual work,
e.g. a whole class writing activity derived
from an earlier shared writing session.
Independent tasks should cover a wide range
of objectives including:

* independent reading and writing;

* phonic and spelling investigations and
practice;

* comprehension work;

* note-making;

* reviewing and evaluating;

* proof-reading and editing;

* vocabulary extension and dictionary work;

* handwriting practice;

* practice and investigations in grammar,
punctuation and sentence construction;

* preparing presentations for the class.

Pupils should be trained not to interrupt the
teacher and there should be sufficient
resources and alternative strategies for
them to fall back on if they get stuck. They
should also understand the importance of
independence for literacy, and how to use
their own resources to solve problems and
bring tasks to successful conclusions. (DfEE,
1998: 12)

4 Final 10 minutes — plenary session with the
whole class:

The final plenary is at least as important as
the other parts of the lesson. It is not a time
for clearing up and should be clearly signalled
as a separate session when the whole class is
brought together. It should be used to:

* enable the teacher to spread ideas,
re-emphasise teaching points, clarify
misconceptions and develop new teaching
points;
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* enable pupils to reflect upon and explain
what they have learned and to clarify
their thinking;

* enable pupils to revise and practise new
skills acquired in an earlier part of the
lesson;

* develop an atmosphere of constructive
criticism and provide feedback and
encouragement to pupils;

* provide opportunities for the teacher to
monitor and assess the work of some of
the pupils;

* provide opportunities for pupils to present
and discuss key issues in their work.
(DfEE, 1998: 13)
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The classroom as an evolving

landscape
Prue Chiles

Editor’s infroduction

Twenty-seven of the recent UK Government’s
‘classrooms of the future’ pilot projects are now
complete. Prue Chiles reflects on this important
Government initiative as one of four architects
building classrooms in the Sheffield area. She
explains how she responded to the challenge of
designing a ‘classroom of the future’, combining
extensive consultation with the users, particularly
the children, with the usual restrictions of a tight
budget and safety concerns. She was keen to hear
what children had to say, and to act on their advice.
Her views on this process are particularly
interesting viewed in the context of the constant
presence of teachers, who often tried to influence
and interpret the opinions of the children.

There is a clear philosophical view on the
difficult subject of ‘the future’ and all that implies.
During the twentieth century, the future was
viewed as being unequivocally about the liberating
effects of science and technology on our lives.
Today, we are less sure about this, as the
exploitation of the planet is becoming much more
apparent. The concept she grapples with here is
balancing technology with issues of accountability
to the wider environment. She brings in the
concept of nature as a civilizing counter weight, and

uses the external areas around her new building to
encourage more interaction.

The relationship built up with the school after
a three-year relationship with its staff and pupils
is one which enables the architects themselves to
learn. Ballifield Primary School is used as a test
bed to explore both the school childrens’, teachers’
and the architect’s attitudes to what a classroom of
the future should be and to describe how these
aspirations were transformed in the final built
project. What is most gratifying is to hear about the
mistakes and problems which the architects confess
to; this is no egotistical vanity building, it is a flawed
piece of work, with compromises which mean
some aspects of its technology work, and some do
not. Her honest self-reflective approach is unusual,
and lends weight to the need to view these projects
as evolving processes, which must be able to adapt
and change to the needs of the users. As architects,
we can learn a lot from this process.

Introduction and background
to the project
In 2000, the Government’s Department for

Education and Skills (DfES) piloted twenty-seven
new school projects around the country in an
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initiative called ‘classrooms of the future’. By
starting with a polemical question ‘what is “a
classroom of the future”?, it encouraged both a
design-led approach and an exploration of where
the theory of the classroom design meets practice.
David Miliband, the government minister involved,
described the challenge as ‘designing inspiring
buildings that can adapt to educational and
technological change’.!

Chris Bissell from the DfES, the initiator of ‘the
classrooms of the future’ initiative sums up his
expectations:

to deliver the best and most effective education
exploiting all the possibilities of the information
age, school buildings need to reflect advances in
technology. They need to provide a pleasant and
comfortable environment for learning and to use
architectural and design features to stimulate
children’s imaginations. And they need to be open
to wider use, binding schools to their local
communities.

The project encapsulates all the Government’s
latest education initiatives. The classrooms need to
be technology-led, open to local community use,
matched to the curriculum and to be comfortable,
healthy and inclusive. ICT is being championed by
the DfES and others as the key to flexible ways of
teaching and communication. It was clear that using
new technologies was the most important theme —
the future embodied in technology generally and
information technology in particular. There was
also an interest in the ‘classroom of the future’
initiative to develop a new modular or universal
solution to the existing challenge of replacing all
the delapidated mobile classrooms currently littering
our school sites up and down the country. The
argument for universality and prototypes is powerful.
It is consistent with contemporary forms of building
procurement, and in a return to 1960s thinking,
some of the classrooms of the future nationally
are suggesting prototypes for modular buildings;
repeatable units to be attached to any school. This
gives ease of erection and much reduced design time
and costs in the long run.

The argument for individual, special buildings
with specific details is inevitably more difficult to
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justify and is arguably less cost-effective in the
long run. Discussions between the architects and
the four chosen schools in Sheffield had
already established an understanding of what each
particular school required, the schools’ teaching
and learning agenda and their individual
characteristics. All the schools had very different
priorities.

Ballifield Community Primary School, one of the
schools chosen, is a successful and popular school
in the local community. It was built in the early
1970s. It is a single storey brick building with an
interesting open-plan layout. However, the school
has particular problems. Ballifield’s priority was
to replace two rundown, temporary classrooms
with technology-filled new classrooms. The school
is also completely inaccessible with level changes
throughout its interior landscape. Ballifield has
never had a disabled child or parent in the school
because they can not be catered for — there are too
many steps everywhere.

The school is right on the edge of Sheffield, a
former industrial city which now suffers from
considerable deprivation due to the loss of its
industrial base over the past thirty years. However,
it is surrounded by generous green sloping grounds
and looks over fields separated from the school
by a recently restored ancient hedge.

The final brief for the ‘classroom of the future’
project at Ballifield incorporates two new
classrooms with a new main entrance, cloakroom,
toilets and offices. We decided that the new
classrooms were to be placed at the front entrance
to the school instead of being hidden away as stand
alone classrooms on the edge of the playground,
like the rundown mobile classrooms they were
replacing. The project aimed to solve the inadequate
entrance and access problems, discussed by staff
and parents, and create a new image for the school
for both the children and the community. The new
entrance became nearly as important as the
classrooms, changing the character of the whole
school and raising aspirations as an important by-
product of its novelty.

Although new technology was a crucial element
in the scheme at Ballifield, the project developed as a
part of an exploration of themes in children’s lives



today. We, the architects, took the opportunity to
design classroom environments specifically tailored
to the needs of the school and the children.

In this chapter the key themes are explored and
then put in context of the consultation we carried
out with the teachers and the children, and the
resulting building that took shape. As with all of our
work, we place the users at the centre of our
design process. With a school this has significant
additional implications, as we need to consult with
the children as well as the teachers. The process
was helped in this respect by our relationship with
the School of Architecture at the University of
Sheffield. Students helped to develop and sustain a
deep process of participatory design.

The relationship between children,
technology and nature

Technology changes our whole outlook on life; it
has acquired the power to determine ideas, beliefs
and myths to such an extent that all our thinking,
as well as our activities, is now situated within
that technological context. The word ‘nature’,
which in the past described the natural world,
has been displaced by ‘environment’ — which has a
more technological resonance. More than that
‘Technology has been used to change so much of
our surroundings that it is rarely correct to talk of
the natural environment — this is observable and
quantifiable’.2

One of the key themes to be explored in the
classroom is the relationship between nature and
technology. Nature is still key in fashioning our
lives; take the natural weather conditions for
example. For the past thousand years we have been
influenced by the Benedictine idea of the world of
Mankind within the world of nature. This notion
stressed the creative transformation of nature and
the idea of the careful stewardship of resources.
Now, with the technological ‘know how’, we can
help solve the problem of dwindling resources with
man-made systems that are superior to natural
systems.

Technology versus nature is one of the most
poignant relationships in our world today. Many
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of us have a desire to return to a more natural way
of life but we also need and use technology,
devouring the latest gadgetry and innovations it
provides us with. This relationship is played out in
the classroom. Blue-tooth technology and laptops
can allow the children to wander around with their
technology, even outside. They can explore natural
phenomena with the help of high technology, either
by using the internet, using video technology, or by
recording and analysing what they can observe on
the computer.

However, in the design of classrooms it also
becomes a dilemma. There is, in our view, a direct
conflict between the amount of technology used
and the strain that has on the natural environment.
The more ICT equipment in the classrooms,
the more heat extraction is needed. The more
white boards are used the less natural light, and
particularly sunlight, are welcome in the room.
Using more natural materials, that are often quite
hard, and having light airy spaces can make it more
difficult to maintain the required noise levels. Just
as one primary school is exposing the original
Victorian high ceiling and opening up the classroom
to light, air and space, other primary schools are
installing suspended ceiling tiles to improve
acoustic and thermal performance. Being aware
of these conflicts is crucial in overcoming them
successfully and creatively.?

Ballifield School received funding awards to
provide ICT equipment in the new classrooms. This
included 30 laptops and an interactive white board
provision. Undoubtedly, technological advances
allow a flexibility in the classroom in terms of wider
communication and global reach. However,
technology should also be in the service of the
natural world, not only helping us to understand
the world around us but also to achieve a healthy,
breathing, responsive classroom environment. This
is part of the lesson to be learnt through our new
classrooms.

The healthy classroom

Closely associated with a natural environment is a
healthy environment. It is now widely known that
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a healthier environment, with more natural light
and ventilation, aids concentration and therefore
learning, but we are still designing school
classrooms that are not as healthy as they could
be, with too little ventilation and too much
unnecessary artificial lighting and heating. They are
filled with unhealthy cheap materials, for example,
carpets that give off chemicals known for their
carcinogens and the copious use of medium density
fibreboard (mdf). We are still solving the practical
problems of the last forty years in classroom
design; this fundamental building ecology still needs
to be solved and should form the basis for any
classroom of the future.

The dilemma here is that it is as much about how
the classrooms are used as how they are built. The
teachers and the children need to feel comfortable,
and a combination of never having been shown how
to use the technologies properly and the need
for immediate comfort, sometimes negates the
positive effect of the natural technologies. Children

have a higher resistance to cold than adults and
our experience during this project is that most
classrooms are too hot.

The design of Ballifield classrooms prioritized
the less visible sustainable technologies associated
with a healthy environment. Specifying healthy
materials is still a price lottery and we are working
within the framework of very tight budgets.
Good quality ‘new’ materials and interesting shapes
are undoubtedly more expensive than the ‘bog
standard’ approach to specification. There were
a number of difficult choices to be made between
different forms of technology in this respect.
We lost the battle with rainwater recycling but
kept the healthy breathing wall and recycled
insulation. We achieved the healthy natural carpet
on the balcony but lost on the type of natural
paints we wished to use. We lost the wind power
operated laptops but managed to encourage
recycling, by making it explicit in the fabric of the
classroom.

Figure 6.1

Detail of flap down table showing Warmcell recycled newspaper insulation.
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Schoolchildren are knowledgeable about their
environment and vocal, as the consultation process
showed, but they need to be convinced that the
adult world takes sustainable issues seriously. What
better place to do this than in the classroom, with
the classroom as the raw material for this rhetoric.
At Ballifield the sustainable issues and the
construction itself became a teaching device —
apparent and visible. If the children can see how
their recycled newspapers and plastic bottles from
home can be used, recycling seems more
worthwhile and understandable.

As part of an early evaluation we are writing a
classroom manual with the children on the
materials used and the structure and construction.
Important information and instructions are being
inscribed on the walls.

The paradox we are left with is that
Government spending limits per school prohibit
most sustainable technologies being employed, and
the de-skilled and conservative construction
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industry still finds it difficult to implement these
new technologies. Until sustainable materials are
common currency and therefore inexpensive, we
will have to carry on proving their worth.

A classroom appropriate for the
curriculum and new ways of learning

In recent years, there have in our view been
enormous steps forward in the curriculum and the
way our children are taught, but very little has
changed in the classrooms we are providing for that
new learning. The ‘classroom of the future’ initiative
made the assumption that classrooms are still
appropriate environments to initiate new ways of
learning.* So this project is limited in its scope in
terms of the relationship of the classroom to the
whole school environment and how that might
be challenged. In mainstream primary classrooms
the curriculum needs are more diverse than in
specialist facilities for senior schools or specialist
schools. In primary schools, the curriculum has

Figure 6.2
Recycled worktop.
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different emphases. It relies almost entirely on the
different ways teachers team teach together in
paired classes; their teaching methods change over
the academic year, and will again over the coming
decade. Therefore the need for flexibility is
paramount. We were, then, looking for solutions
that were transferable. We saw the future as a
place where the curriculum and method of teaching
will change but in which the environment, both
technological and natural, plays a crucial part in
the development of a child’s knowledge and
understanding of the world. We used the model of
paired classrooms which are interchangeable and
flexible as a fundamental design principle.

After the consultation phase, which is explained
in more detail later, we were quite confident at
Ballifield that we understood how a particular pair
of teachers taught in two class bases together and
we thought we understood what we could include
in one room and not the other. One room became
about technology and the other more about

nature. They would look visibly different and they
would share or swap facilities in the afternoons. By
and large the rooms work well and everyone seems
to be enjoying the spaces, but we learned some
important lessons about being too prescriptive. We
also learned that usually specific facilities are
adaptable and are the ones that are most enjoyed
and cherished.

Placing facilities, such as a sink, for example, in
only one of the classrooms was not ideal; it reduces
flexibility in the future. The head teacher is now
planning to put a sink in the technology classroom
where jointly we decided not to put one. The
experiment at Ballifield in swapping the class bases
over works for some lessons, but the number of
children and the demands of the curriculum mean
the same facilities are sometimes needed in both
classrooms.

The most important element between the
classrooms is the sliding screen. This allows the
classroom to be opened up and closed down at

Figure 6.3

Two classrooms working together with folding screen in open position.
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will. We tried to make this look as if it is just
another wall, that you can move at will, covered in
the same birch veneered plywood. This element
has not been without its problems. It worked well
for a while in use, but the way it was being opened,
and the way it was built, meant it became heavier
and soon too heavy to open. These are difficult
elements to get right. This has proved an
annoyance to both class bases as it prevents the
free flow, mobility and flexible use — one of the
most important factors in the whole design.

In consultation, pupils asked for their own
private space. They also wanted something that
would be a little different. We suggested a balcony
or mezzanine, responding to the need for creating
a space to withdraw to, one that could be fun and
different. The DfES are recognizing that with a
policy of inclusivity there is a greater need to be
able to take children away, but not completely
away, from the classroom. Also, the initiative of
Quality Circle Time, an established social skills/
citizenship aspect of the curriculum requires a space
where all children sit in a circle and each child talks
about a given subject equally and democratically.
This needs to be a special place away from the tables
and chairs, the stuff of everyday.

The balcony was designed with a ship metaphor
in mind, a popular theme in the children’s ideas
which came out of the consultation, with a crow’s
nest or maybe a top cabin with portholes for long
views. At Ballifield, out of one window on a clear
day, you can see as far as Sherwood Forest, twelve
miles away. It has a sloping balustrade to lean
against and a soft natural carpet to lie on. It should
have brightly coloured cushions to sit on, as
requested by some children in the early post-
evaluation, but these have not materialized yet.

It was enormously difficult to make this balcony
work. Initially we were told it would need a lift. We
resisted saying the staircase with portholes and low
level lights was part of the experience and so a
chair lift was more appropriate. The door to the
balcony is quite a secret, looking like the other
storage cupboard doors. The whole experience
encourages the children to remove themselves
from their day to day classroom environment and
to dream ... Perhaps this has been too successful, as
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the teacher says he forgets it is there and finds it
difficult to use it for the whole class, although it is
big enough. It also has some unexpected uses. Eye
tests, for example, and counselling sessions in small
groups. There were some reservations that it was a
little dangerous, as the children could swing from
the roof structure or throw themselves over, but
this worry has abated. Unfortunately, | noticed it
was also being used for storage too. New and
unusual spaces have to be worked at, tried out and
experimented with and the design team need to
help in this and persuade teachers to take time out
of a curriculum-packed day.

The inside and the outside

The very nature of Sheffield as a city of hills and
valleys means many schools in Sheffield enjoy great
long views. Ballifield is no exception. The exterior
space around the classrooms has the potential to
provide different experiences on different levels.
We reflected this in the design of the external
spaces. Working with a landscape architect,” we
tried to reflect the inside spaces outside and to
wrap different types of the planting around places
that the whole class or smaller groups might
congregate. The outside classroom became as
important as the inside. It seemed to be the key for
exploration — more liberating and free than the
inside in good weather. There is a pond, a wetland
area, fruit and nut trees, paths, steps, slippery grass
slopes, rope balustrades and hedges. One
enormous (or it will be in 15 years) hedge in the
shape of a whale will swim alongside the building. A
long-term plan such as this is totally dependent on
the will of the school and the head teacher. Of
course maintenance is a huge issue. There are two
planted walls, with an evergreen honeysuckle that
will need to be maintained. Hopefully it will be so
much part of the building it will be maintained as a
matter of course; particularly the hedge that forms
around the main entrance, which will give the
whole school its ‘image’.

It was less easy to pin down teachers on how the
new pond (larger and more accessible than the
previous one) will be used. They need time to
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develop lessons around it. This goes for the whole
outside environment. It is so much more ambitious
and varied than before that it needs time to
develop ways of using it as the planting grows
and matures. It is hoped that parents and the
community will use the building and the outside
landscapes, and indeed help to develop the different
zones of planting. The classrooms can dislocate
themselves functionally from the rest of the school,
like a pavilion surrounded by gardens.

The relationship between the outside and the
inside of the classrooms and how that related to
the curriculum became a key theme at Ballifield.
It was expressed as a fluid teaching relationship
between the outside classroom and the inside
classroom. For example, the box bay with windows
opening fully inwards flat against the reveal, allows
the children to sit half inside and half outside. Many
of the children commented that they felt like they
were hiding when they were right inside the bays

Figure 6.4
Box bay open makes a connection between the
inside and outside spaces.
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with the table flapped down. Two sets of double
doors open on to the external classroom, one is a
balcony to look down on to the pond and another
opens straight on to a terrace. Outside the
classroom, entrance area is designed to feel like it is
almost outside, with a polished concrete floor and
ramp, roof lights and a totally glazed end. It is as
if the classrooms are totally surrounded by the
outside environment.

The process of consultation

Before the design stages of the project began a
programme of consultation was devised. This was
carried out by diploma architecture students at
Sheffield® with us, the architects. The intention was
to make this consultation a key part of the briefing
process for the classrooms and to involve the
children in designing the process of building and to
make them more aware of architecture generally.

The head teacher, the teachers and the pupils
were supportive and generous with their time
during the consultation process. The children aged
between 8 and 10 were genuinely delighted at the
prospect of being invited to participate in the
design process and to add to the architectural
debate, but it was difficult to know where to begin
the consultation process with young people on a
subject area they have not been formally taught.
The workshops varied depending on the teams and
the schools. An introductory session used cartoon
strips to introduce the job of the architect and flash
cards showing some interesting images. The
students looked in detail at the built environment
with the children showing slides and more
specifically looking at inspirational school buildings.
In four sessions they modelled an ideal classroom,
surveyed favourite places and places to avoid,
walked through an ideal school and answered a
hundred questions. The aim in all these exercises
was to allow the children to be expressive. Drawing
was encouraged at every stage. The children kept
notebooks and carried out further exercises at
home for the following sessions.

The teachers provided a strong influence on the
children and it was sometimes difficult to stop the



teachers enforcing their ideas; through design we
were trying to break down both the children’s and
the teachers’ preconceptions. When a child was
asked what they should do, the teacher often told
them, rather than the children thinking about new
possibilities. Research on how design is taught and
learned in schools cites the attitude of the schools
and the teachers towards design, as the greatest
reason design is marginalized: ‘it tends to be treated
as an artsy frill rather than something that has real
impact on our lives’.”

It was in the children’s words that many of the
most interesting ideas came forward. This again
conforms to recent research indicating that
drawing is not habitually demonstrated as a useful
tool for organizing and representing ideas. More
usually drawing is seen as a ‘servicing agent for the
real work of writing stories’.®

In most of the workshops asking the children
to imagine and draw a new classroom, the children
associated the future with ‘high-tech’ gadgetry and
technology in general. However, during an exercise
investigating children’s favourite places and least
favourite places, the nature of their ideas became
softer, smaller and a lot more natural. This
inclination proved true when a pilot evaluation
on Ballifield, after the children had moved into
their new classrooms, showed that 57 out of
60 children drew the red box bays for sitting in as
their favourite part of the classroom.

The consultation process was undoubtedly
creative and educational for both the school-
children and the architects and most importantly it
raised children’s awareness of design issues in the
building of classrooms. However, it was clear from
some of the more general comments we received
from the children that we weren’t specific enough in
our questions in the early sessions. The children
were knowledgeable and useful about more practical
issues, such as having views and light and water in the
classrooms, and it was clear they were interested in
a less institutional environment. The consultation
process is a way of drawing out the tacit expertise
in children as opposed to the explicit expertise of
the professional. In the later consultation after the
classrooms were finished we could be very specific
and we got very precise answers.

The classroom as an evolving landscape

Findings that came out of the early consultations
and workshops were totally consistent with the
results of a poll of school children in the Guardian’
asking them what they would like to see in their
classrooms. The most popular were a ‘home from
home’ and a safe environment, quiet study rooms,
drinking water easily available, better toilets,
and storage lockers. Also, the desire for exciting
new ways of learning and a magical atmosphere
were articulated in various ways. It was more
problematic asking the children to actually imagine
spatially and formally how this could be achieved.
The children’s response, understandably was to
make the classrooms look like something else —an
anthropomorphic response — for example a space
ship or an animal. Later, when more specific tasks
were asked for, for example at Ballifield the
children were asked to imagine the entrance space
as a forest, they engaged with the ideas immediately
and came up with imaginative ideas and designs
incorporating rainforest canopies and all kinds of
hanging wildlife.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the
consultation served to instil a sense of excitement,
expectation and anticipation. Knowing that it was
really going to happen and the classrooms were
actually going to be built, and the fact they had been
asked their views, had an enormously positive
effect on the whole school.

However, whether we as the architects actually
engaged and used the consultation work as
effectively as we might have done brings up a critical
point. The findings of a lot of creative participatory
work are not filtered effectively into the briefing
process — a more traditional ‘top down’ approach
takes over exclusively. We had a genuine desire to
use the material generated in the consultations, but
the different agendas of the students doing the
workshops with the children, and the architect’s
role in the consultation process limited the study.
A carefully thought out method of communication
between all parties is imperative to the effective
passage of information from user to professional.
A report written by the students involved in the
consultation was exhaustive, but difficult to extract
specific information from —a common problem of
too much information not being prioritized or
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being too abstract to be incorporated into the
building directly.

Using the consultation and
designing the building

It was often the informal issues and incidental
remarks that had the most lasting influence in the
design of the classrooms. More than anything it was
the realization that the classrooms were places
children had to be inspired by to have fun in; places
of wonder and surprise, somewhere for children to
explore, both formally and informally. Formally, the
classrooms became teaching tools and every time
we specified a material or a particular technology
we thought whether it would be interesting for the
children. Being able to put some of the children’s
imaginings, and indeed our own desires from
childhood into what a school could be, was both a
privilege and fun. We encouraged the children to

continue to think of the classrooms as an animal,
the whale, and the entrance as a jungle, an
unknown world the other side of a hedge. Children
and visitors will enter the building through a door
in a hedge, when it has grown, reminding them of
the ancient hedge running along the boundary of
the school. In the end we did not build the jungle
canopy — the entrance did not seem to need it, but
the light from above makes that space feel special
even on a dull day.

Outside, the two classrooms, each with their
own expressed form, are clad in timber or ply. The
nature classroom wall is planted with climbers —a
living wall. These will be evergreen honeysuckle
that will be scented as well as quite profuse. The
oiled larch boarding will weather in time. A copper
datum strip reflects the copper roof and indicates
the colour change that will happen there too. The
building will look very different when the copper
has patinated. The nature classroom has the green,
living wall externally and the technology classroom

Figure 6.5

The new entfrance gives children a sense of pride in their environment, particularly as they helped to design it.
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has painted panels. Although they do not look The building is designed to be light-hearted and
particularly unusual, the painted panels are a fun, both inside and outside; to be non-institutional,
papered and sealed ply, a new product from Finland. playful and to have places to hide. The balcony, as
We will see how well that new technology stands discussed before, is a result of mainly the teachers’

up to the English climate!

]

|| 1. The weight of the roof pushes 2. The post doesn't fall down because
| down through the timber post, the wires are pulling it back up, the

.| the postisin compression, wires are in tension.

The timber columns in the walls
hold the roof up round the edges,
the columns are also in compression.

Figures 6.6 & 6.7
Extracts from architecture students’ user manual.
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input but the children talked about spaces to look
down from and to hide away in.

Toilets and cloakrooms featured as particularly
unpleasant parts of the existing school and were
commented on often by the children. We thought
it was important to make ours luxurious and
colourful. Both toilets are big enough for changing
rooms and both are suitable for disabled children;
but they are everyone’s toilets.

After the children had moved into their new
classrooms | asked a boy whether he liked the new
toilets and he said he did, but he had been in it
rather a long time trying to get out — the door
handle had come off in his hand. He said he had had
a long time to look at the coloured panels and liked
them a lot.

Also, try as we might to achieve a tidy
cloakroom by giving the pegs more room, there is
still the odd coat on the floor and bag hanging out
of the lockers. The teachers have reassured us that
even if every child had a metre of space and a hand
grapping their coats, there would still be some
thrown in the direction of a peg and left where they
landed, on the floor.

Technology is very present in the classrooms;
the white boards are designed to be a focal point.
All the cabling for the services and computer
cabling is hidden behind the ply panels and in the
roof soffit. These removable panels allow for
changes in the requirements for cabling. We also
wanted to indicate how invisible new technology is.

Where architects also need to improve the
communication is in the feedback to the users.
What is often forgotten in the process is feeding
back and explaining the building once it is built — the
other end of the consultation process. We need to
work with the teachers to help them to make
better use of their space. Anything new and
different needs explaining, from how to use the
under-floor heating to how to exploit the new
construction in teaching, i.e. the recycled materials.
To learn from the ideas emerging from the project
and to monitor their success once the pupils
started using the classroom, we carried out an
initial post-occupancy evaluation and this now
forms an important part of the continuing life of the
project.
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This also gave the teachers an opportunity to
discuss their problems and dislikes, as well as what
they loved about the building, directly and without
compromise.

One of the most frustrating things about the
early period after practical completion and handing
the classroom over was the number of small things
that could have been avoided if it had not been such
a rush at the end. All the ironmongery was not
tightly secured, and the teachers were not handed
over keys or talked through the use of the services,
such as the heating. As a result of this we asked
some diploma architecture students to prepare a
‘Users Manual’ for the classrooms. The manual,
both digital for projection on the white boards and
hard copy for hanging in the classroom, has become
an important document to help both the teachers
and the children understand the technologies and
how to use them. This includes everything from
how to open the sliding screens to how to change
bulbs in particular types of light fittings. This can be
a teaching aid too, discovering about the different
types of artificial lighting and qualities of light, about
the structure and the forces working in the roof,
and the nature of the materials. The standard issue
Health and Safety Manual certainly does not satisfy
these everyday requirements. Knowing how the
building works is empowering and liberating.

The evolving classroom landscape

A classroom is not finished when it is finished, far
from it; its life is just beginning. We would like to
carry on charting the progress of Ballifield over the
next few years to see how the landscapes inside
and outside change. New agendas and ideas will
inevitably mean changes to the plans as they are
now; including the use and ideas for the external
classroom and playground. Notions of health
and safety might change too; now it is considered
too dangerous to have an open pond.
In other European countries the attitudes in
playgrounds appear to be changing to place more
emphasis on the children and parents taking
responsibility for their behaviour and use of the
public domain. However, most importantly children



need to continue discovering ways of using their
environment, changing it, understanding it and even
re-imagining it.
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The schools we’d like: young
people’s participation in

architecture

Ben Koralek and Maurice Mitchell

Editor’s infroduction

The view that children’s perceptions of space are
different to those of adults is the central premise of
Chapter 7. What follows is the proposition that
children and young people have a democratic right
to be heard about the make up of their education,
and most importantly the form of their school
buildings, many of which were designed for the
nineteenth century. The authors illustrate a range
of initiatives which have been implemented within
the UK over the past ten years which have
transformed the perceptions of those who have
participated. For example, the work of the Building
Experiences Trust and then School Works has
challenged the conventional professional view that
children have nothing to offer to the design
process.

The second part of this chapter describes in
some detail a number of participatory projects
which have bridged the gap between architecture
and education. The creativity of the end result
illustrates how good school design could be if
the views of its users were heard. This illustrates
how important it is to get children’s views
about their lives and the kinds of spaces they would
like to have for themselves. However, it is not
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a straightforward discursive process. Detailed
case studies where school students have
actually worked with designers illustrates what
is possible if appropriate inclusive methods
are used to talk and listen to schoolchildren
properly.

Although full of childlike fantasy, there are
some remarkably grounded ideas to transform
existing and new school environments and to
make them more appropriate for the present
and future generations who will be expected to
use them. The authors argue that as huge
amounts of investment flow into the state
education system, the need to ‘get it right’ has
never been more critical. The commitment of
professional designers would help to transform
the urban fabric and make school attractive to
young people.

Those architects and designers who are
truly interested in the possibilities of a
participatory approach will find this chapter
particularly enlightening. How do you make
meaningful consultation with school students
within the PFl (Private Finance Initiative) process
for example? When is the right moment to gauge
the views of school students and what is the best
process to use in order to get the best and most
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exciting design ideas! Here, the process is as
important as the end result. In an era where the
democratic process appears to be peripheral for
many people, is this an approach which should be
adopted more widely, to enable the future citizens
of this country to engage with their world in a
positive way?

Intfroduction

Like other mammals, our children are born
inextricably linked to the environment around
them. In this respect, childhood is an ecosystem
whose success and well-being depends equally on
complex biological, social and cultural systems.
As well as these non-material relationships,
children are also dependent on tangible, physical
environments in which to grow. Buildings, the
spaces between buildings, streets, green fields,
playgrounds and parks all play a significant part in
shaping children’s experience of the world and their
place in it." For the large majority of children today,
one part of the built environment in particular
shapes their experience of the world, that is
the school.

In retrospect, we tend to associate our own
childhood with pleasant domestic experiences such
as slides and swings in the park, quiet rooms at
home for drawing or reading, hidden spaces under
an old table (ideal for listening to the radio), the
local swimming pool and secret camps at the end of
the garden; for many of us, our daily experience of
school plays a less dominant role in our memories
of childhood.

The role of memory in the design of school
buildings should not be underestimated. Where
our memories of specific rooms, places and
buildings are concerned, adults and children have
very different perceptions of architectural space.?
With our own sense of scale and proportion, adults
experience places of childhood, including our
former schools, as much smaller in size than our
memories tell us.

Perhaps because of this difference of perception
between the adult and the child, the school building
provides a unique subject for collaborative working

in the conception and production of space.’ As
we hope to show in this chapter, a dialogue on
the design of school buildings can provide a
bridge between adult and child perceptions of
architectural space because it is a space they both
share during the most formative years of child
development.

Until very recently, UK school buildings in
all their many shapes, styles and sizes, represented
children’s space as conceived by adults, and
adults alone. This chapter focuses specifically on
recent projects and participatory design processes
in which young people have collaborated with
professional and student architects in the
remodelling and the making of new learning
environments.

In exploring the production of children’s spaces,
and school buildings especially, it is worth
acknowledging that virtually all of the spaces used
and inhabited by children today are still designed,
made and managed by adults. This is just as true at
the beginning of the twenty-first century as it was
for the great European interpreters of childhood
of the past: Rousseau (in the eighteenth), Froebbel
(in the nineteenth) and Montessori (in the early
twentieth century).

In her seminal research on children’s cognitive
development, Montessori acknowledged both
the need to develop new ways for adults to work
with children in educational settings, and the
importance of the environment on children’s
learning.* In these ways, Montessori’s work holds a
special relevance to this chapter’s analysis of the
production of children’s spaces. Just as children
require time for their cognitive development, their
socialization and their individual journeys along the
play—learning continuum, children and young
people also require a range of spatial settings: play
areas, learning environments and buildings in which
to experience their world and develop their
identity.

As has been well documented (by Montessori’s
natural ‘successors’) in the municipality of Reggio
Emilia in northern Italy, children growing up in the
urban environment play a key role in shaping a city’s
identity and civic culture.® As Loris Malaguzzi,
the principal founder and key protagonist in
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establishing the approach to early years education
in Reggio Emilia reminds us:

children ask us to be their allies in resisting hostile
pressures and defending spaces for creative
freedom which, in the end, are also spaces for joy,
trust and solidarity.®

Indeed, as those working in and supporting the
Pre-Schools of Reggio Emilia demonstrate, the
life and healthy evolution of a city depends on
the well-being and creativity of its young people.

In Reggio Emilia, for example, children are
actively engaged in an ongoing discourse with the
urban and learning environments in which they
work and play. Supported by studio-based ‘learning
supervisor-researchers’ — the atelierista, children at
these state-funded pre-schools investigate and
manipulate their studio spaces and explore their
home city as a matter of course. They draw, make
models and create stories about the things they
touch, see, hear and experience. Their journeys
across the urban environment become familiar and
highly personalized elements within their cognitive
development; many of which have been further
celebrated, recorded and animated on return to
the pre-schools and their creative studio spaces
which provide an adaptable container for the
children’s expressive work, or as Malaguzzi says,
‘a kind of aquarium which reflects the ideas, ethics,
attitudes and culture of the people who live in it.

The interior architectural environments of the
Reggio Emilia pre-schools must, by definition, allow
for flexible remodelling prompted by the activities
and ideas of the children. For this reason, and the
fact that their ‘pedagogical coordinators, teachers,
and parents met to plan with the architects’ in
the design of their learning environments, the
pre-schools of Reggio Emilia provide a very useful
precedent to our analysis of young people’s
participation in the architectural process; and a
point of reference to which we will return later in
this chapter‘.7 However, whilst the influence of
the pre-schools of Reggio Emilia continues to
spread across continental Europe and in north
America, the state education system in the UK
has been slow to absorb the important pedagogical
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insights and professional practice pioneered
in what is now referred to as the ‘Reggio approach’.
Likewise, British architects are only now
rediscovering the creative challenge in designing
learning environments which take into account
contemporary educational practice for the benefit
of UK schoolchildren.

To this day, school communities in the UK are
still — typically — housed in Victorian or post-1945
buildings designed by adults to contain and
condition young people into being responsible
citizens capable of taking their place in a productive
society.? Childrens learning and early social
experiences are still shaped in much older rooms,
playgrounds, laboratories, corridors and halls
designed by distant generations of architects in
response to very different pedagogical, social and
cultural criteria. For some, like child psychologist
David Elkind, schools, and by default the buildings in
which they operate, ‘represent our past rather than
our future’.? Authoritative antique Victorian school
building stock still commands a powerful physical
position in the British landscape of childhood.

As we explore in Part Three of this chapter, as
an expression of governmental control of children’s
time and space, the school ‘boards’ of the Victorian
era (established as part of the 1870 Education Act)
set a new standard. Not only did the school boards
have the power to make their own by-laws, decide
whether or not to charge fees for schooling,
determine what subjects ‘Masters’ were to teach
their pupils in the classroom, they also exercised
the authority to build and maintain school buildings
using public finances (‘rates’), for the first time in
British history.

The motives behind the establishment of the
school boards may have been mixed. Whether
philanthropic in essence, or as an agent of social
control (or both), the school boards’ attempt to
hold young people in custodial care also defined a
relationship between central government and
children’s education which has become the founda-
tion for the industrialized world’s contemporary
school system (Friere, 1971; lllich, 1971; Gatto,
1992 et al.). At the same time, the school boards
defined a very specific form of architectural
children’s space; many of which are still in use today.
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In a world where young people were to be ‘seen
and not heard’, Victorian children had absolutely no
chance to voice their opinion as to how these new
spaces would be arranged or their school days
organized, let alone what the new school buildings
would look like. British children would have to wait
a hundred years for such a privilege.

In Part Three of this chapter, through an
examination of some recent case studies, we
will explore ways in which children’s design ideas
can be developed with architecture students to
reinterpret and adapt formal board school spaces
from the inside out. As we will show in Parts Two
and Four, the idea that children might work
alongside architects as they have done at
Lightwoods Community primary school in the
West Midlands and with School Works at Kingsdale
secondary school in London is only now becoming
a viable reality.'® However, the roots of this kind of
participatory collaboration go back approximately
thirty years.

Our title for this chapter takes its name from the
Observer newspaper’s 1967 competition — ‘The
School That I'd Like’, which invited British
secondary school students to reinvent their
schooling at a time when their experience of
education was still that of containment ‘in the
prison of a most dreadful conformity’.!!

At the height of 1960s radical student activism,
and in the same year that the benefits of a more
‘child-centred’ primary education became more
formally acknowledged (in the 1967 Plowden
Report), ‘The School That I'd Like’, gave young
people the chance to collectively, and very
publically, voice their opinion, and vent their
spleen, on both the organization of learning and
the quality of school buildings.'? Of the subsequent
contributions, children’s author and the
competition’s ‘patron’ Edward Blishen reflected
that ‘most, however, were either out of patience
with school buildings as they are, or were profusely
able to think of improvements. Most were tired of
squareness: where an actual shape was suggested,
nine times out of ten it was a round one. Domes
were yearned for’.'?

In 1967, the Observer received almost 1000
ideas for new schools: ‘some half a million

words, innumerable charts, collages, architectural
or pseudo-architectural drawings’.'* Thirty years
later, in the midst of New Labour’s successful
1997 General Election campaign, the Guardian
newspaper repeated ‘The School [I'd Like’
competition. Second time around, 15000 primary
and secondary pupils sent their ideas on video, in
3-d model form, in drawings, photographic collages
and in text (epic poems, plays, dictated comments
and in Braille); and in response to newly-elected
Prime Minister Blair’s now infamous declaration
of a Labour government’s top three priorities to
be: ‘Education, education, education’ (on April
15th 1997), just seven weeks later, and as a product
of the second ‘The School I'd Like’ competition,
the Guardian also published The Children’s
Manifesto calling for beautiful, comfortable, safe
schools.

With the reappearance of ‘The School I'd Like’
competition format in 1997, and the active
involvement of the (then) New Labour think-tank
DEMOS and London’s Architecture Foundation,
the quality of school building design was placed
back on the political agenda."® Second time around,
a generation of more politically-enfranchised
school children would have an even louder voice
thanks in part to the formal framework established
by the UK Children’s Act (1989) and Article 12 of
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (1990) in which children and young
people ‘had the right to express an opinion on all
matters which concern them.!®

With New Labour’s commitment to a greater
degree of public participation in the delivery of
public services, it appeared (to many) that young
people now had a direct invitation to take part in
the political process. For the first time, perhaps, it
seemed that children’s requests for a respectful
school with flexible timetables and a more relevant
curriculum would also be heard. For the first time,
young people would be able to express their
perception of the quality of school buildings, and
the adults around them would have to listen.

With projects like School Works and The Sorrell
Foundation’s ‘joinedupdesignforschools’ initiative
established in 2000 to ‘join up UK designers with
schools across the country to demonstrate how
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design and creativity can improve the quality of life
and learning in schools’, calling for a new kind of
working partnership between professional adult
designers and young people, and given the
enormous sums of public and private finance going
into new schools production in the UK, the stakes
were (and remain) high. Could young people
express their design ideas clearly enough for them
to be incorporated into new schools’ architecture?
Would architects be able to listen and work with a
young public looking to participate in the planning
and design processes! Whilst managing expensive
building programmes, would local education
authorities be prepared to allow additional time
to engage with young people! These kinds of
questions continue to vex design and education
professionals seeking to develop and improve new
learning environments.

Through the examination of some important
recent participatory collaborations between
designers and young people, we hope to sketch out
some answers, and in doing so, to show the
simplicity of our argument.

With the hundreds of expensive new schools
currently scheduled for design and construction in
the UK, and despite the engagement of advice and
support of advocates of good design, few students,
teachers or parents will be allowed the time to
actively engage with the design process before the
building starts."”

Whatever kinds of old, new or remodelled
spaces a school community has to work in, young
people and their teachers should be allowed and
encouraged to take the time to engage in their own
ongoing process of site-specific investigation,
analysis and creative design. Their collective
expertise of what works best in their environment
is overlooked to their (and our) cost. As our survey
of projects in Part Four, and our experience from
the case studies in Part Three suggests, this kind
of knowledge emerges within the framework of
working relationships developed over time and
from direct experience of a pragmatic and
participatory collaboration with designers.

To avoid, or repair the costly errors of
judgement or almost inevitable misunderstandings
and compromise in large-scale, ‘fast-tracl’,
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multiple-school new-build projects, a modest,
(comparatively) inexpensive, continuing, and -
above all — child-centred design process might
ensure the best possible learning environments for
young people.®

However, in rethinking our approach to the
design of learning environments and school
buildings, we should remember that despite the
growing number of school building design projects,
and the subsequent opportunity for dialogue
between adult designers and school children, the
knowledge gap between architects and young
people is still too wide. ‘As a society, we are
shamefully ignorant of the positive impact that
architecture and the design of cities can have on
our lives. We need to make far-reaching changes in
our approach to the built environment, and should
be prepared to legislate for them. Education is one
important component in remedying the situation,
and a new system of participatory planning is
essential.’” Despite some significant progress in
these areas (as we shall see), Richard Rogers’ 1997
general criticism is, largely, still accurate.

A brief history of built environment
education in the UK

At the time of the original “The School I'd Like’
competition in 1967, young people in Britain had
virtually no contact with architects. However, in
the early 1970s, somewhat lagging behind built
environment education in Denmark and the USA,
the Royal Institute of British Architects’ traditional
Christmas children’s lectures (in London) were
reinvented to give a more hands-on introduction
to architecture and experiences of the built
environment. Like the Chicago Architecture
Foundation, for example, the RIBA organized a
team of volunteer architects to deliver a mixture of
‘walk around the block’ events and space-making
activities for children and parents. Following the
success of these experiential learning projects, and
in order to extend the invitation to learn about
architecture to more children and young people,
during the mid-1970s ‘architecture workshops’
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were established in Cambridge, Hull, Plymouth,
Stevenage, Halifax, London, Leeds, Bradford,
Glasgow, Newcastle and Manchester. By 1980,
some architecture workshops had established
ground-breaking educational projects; and other
schemes, like teacher-designer Nigel Frost’s
Cambridge Architects & Teachers (CAT), had
formalized links between architects and school
teachers.

Building on this pioneering work in 1985, and
signalling an historic commitment to general
education, the RIBA appointed Frost as its first
Architects-In-Schools  Coordinator, where he
developed his work on CAT to pilot an ‘architects-
in-residence’ scheme for schools in England and
Wales. Thanks to this successful programme, some
children will have had an opportunity to explore
aspects of building design and construction from a
visiting professional, at their school.

Paradoxically, alongside this important cross-
fertilization between education and architecture
during the 1970s and 1980s, children and young
people grew up in a negative climate in which,
more often than not, architecture was seen as part
of the problem, rather than part of the solution.
Indeed, architects are still seen — by some — as
professionally distant, arrogant and fixated on
stylistic dogma. Until recently, public opinion has
been highly critical of contemporary British
architecture.

‘As a nation...we are very partisan in the
way we make decisions about what we think is
good — it tends to be about heritage. For this to
change ... it’s important for children to be made
as aware of the built environment as they are of
the natural environment.’

Architect Ros Diamond’s view, supported by
extensive research for her 1996 Arts Council
report. The Built Environment & the National
Curriculum, is one that has echoed through the
architecture cognoscenti for decades and is as true
today as it was in the 1990s.2°

Indeed, frustrated by repetitive, high-profile
assaults on the work of twentieth-century British
architects, by the mid-1980s, the country’s
architectural community united in a mission to

raise public awareness of architecture generally, and
more specifically to increase understanding of
contemporary design in the built environment.?! In
rallying to the cause, from necessity, architects cast
themselves in the role of educator.

Architects as educators

At the forefront of this educational ‘crusade’ was
architect Richard Rogers. As architectural advisor
to both New Labour and (later) Mayor of London,
Ken Livingstone, Rogers is now as famous for being
the public voice — and face — of British architecture
as he is for his practice’s iconic, high-tech buildings.
Passionately committed to the civic experience and
urban life, Rogers also played a pivotal role in
establishing two organizations which would change
the relationship between British architecture and
its public forever.

Indeed, arguing that ‘the most useful act that any
socially-minded architect could do would be to
spend a few hours each year at his/her school
trying to explain the effects of the environment on
people, the development of the senses, art and
technology and the responsibility of the individual
to the global village’, Rogers found a natural ally in
Nigel Frost.22

By 1989, Frost had contacted Rogers to
discuss the establishment of an educational
charity which would be dedicated to continuing
and extending the successful built environment
education work he had pioneered with the RIBA
and other architecture workshops across the UK.
Frost proposed a programme of educational
workshops for primary and secondary schools to
be delivered by a team of specially-trained
animateurs under the auspices of ‘The Building
Experiences Trust’ (BET).

Seeking to further built environment education
in the UK, and by then already involved with the
establishment of London’s first ‘architecture centre’ —
The Architecture Foundation, Rogers agreed to
support Frost by acting as Chairman for the
Building Experiences Trust. Both organizations
focused their energy on creating dialogue between
architects and the public; and between them, both
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ventures would create an accessible context for
learning about the built environment for adults and
children respectively.

Of the two organizations, Rogers and Frost’s
Building Experiences Trust (1989-2003) focused
specifically on designing and delivering an education
programme for the (then) 32700 primary and
secondary schools across the country.?® With its
mission to ‘advance the education of young people
about architecture and its related disciplines’, the
BET introduced young people to a creative design
process through the construction of large 3-d
(frame) models of famous buildings and
architectural structures. At its heart — as the name
suggests — the Building Experiences Trust aimed to
raise young people’s awareness of their own
experiential responses to architectural spaces and
the buildings around them.

Frost’s workshop format was highly successful
in its ability to equip participants with a very
personal — albeit universal — range of experiences
of constructed forms and enclosures to the extent
that some participants would be inspired to
discover and use a new language with which to
articulate their (emotional) experience of being
enclosed, or feeling safe, or excited and energized
by the spaces they had created.?* The architecture
workshop ‘movement’: defining a new architectural and
educational language.

In educational terms, with its emphasis on
empowering children with a kineasthetic ‘language’
derived from the manipulation of simple, tactile
materials, Nigel Frost’s system can take a legitimate
place in a pedagogical lineage of hands-on
experiential learning stretching as far back as
Froebbel and Montessori. Indeed, it could also be
argued that the system developed by Frost had its
roots in an even older tradition of educational
construction ‘toys’.

In discussing education as a training for later life,
Plato in the fourth century BC, for example,
instructs that ‘the future builder must play at
building ... and those who have the care of their
education should provide them when young with
mimic tools.?® During the modern era, in
nineteenth-century Germany, the work of former
architecture student and educational philosopher
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Friedrich Froebel, translated Plato’s concept quite
literally. Froebel’s ‘Gifts’ and ‘Occupations’ for
young children included sets of mathematically
derived wooden blocks specifically designed for
building (Gifts 3—6 were, for example, a set of
blocks cut from an eight-inch wooden cube).?®
Nearly a century later, in Italy, doctor of medicine
and educator Maria Montessori, also included
building blocks with which children could construct
a tower and a stair in her ‘prepared environment’
for children’s learning (1912). Now commonplace
in children’s spaces at home and school, largely
thanks to the pioneering work of Froebel and
Montessori, wooden blocks continue to provide
the most accessible introduction to architecture to
countless children around the world. For those
growing up in the pre-Lego era, like writer and
structuralist philosopher Roland Barthes, ‘a few
sets of blocks, which appeal to the spirit of do-it-
yourself are the only ones which offer dynamic
forms.’? In keeping with Barthes’ spirit of ‘do-it’-
yourself’, the sense of creative freedom could also
be expressed whilst using Frost’s construction
system.

Inspired too by the geometrical and structural
insights of twentieth-century designer-engineers
Richard Buckminster Fuller and Santiago Calatrava
(with whom — in 1991 — he collaborated on
children’s workshops within an exhibition on bridge
design), Frost’s elegant modelling system placed the
humble tetrahedron (and other Platonic solids)
centre stage. With tetrahedra and the equilateral
triangle as universal building blocks, Frost devised
an engaging, effective and highly theatrical way
to explore 3-d structure through hands-on
participatory learning.

During the 1990s, and alongside his work in
museums, learning centres and galleries in the UK,
Europe and the USA, Frost was careful to tailor
the content and structure of the workshops to
respond to, and enhance, the newly-imposed
National Curriculum for schools in England and
Wales.

Typically, during one of Frost’s workshops,
participants are introduced simultaneously to a kit
of simple materials (lengths of dowel and rubber
bands), a logical construction system and, where
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Figure 7.1

Figure 7.2
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relevant, to certain key moments in the history of
architecture. Leading the workshop (with up to
seventy participants at one time), a workshop
animateur demonstrates and explains with clarity
and precision how to fix the materials together — in
stages — to make specific architectural/engineering
forms such as triangular trusses or portal frame
arches. In the now famous Pyramids workshop,
participants start with just six sticks and four
rubber bands, to make one small tetrahedron each.
These are then assembled — usually in a school hall
or gym — sequentially in groups of four until one,
very large pyramid remains, towering over its
young builders.

Participating children love the immediacy of the
workshop process, taking inspiration from, and
great delight in, the success of the ‘massive’
structures they have just made by hand. Young
children especially thrive on the chance to make a
3-d structure big enough to get inside or
underneath. From this new vantage point, they have
the opportunity to test out the structural integrity
of what they’ve made — to see how it works and to
understand why it doesn’t fall down!

For many workshop participants, the experience
of building these giant pyramids is simply
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Figure 7.3

unforgettable. In establishing a highly visible,
educationally valid and genuinely participatory
learning process, Frost has successfully crystallized
a vital means of communication for British
architecture and its young public. Perhaps
unwittingly though, he had also devised a
construction kit and system that could rival Lego
for its accessibility and Meccanno for the
structures’ engineering authenticity.

Free of the demands of covering surfaces of any
kind, the tetrahedral and triangulated structures
reveal their skeletal structure for all to see. This
is — one might say — architecture stripped bare.
Free of the need to wall, roof or clad the models,
the construction system speaks for itself. Like the
‘exoskeletal’ hi-tech structures being crafted in the
built environment around them, the structures
made by children as young as six years old clearly
express their own engineering2® The structures
‘speak’ to young people in an architectural language
of their own.

To this day, through the continuing work of
the Cambridge-based Architecture Workshops
Association, children and young people across the
UK find themselves central protagonists in live
architectural modelling/story-telling  dialogues.
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Whether building pyramid forms, models of the
Globe Theatre or Richard Rogers Partnership’s
Millennium Dome, these are important, perhaps
seminal experiences for UK schoolchildren
(see Figure 7.4). As one Year 5/10-year-old
pupil says following her participation in a 1998
Architecture Workshops Association (AWA)
Tudor workshop:

Thankyou very much for doing the [Design &
Technology] Workshop. | had great fun learning
words like octohedron and tetrahedrons. It
reminded me of the Tudor houses at St Fagons. |
like making the pyramid and the roof for the
Globe Theatre. | would like to be a architect when
I grow up. | enjoyed doing it ... | wish | could do it
again.

In more holistic educational terms, working with
geometry and 3-d forms, workshop participants are
prompted to problem-solve and to think laterally.
In turn, their existing, theoretical classroom
understanding of shape and space is developed
through practical, investigative work whilst
constructing elements of the large models.
Through this process, participants are given a ‘real-
world’ opportunity to test and expand their own

Figure 7.4
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mathematical vocabulary — ‘vertical’, ‘horizontal’,
‘space’, ‘volume’, ‘surface’, ‘vertices’, ‘angle’, ‘depth’,
‘weight’, etc., with renewed purpose. Children
participating in a workshop of this kind also
become confident in using another vocabulary
made up of architectural and technological
terminology, i.e. ‘structure’, ‘truss’, ‘tensile’,
‘compression’ ‘torsion’, ‘oscillation’, etc.

At the same time, working with a combination of
rigid and flexible materials, participants can test
their own scientific understanding of compression,
tension and torsion, whilst bringing to life highly
imaginative, often beautiful sculptural forms — as if
by magic revealed to the eye via a shift in
perception. As if describing an AWA workshop,
pioneer of visual education Kurt Rowland observed
(in 1976) that: ‘the design of structures which make
use of the material in the most efficient manner,
without any waste or left-overs, is not only
economical and elegant but magical.*°

Within  this learning experience (which
complements the existing UK National Curriculum
pedagogy so well), participants also have to adjust
their own thinking to address the three-
dimensional qualities of the structures, and the fact
that there are no flat surfaces to assist one’s
preconceived idea of how a building fits together.
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The experience of arranging frame elements (each
with their own spatial volume) and fixing them
together to make a larger structure provides a
range of experience which empowers young
people to understand some of the core principles
of architectural design and construction. This
challenging process, dependent on manual
dexterity and some first-hand knowledge of
materials, also helps formulate a new ‘grammar’ of
space and structure; in short a new, child-centred
experiential ‘language’.

Learnt ‘by hand’, the language embodied in the
Frost/AWA workshop format also has its roots in
that known by master builders and craftsmen for
centuries. This is the language of building craft
tradition; the same kinaesthetic language which
comes from ‘that unique repository of intimate
knowledge and understanding of natural materials
and processes, which provided the technological
base on which recent generations of innovation and
technical discovery stand’.?!

Most importantly for our purposes here, the
kind of experiential process embodied in Frost’s
workshop format also gives young people a
common language with which to communicate with
architects.3?

Architecture and education: a
national context

Running in parallel to these ground-breaking
developments was the establishment of a national
network of architecture centres, in London (The
Architecture Foundation, RIBA Gallery and The
Building Exploratory, Hackney), and in Kent
(Chatham), Glasgow, Bristol, Plymouth, Liverpool,
Manchester, Birmingham, Newcastle, Leeds, Hull
the East Midlands and Cambridge.3® Whilst each of
these centres is unique and specific to its host
city, local region and community, they all have
one thing in common. As The Architecture
Foundation puts it: architecture centres exist
to ‘promote the importance of high quality
contemporary architecture and urban design to as
wide an audience as possible ... to encourage public
participation and debate on the design, planning

124

’

and sustainability of our cities...” and to actively
bridge the gap ‘between decision-makers, design
professionals and the public3*

To complement the growing network of
architecture centres, and to add to this new public
interface with design in the built environment, two
annual events were established to celebrate both
existing and new British architecture. National
Architecture Week was established in 1997 to run
each year in June; and London Open House over a
September weekend was first launched in 1992.
Both provide a wide range of opportunities for
young people to interact with architects and
their work.

Architecture Week’s ‘Open Practice’ initiative in
particular is ‘a great chance to ask architects face to
face about their buildings and see how they
work’3> As if calling out to a younger audience,
Tom Dyckhoff declares: “There’s no doubt about it,
architecture’s suddenly become hot. The big debate
these days isn’t about classical v modern but
whether it’s the new sex or new rock’n’roll’.3¢ At
last, a group of secondary students visiting an
architect’s practice would be an annual event and
not a once-in-a-lifetime fluke.

Perhaps, after ten years of gradual and
incremental education work by the likes of the
Building Experiences Trust, the Architecture
Workshops  Association, Kent Architecture
Centre, Manchester’s CUBE (Centre for
Understanding the Built Environment) and The
Building Exploratory in Hackney, East London, for
example, a new generation of young people had
grown up with the idea that architecture was ‘cool’.
This same generation had — perhaps — also
developed their own understanding of architecture
and the impact of design on their lives. From a few
solitary architects venturing into their local schools
to help with a one-off curriculum project, we now
have young people turning up on the doorsteps of
architecture practices all over the country.

These first building blocks have laid the
foundation for a new kind of dialogue between
schoolchildren and architects. Alive with a new
awareness of design in the built environment,
empowered with a shared architectural language
and in an era in which public participation
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is becoming common place, young people and the
architect-educators of the architecture workshop
movement have co-created a context for
meaningful collaboration on the design of new
school buildings.

Young people’s collaboration in
the architectural process

In the UK, the idea that schoolchildren could
contribute to an architectural design process in a
meaningful way has at last been tested through
practice. As we will see below, a few young people
of both primary and secondary school ages have
been given the opportunity to investigate the
architecture of their school, analyse the school’s
current and future needs and — in collaboration
with architects — to offer practical solutions on
renovation, remodelling and refurbishment
projects.

As a result of the wide range of innovative
built environment education work of the 1990s,
young people at the beginning of the twenty-first
century are now more confident in approaching
architects and are excited at the prospect of
applying themselves to a creative process in which
real change takes place in real buildings. With their
enthusiasm to see concrete alterations in their
own school buildings, young people are ready
now to participate in a culture of rights to, and
responsibilities for a ‘healthier’ built environment.
Against the backdrop of ‘Citizenship’ in the
National Curriculum (for secondary students in
England and Wales since September 2002), the
School Council movement and even the practice of
Circle Time in Primary schools, young people —
increasingly — know that they have the right to
voice an opinion, and that their views should be
considered.”

In a global context too, as we have seen,
children’s participation in decision making is on the
political agenda. Since the ratification of Article 12
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (1990), public services in the UK,
including health and education, have been required
to glean and incorporate children’s views.®

The implications of this new approach have
particular significance for the traditional masters
of decision making over children’s learning and
school buildings — the Local Education Authorities
(LEAS).

The political context: from Welfare
State to Private Finance Initiative
Following the 1902 and 1903 Balfour Acts, and
the later Butler (Education) Act of 1944, local
borough and county councils took responsibility
for the statutory provision of formal education
and the subsequent organization, funding and
construction of the great majority of the state’s
school buildings.

As the public agency responsible for the
maintenance of essential social infrastructure
(including schools), and working with the
construction industry to build thousands of new
schools across England and Wales, these new Local
Education Authorities acted on behalf of Head
Teachers as architectural clients for new capital
works. Paradoxically, the vast majority of new
school buildings (opened between 1950 and 1970)
were also designed by the local authority’s own
architect’s.

This duality has given way to the current
dichotomy growing within local education
authorities wrestling with the financial, legal,
contractual and ethical conditions of central
governments’ Private Finance Initiative (PFI). With
New Labour’s proposed spending and release of
public funds via the PFI totalling £8 billion during
2003-2006, the question of whether it is possible
for an organization designed to deliver a public
service to reorientate itself into a more product-
focused commercial operation in order to provide
public facilities, is currently being explored in some
contemporary PFl schools projects like that at
Castle Green School, Sunderland.?® At the very
least, it is fair to say that the corporate culture of
the protection of commercial interests within the
PFl is at odds with the current culture of
participation in the delivery of public services.

Contrary to the PFl’s tendency to work with a
minimal allowance of time for design and a more
standardized design template; and the inherent
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contractual pressures to ‘design and build’ fast,
young people’s participation in schools design
projects also challenges LEAs to redefine the client
in terms of a collective. On new participatory,
collaborative design projects (discussed in more
detail below), the ‘client group’ has been redefined
to represent the whole school community:
children, parents, head teachers, support staff, local
community groups and teaching staff alike.

The Department for Education and Skills’ (DfES)
own School Buildings & Design Unit’s 2002
guidelines sets the tone for this new relationship
between the LEA and school communities: ‘It is
very important that right from the beginning
of a school building project there is proper
consultation with the staff and pupils of the school
and the wider community.... This approach will
help to encourage greater use of the building,
develop trust between all parties and add to the
feeling of community and ownership.*°

Further to this, the DfES’s own ‘Departmental
Investment Strategy, 2003-06’ published in
December 2002 points out — in reference to the
commissioned Pricewaterhouse Coopers’ report
‘Building Performance’ (2001) — that ‘external
evaluation is revealing the quantitative linkages
between investment in school buildings and
increasing pupil performance’.*!

Whether or not it is possible to prove in
quantative terms that a better-designed school
helps pupils ‘perform’ better in academic tests,
some schoolteachers have been quick to recognize
the cross-curricular potential in design projects
relating to proposed on-site building works.
Education professionals and designers alike
appreciate the value in encouraging children and
young people to develop their own design ideas, as
a way of incorporating into the architects’ main
design brief their insights into, and understanding
of, the school organization. Initiatives like School
Works (see Part Four below), have been especially
effective in this aspect of participatory school
building renovation projects. In the last few years,
as School Works demonstrates, significant strides
have been made in finding new ways to link
children’s perceptions of architectural space to new
school design projects.
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Young designers working with
professionals

At the same time the DfES launched their own
‘Classroom of the Future’ initiative in July 2000,
some Local Education Authorities allowed schools
to facilitate a greater collaboration between their
pupils and their project architects.*> Pupils at
Cottrell & Vermeulen’s prize-winning VWestborough
Primary School in Essex worked, for example, on
a 3-d modelling project looking at alternative
structural forms during the design process for
their new school. Taking this approach a few
stages further, St Jude’s Primary School in Glasgow
undertook a ‘Designing for Real process to
investigate possible improvements to the design of
their school buildings.** The three-year ‘Making
Fish’ project involved children of all ages in a
process that would enable them to re-examine the
strengths and weaknesses of their existing primary
school environment. To make this possible, St
Jude’s had to ‘provide the pupils with sufficient skills
and understanding of their environment, of the
needs of their school in the future, and in drawing
and modelling, in order to propose designs that
could then be translated, by the professionals
involved into a possible reality’** Without the
pressures of a looming building programme, this
kind of collaborative ‘Designing for Real’ project
benefits young people and their school community
through a greater provision of time to
conceptualize and explore design ideas.

As an extension of the hands-on approach taken
at St Jude’s Primary School, a team of architects
working on a ‘Classroom of the Future’ scheme at
Ballifield Primary School, Sheffield have tried to
devise small-scale projects in which schoolchildren
themselves can physically alter and reinterpret
both the interior and exterior (playground)
environments of their school. With Ballifield pupils
working as ‘designers, makers and implementers’,
architects from the Research Design Unit at the
University of Sheffield School of Architecture
devised ways for their young colleagues to
redecorate walls and ceilings with personalized
ceramic tiles and to construct large playground
benches from rammed earth, concrete or cob (refer
to Chapter 3).* To the extent that school-children
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A large timber bench with solid base has many functions,
spanning various activities. It acts as a plinth for improvized
play and forms a basic building block for the children to use in
various ways. The complexity of the unit can be designed to
suit budget and needs.

design options

Rammed earth and cob construction use
natural materials which can be hand crafted.
For advice on alternative building materials,

bench X :
sand pit AVALE 0% . " L o~ b
Making a solid base
The construction of a solid base or seat can be
undertaken by professionals, or by children.

storage box contact the Centre for Alternative Technology
; (CAT) or the listed ‘Cob construction’ websites.

seat

Figure 7.5
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might actually construct some parts of an
architect’s scheme, projects of this kind take young
people’s participation to a new level. Hot on the
heels of this innovative work at Ballifield Primary
School, in 2003 the UK’s Construction Industry
Training Board (CITB) launched ‘Creative Spaces’ —
a national competition scheme offering 11- to 14-
year-olds the chance to experience the excitement
of working in construction while developing ideas
for improvements to their schools. Winning
students get to see their design proposal actually
built, with up to £50000 worth of construction
costs being met by the CITB.

Again in Glasgow, and this time via The Sorrell
Foundation’s independent ‘joinedupdesignforschools’
scheme, seven 11- to 12-year-olds at Quarry Brae
Primary School worked as a ‘client team’ with
architect Ross Hunter and graphic designer Janice
Kirkpatrick to ‘create a new type of learning space
within a classroom setting. In response to the
cramped conditions of the 1903 Edwardian school
building, and as an investigation into ‘the thinking
behind the space above us’, the Quarry Brae team’s
highly successful project to design a treehouse
above an existing classroom evolved as the
result of a creative participatory process to find
more working area in a school where ‘space is at a
premium’.* As Kirkpatrick says of the process:
‘l thought this was a great idea — asking children
to imagine a different kind of life in which they
are in control. For me that’s the most important
aspect — asking them to behave in a way that’s
contrary to the traditional curriculum ... They had
pretty strong ideas of what they wanted. Some
were really great — especially the treehouse idea.
We might never have come up with that solution
without them.*

Giving young people control lies at the heart of
the new collaboration in schools design. The
positive aspects of allowing young people to take
control in participatory design and planning
processes has been well documented (see
Bibliography at end of chapter: Hart, 1992,
Trafford, 1997 and Adams & Ingham, 1998). For
example, the opportunity for young people
to work with professional designers stimulates
pupils’ own learning processes whilst challenging
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them to think critically about the organization
of architectural space around them. With
collaborations of this kind, the rigid boundaries
between ‘school life’ and the world/s beyond
the school gates become a little more blurred. As
one young Quarry Brae client team member says,
relishing his new sense of ownership: ‘I enjoyed it
because we had to think of our own ideas. | really
enjoyed working with the designers. It was a lot of
hard work — just working as a group. People were
thinking of different things and it was so hard to get
agreement sometimes. It made me feel good
because it was all our own ideas. | will be proud to
see it happen — my parents are proud. It makes me
like the school more.*8

The importance of ownership should not
be underestimated. In her comprehensive and
indispensible survey of current UK practice in
the design of new learning environments, Helen
Clark reminds us ‘that “aspiration of space”
is intrinsic to the well-being of those inhabiting it.
As well as enhancing their own mental health
and well-being, ‘reducing the likelihood of
vandalism, neglect and costly replacements in the
future, as a result of this process, the unforgettable
educational value of a project like Quarry Brae’s
treehouse learning space, rests in the fact that
the adult designers’ collaboration with children
as young as eleven years old produced the most
effective design solution.*’ With flair, and a
sometimes more liberated imagination, young
people can — and do — formulate effective design
solutions to specific architectural problems.
As architect Keith Priest attests to his (2001)
experience working with 16- to 17-year-olds
on a ‘makeover’ for the English Department
at Monk Seaton Community High School,
Newcastle: ‘“There’s no doubt that school students
should be involved in a wide range of decisions
about their school — they certainly can
contribute*® As Blishen (1969, see Bibliography)
too has shown us: ‘our children are immensely
anxious to be reasonable, to take account of
practical difficulties’

With Blishen’s observation’s in mind, it is worth
reflecting here on the pedagogical implications of
collaborative projects of this kind.
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Working over time, within school settings,
architects and designers can take on a catalytic
role. Invited to contribute to the life of a
school community and its environment, creative
professionals bring an ‘ingredient x’ into the usual
teacher—pupil exchange. At its most creative,
collaborative partnerships between professional
designers and architects and young people can also
redefine traditional teacher roles to the extent that
the more formal, institutional teacher—pupil
relationships can be transcended to the benefit of
both parties.>! Mirroring the capacity of design
projects like that at Quarry Brae to redefine
boundaries between school learning and ‘real-life’
learning, collaborations of this quality can
reinterpret teacher—learner relationships in ways
which open up new possibilities for young people
to reflect on their own propensities and preferred
modes of learning (Gardner, 1983).

‘Live’ design projects of this kind, where there is
a shared responsibility for the outcome, prompt
in young people an alternative kind of learning
experience in which another range of abilities
comes into play. Young people fortunate enough
to have participated in these recent design
experiments have also benefited from a renewed
sense of self-esteem, confidence and empow-
erment. Regretably, this kind of educational process
and the experience of the children at the schools
mentioned above is the exception, not the rule. In
spite of all the pioneering work described above,
there is still too great a perceptual and professional
distance between architects and young people.
There is certainly no shortage of opportunity for
collaboration between architects and school
children. With the enormous quantity of school
building projects scheduled for remodelling or new
construction across the UK, we have before us an
historic moment of great potential in rethinking the
ways in which school buildings and learning
environments are designed. To capitalize on this,
we need to invent, develop and refine new working
relationships between architects and young people.

To bridge the gap between contemporary
designers and school children, Clark*’ proposes
that architects ‘become trained in understanding
pedagogical and curricular requirements’. Like

Clark, we would also propose that a more
participatory design process requires that learning
between young people and architects becomes a
two-way exchange. Schoolchildren can learn a
spatial language from professional designers, but
architects too must learn an environmental
language from their young collaborators. We would
further argue that a good place to develop this
capacity is within the architect’s own education
and training.

Board school bubbles: action
research and the new collaboration
between architects and primary
children

While some architecture departments at
universities like Sheffield and North London have
started to work more closely with schools,
academic studio design work rarely addresses the
needs and ambitions of the occupiers of their
hypothetical schemes directly, as there are no real
clients to interrogate and learn from.

This is despite a growing realization that
the psychological reaction of individuals to their
spatial surroundings has a primary influence on
their perception and understanding of modern
urban space. Whether a ‘situationist’ or a
phenomenological approach is taken to increase
contextual understanding and generate a design
strategy, the problem is still one of assessing the
reaction of an individual (whether designer or
occupier) to their surroundings.’? In primary
schools, pupils bring their own fantastical
imaginings with them from elsewhere and overlay
these on what exists. What has gone before and
what is proposed then moves into a newly active
realm where the interlopers attempt to impose
their preconceptions.

The relative permanence of a school’s fabric is
occupied by rapidly changing cohorts of pupils.
Each pupil will have their own perception of the
school environment and will attempt to engage
with these relatively timeless edifices as a backdrop
to their own fleeting fantasies.
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There is an enormous gap here in the
knowledge available to architects. It is clear that
techniques are required allowing the political,
psycho-geographical and phenomenological
responses of occupiers to penetrate the studio
teaching cycle and the architects’ design process.
But in order to contribute to better school design,
some way should also be found to understand
the potential of spatial design to facilitate
the exploration and creative expression of the
pupils’ own imagination. As we have seen
already, the work of the architecture workshop
movement has provided some important first steps
in enabling young people to express their own
design ideas.

However, such an understanding implies a
structured dialogue between architect and building
user which is seldom found in practice. There are,
however, a few precedents. Pioneering architect
Walter Segal thought that as a profession, the
architect’s role could no longer be ‘one of taste
maker’ and that it would be desirable ‘for those for
whom architects are building ... to bring their own
talents to bear’.>® In his own work this dialogue
involved the manipulation by individual self
builder/house owners of a basic kit of parts
designed by the architect. Cedric Price thought that
this dialogue with the user was the ‘delight’ in
architecture (Price, 1984, see Bibliography). The
uncertainty over time of the interaction between
the elements of his Fun Palace projects and their
users distorted ‘time and place, along with
convenience and delight [which] opens up a
dialogue that reminds people how much freedom
they have>*

The kind of intellectual freedom identified by
Segal and Price is represented exactly in the kind of
creativity which has been illicited and utilized
in schools design and refurbishment projects
like those at Ballifield (sic.) and Kingsdale (see
below). As we will show, this interactive approach
has also been explored by architecture students
investigating the implications for design in changing
public buildings within the framework of a
‘Designing for Real’ (D4R) collaborative design
process, in the context of Victorian school
buildings.>
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London Board schools as a fertile
ground for studio design work

Undergraduate studio 6 at the School of
Architecture and Interior Design at the University
of North London had been concerned for many
years with the decline of public space and the
way that this space was being used in a climate of
diminishing resources. The studio had observed the
shifting relationship between urban landscape, both
natural and artificial, and its occupation, both
ephemeral and enduring. This relationship
appeared obscure and unpredictable.

In order to explore further, the studio began
looking for a typical family of existing buildings each
set within its own topology, with established social
uses, and occupiers who were accessible to
questioning and might even be persuaded to take
part in the design process. If there was a pressing
programme for change that could be enlivened by
animated interaction with the users then the
imagination and creativity unleashed by such a
process might be profound.

In the teaching year 1999-2000 the studio
focused on the problems and opportunities of
London Board schools. The design briefs of the
architecture students were to be derived from both
their own empirical responses to the fabric of the
school and their dialogue with pupils and staff.

London Board schools

As we have seen, London board schools were built
as a direct response to the government’s decision
to provide primary education for all in the
late-nineteenth century. They are usually four- or
five-storey redbrick structures designed in the
‘Queen Anne’ style by E. R. Robson and his
successor at the London Board, T. J. Bailey, and are
far more elegant than the dreary, hermetic Gothic
structures, which represented the church-
sponsored education on offer previously (Girouard,
1984, see Bibliography). The new buildings
provided extensive cross ventilation and daylight
within an open secular environment, a truly
modern universal experiment of its time. They
were built high in dense urban environments
because land was scarce and they needed to be
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located within walking distance of the pupils’
homes.

Soundly constructed, many are now ‘listed’ as
having architectural merit. Most have continued for
over a 100 years to house state primary schools.
Over this period the buildings have undergone a
number of physical changes. Originally separated,
infants and junior schools have been combined.
Sanitation has been improved. Gender separation
between boys and girls has been abolished.

However, in some respects their physical fabric
has resisted change, remaining intact well after
their generating educational concepts have
disappeared from the agenda. Board schools were
meant to provide a ‘healthy’ educational
environment. It was thought that physically and
mentally weak children would benefit from large
amounts of sun and fresh air in a climate of close
supervision. This has left a heritage of cold, over-
ventilated, monolithic cellular classrooms that
are expensive to heat and difficult to adapt to
the flexible and more open teaching spaces
favoured now.

On tight sites the ground floor was sometimes
left open at first, to act as a playground and then
enclosed when sufficient surrounding land was
acquired. Many board school roofs continue as
‘playgrounds with a view’. Corridors were kept to
a minimum to save space. Each floor was centred
on a hall. Classrooms started as alcoves off the
hall, being curtained off according to the number
of teaching staff available. Eventually the standard
board school plan emerged, with classrooms
leading off both these halls and secondary
corridors that in turn served a series of staircases
(Kelsall, 1983 and Dark, 1994, see Bibliography).
Each hall is not usually large enough to allow the
whole school to gather for assembly or to eat
school dinners at a single sitting. Currently, halls
are vestigial spaces requiring careful management
of the timetable by the head teacher to put them
to good use.

Orriginally, parents rarely passed through the
school gates; these previously hallowed portals are
now thrown wide open at the start and end of the
school day and parents are welcomed into the
classroom. With falling rolls, schools now need to

attract new pupils by displaying an attractive public
face. In many of these more forward thinking
schools, foyer spaces, located next to entrances,
often house changing displays of school work. With
such permeability comes the danger of unwanted
intrusion highlighted by the 1996 Dunblane
tragedy.>® CCTV cameras have been installed to
monitor school entrances that have become shop
windows with a security filter.

In the UK, even in inner city locations, there are
few examples of multi-storey primary schools built
after the First World War.>” This is in contrast to
the situation in the Netherlands. Jan Duiker’s Open
Air School (1928-29) in Amsterdam and the work
of Herman Hertzberger today are just some
examples of Dutch multi-storey schools.

Even more so today there is a question mark
over the suitability of London board school
buildings for continued use as state primary
schools. Their fabric is the antithesis of that of post
Second World War primary schools that are long
and low, well-insulated, lightweight, single-storey
structures, painted in bright colours with warm
wood finishes, broad areas of glazing and bright
internal lighting. Board schools remain multi-storey
structures with tall ceilings, multiple staircases and
no lifts. They are thermally massive buildings with
little or no insulation, and large areas of single
glazing absorbing a disproportionate share of the
school budget to heat in the winter.

In some areas where school age populations
have diminished and board schools have been
sold to developers, their striking and often listed
facades have been successfully renovated and
their interiors divided into lofted residential
accommodation. Because of their centrally located
city sites, these properties have proved irresistible
to city workers, providing a vision of cleaned up
heritage with superb views and a central location
within a secure compound.

‘Designing for Real’ case studies
Carlton School, Kentish Town, London

Carlton school was built in 1883 to accommodate
1800 pupils who were previously being taught in

131



Children’s Spaces

cellars and under railway arches. Originally there
was an infants school, together with separate
entrances to a junior school for girls and boys. By
1986, all had been combined into one primary
school teaching 420 pupils.

The building consists of three tall halls stacked
on top of one another facing south west.
Classrooms make up the remainder of this and the
whole of the opposing north east facades.
Projecting slightly into the playground, this tower of
three halls is flanked on either side by six half-
height floors of stairs, toilets, offices and store
rooms.

Access to the school was seen as confused by
both staff and pupils. Set back from the road the
school had minimal presence on the street.
Reception and administration needed relocation
adjacent to a new entrance and foyer space. The
pupils lamented a lack of green areas within the
playground and longed for a more colourful and
natural play environment.

Pupils” proposals for change

Pupils were asked to draw and paint snapshots of
their school, chosen by looking through a framing
device or viewfinder. They were also asked to trace
their routes through the school using coloured
string, later marking these routes on a plan. Using
collage and modelling they then made proposals for
changing the playground and entrance spaces.

On the street frontage a new colourful entrance
wall was proposed leading to a garden full of trees,
ponds, race tracks, slides, swings, ‘movement tubes’
and a swimming pool. The ponds would be home to
a family of frogs, fully supplied with lily pads and
toys to jump off, together with fountains from
which the pupils could drink and in which they
could refresh themselves. Trees would both
support dens out of the reach of teachers and
troublesome peers, and frame the new building
entrance with luxuriant foliage. Snacks and hot
food were available from a garden kiosk and coin-
operated vending machines. A large neon sign of
the figure 2000 was featured in several drawings
either in the garden or fixed to the fagade of the
school, perhaps to emphasize a new start or to
suggest that the school was not so old after all.
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The framed snapshot approach highlighted the
ambiguous message presented to the visitor by the
existing facade. For example, there were several
entrances but these were marked confusingly: ‘fire
exit’ and ‘office’. Their true function was actually
indicated by the presence of bicycles chained
to railings. Using the framing device, pupils picked
out two pairs of doors set symmetrically at the foot
of the lower hall which they all agreed should be
the location of the new school entrance, but
confusion remained over which pair of doors this
should be.

Just inside the new entrance pupils sensibly
located the administration and head teacher’s
offices and toilets. Here, most importance was
given to a ‘place to be’ with ‘a little quiet’ where
pupils and visitors might wait and anticipate what
was in store. These drawings were amongst the
most severe and subdued, suggesting control
(remotely-operated sliding doors, CCTYV, touch
screen information booth) with just a chink of
openness (glass block wall, helper’s room).

The weaving of thread from each individual
entrance to the various classrooms provoked a
study of the multitude of doors which had to be
negotiated on the way, their direction of swing,
their scale (compared to the child) and the part
these doors played in providing thresholds between
each domain of the school® All this was
circumvented by proposals for passenger lifts. Lifts
would not only shuttle pupils rapidly from entrance
to classroom but also provide an alternative map of
the school. A separate button in the lift car would
identify each class and teacher. Pupils only had to
press the appropriate button to be transported
rapidly and unambiguously to their destination. The
lobby outside each lift stop would be a friendly and
optimistic space with a colourful mat on the floor, a
tea-making device and lots more buttons to press
to other destinations.

The most expressive proposal for vertical
movement was for a bulbous, tubular shoot fixed to
the outside of the building taking rubbish for
recycling from each classroom and hall of the
building, rapidly and noisily, to an enormous
cylindrical dustbin marked with the school’s new
logo: a tree.
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Daubeney School, Hackney, London

In 1884, at the time of Daubeney’s construction,
some education experts preferred schools to be of
a village-school scale, trying to resist the pressure
of expensive land driving such buildings as tall as
Rhyl, Carlton or New End. As a result, the buildings
here are lower and more spread out, but no less
important than these others. The facades of
Daubeney School were listed some time ago as
they are a prime example of this smaller-scale type
(Saint, 1991, see Bibliography).

Over the years the curtilage of the school has
been extended to include elements located within a
distinct rectangular urban plot, shared with houses,
offices and warehouses and surrounded on all
four sides by roads. The original single-storey
infants block and the two-storey (plus two roof
space classrooms) junior school are located on
adjacent sides of the playground. Elsewhere are a
new nursery, a vacant corner plot and a ‘hop
garden’ which leads off the playground and has
been partially landscaped with a pond and wildlife
garden.

The current pupil role is 480 and is falling slightly
as local tower blocks have been demolished.
Maintaining the external fabric of the buildings is
expensive due to the relatively large surface to
volume ratio and has largely been neglected.
Temporary ‘prefab’ buildings erected within the
playground 25 years ago, and used for both storage
and dining, consume most of the annual
maintenance budget. The listing of the premises
had inhibited minor improvements, such as building
covered walkways, incorporating external toilets
within the building and providing direct access for
the pupils to the playground.

Proposals by both pupils and students
The tasks that the students introduced to the
pupils were unlike those undertaken at the other
schools studied. Exercises were mostly carried out
together as a group, often in the hall on a large
scale. The work produced was a collective
expression of the pupils’ ideas rather than a series
of individual pieces.

For the first session the students presented a
scale model of the school and asked the pupils what

Figure 7.6

they would like to change. Later, both pupils and
students overlaid sketches of their proposals on
plans or photographs of the school for general
discussion. Pupils were also asked to write down
their proposals for improvement.

The following week pupils jointly produced
a large map collaged from coloured paper and
drew on it their route to school, method of
transportation, the entrance used, and their
favourite place within the school. Pupils were also
asked to associate words of their choice such as
‘smelly’, ‘noisy’ or ‘fun’ to enlarged photographs of
spaces which were of particular interest to the
students. In subsequent sessions pupils built large-
scale mock-ups of their ideas using cardboard
boxes (to make walls, entrances, corridors), or —as
a variant of Frost’s modelling system (sic.) — with
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bamboo sticks and elastic bands (to erect a framed
enclosure) in real space.

Whilst some of the later exercises were
designed to explore the pupils’ own spatial
experience, most were intended to elicit their
response to the architecture students’ proposals.
Unlike work in the other three schools there were
no drawn proposals from the pupils themselves.

The exercises confirmed that entry to and
movement around the school was problematic;
halls were too small and hall-based activities, such
as dining or physical education, interfered with
classroom activities. Whilst pupils had difficulty
separating the qualities of spaces themselves from
the activities carried out within them, the favourite
place in the school was undoubtedly the
playground. Enjoyment of this space would be
enhanced even further if food and improved play
equipment were provided.

In the last session the students organized a
discussion with the pupils of some simple proposals
based on the ideas which had emerged from the
previous sessions. The students used the original
cardboard model of the school, enlarged to include
the whole urban block containing the grounds of
the school, to illustrate proposals for a larger hall, a
lift, shelter and a café.

All the children liked the idea of a bigger hall but
were unsure about what to do with the old one. In
response to the problem of moving large numbers
of children around in lifts, pupils suggested that
each class on the upper floor should have its own
lift. They were concerned however that this would
not be allowed because of the perceived mismatch
of an array of modern lifts superimposed on a listed
facade. A shelter should be provided at the main
entrance which should be top lit, inward looking
and contain lots of chairs, allowing parents to chat
to each other whilst they attended to their
children’s arrival and departure from school. A
number of locations were proposed for a café or
tuck shop as it needed to be immediately accessible
at all times except during classes.

The excitement and inventiveness of the
children during this last exercise was particularly
notable. They responded with easy and frank
approval or derision to each other’s ideas that
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ranged from the practical to the fanciful.
Nevertheless, in the students’ view they were all
capable of providing the basis for a valid design
proposal.

Rhyl School, Kentish Town, London
Rhyl Primary School, built by Bailey in 1898 and
listed in 1999, is a large, turreted and pedimented,
standard ‘triple-decker’ building in Kentish Town
(Saint, 1991, see Bibliography). The main school
entrance is off-axis on the north, classroom-
dominated, street-facing fagade. In contrast, the
more broken, hall-dominated southern elevation
overlooks a generous, warm, colourful, leafy
playground filled with a set of new play equipment.
Arranged around the major route from front to
back, the entrance area has been assembled by
knocking holes in the thick brickwork separating
corridor from classroom, leaving the resulting
space extensive but contorted. Using an abundance
of furniture, locations have been defined within the
entrance area for meeting, waiting, créche and
adult literacy classes. These activities are provided
with a coffee machine and surrounded by corners,
niches and walls displaying items such as: the school
uniform, a fish tank, the work of the Art Club, the
Declaration of Human Rights, an RSPCA board, an
exhibition of Chinese artefacts and a Hindu shrine.

The children’s view of the school

Using drawings and collage, pupils were asked
to represent spaces both inside and outside the
school building and then to illustrate their
preferred changes. Later they were given enlarged
photocopies of photographs of spaces in the school
and asked to draw over them changes they would
like to see.

The pupils saw the northern approach frontage
as grim, dirty and out of date. They indicated
that parts might be painted in bright colours. Soft
white pods were shown fixed to the facade to be
entered through classroom windows. Ponderous
horizontality and heavy enclosure characterized
external brickwork whilst window areas were
under-represented.

A sense of the building as a dense high container
was contrasted with the open, colourful, natural
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Figure 7.7

and playful spaces outside. Children had a formal
sense of their school building as a rectangular
block with which they had a physical relationship
in terms of shape and scale. Classrooms were
shown as cluttered, busy, homely and inward
looking, whilst outside, football, trees and play
equipment predominated. Attempts to improve
horizontal circulation included proposals for a
rocket-powered lift carrying at least 30 pupils and
a helter-skelter or roller coaster attached to the
southern facade. Powered three-wheeler beach-
buggies, water slides and Ferris wheels are located
in the playground; sweet shops, ice cream kiosks
and ‘MacDonald’s’ hamburger stalls service these
activities.

Surprisingly, the need for pupils to withdraw and
set themselves apart from the rest of the school
was expressed in a variety of drawings. One pupil
even went so far as to show herself reclining in an
oasis surrounded by palm trees. One sketch shows
the entrance to a ‘Year 6 Club’ at the top of a set of
tiny stairs, whilst another displays a notice advising
when pupils can attend. Perched atop a stepladder
on the ground floor is an individual platform
provided with a large pair of bright red spectacles
for the retreatant to look down on her peers. In
another version the class is cocooned in a red

translucent bag with the artist climbing a ladder to
a different world suspended from the ceiling. Quiet
rooms and music practice rooms are raised above
their classmates and, in contrast to depictions of
the busy, colourful and textured classrooms, are
sparsely furnished, coolly decorated and clearly
articulated spaces.

New End School, Hampstead, London
Built in 1905 on a tight, steeply sloping site
described as an ‘inadequate wedge of left-over
land’, in what was then the poorer part of
Hampstead, New End now epitomizes the more
well-endowed board school. Pupil numbers
have surged to 430 in the last 10 years and
the accommodation is somewhat cramped.
Consequently, classrooms have recently been
added to the lower floor and on the roof. The
school was listed in 1988 for its ‘one-off tall
symmetrical design’ and its ‘strong contextual value’
(Saint, 1991, see Bibliography). The southern fagade
is an impressive assembly of redbrick and glass
towering over the urban landscape of narrow alleys
and small walkways from behind a high brick
perimeter wall that seals off the whole site.

The students developed a strong working
relationship with two of the teachers and their
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pupils and this enhanced communication and
creativity. Pupils were asked to draw and model
spaces within the school building and suggest
improvements to their use and fit out. Each session
was concluded with a discussion on the ideas
generated. In a later exercise pupils were asked to
comment on the students’ own designs which had
incorporated ideas generated during the three
sessions.

The pupil’s proposals

Pupils’ proposals centred on the need for
escape, relaxation and fun; perhaps indicating
perceived stress in the school programme. A
‘loft of wonders’ on the roof of the school
consisted of seven zones containing toys and games
surrounding a quiet area. Four pupils proposed
‘bubble’ rooms.

‘A bubble room is a sort of extension to the
school (Plate 12). It has a door then a tunnel to a
classroom or hall. In the bubble room there is a
comfy area. This has lots of cushions and beanbags.
There is also a sweaty (sic) pool, this means if you
have a bath or a shower you can dive in and eat
all the sweets. There is also a mucky place, a nice
tea and coffee place but | will leave you to imagine
them’.

€ ndy
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One contained a whole wall of bright lights
shining on a disco ball and mirrored walls. Music
was provided to allow dancing on a cleared central
area edged with beanbags on which to languish
between dances. The second more detailed
schematic involved bathing as a method of
relaxation served by maids bearing sweets and
biscuits who entered the bubble from a side tunnel.
Central place was given to a dressing table with a
mirror and a central light. Furnishing was
sumptuous and womb-like with gold chains and silk
curtains hanging from the ceiling. The third drawing
shows a small personal pod equipped with sofa,
beanbag and cushions; supplied with a dream
cassette machine and a rack of computer games
(Plate 12). The fourth and last ‘bubble’ room is
notable for its stained glass windows displaying the
planets in glorious technicolor (Plate 13).

Rather than an emblem of disgust, school toilets
have become the place where pupils can escape and
relax. Here, washing (using baths, basins and
showers) has become distinct from relaxing (in
jacussi and sauna). Gabriel explains his ideas (see
Plate 13):

| chose the toilet. | don’t know why | chose this
room. | just had some good ideas. | am going to

Figure 7.8

Theatrical concept for a
‘bubble room’ (see also
Plate 11).
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use a playstation box and two breakfast boxes
(for the model). | put two baths, a Jacuzzi, some
TVs, a shower, a urinal, some sinks and some
lavatories. | chose the Jacuzzi because if you
wanted to relax you could hop into the Jacuzzi
and relax. | chose the baths and the shower
because if you got dirty in school time you could
hop in the bath and go in the shower. This space
is supposed to be very enjoyable and fun.

Instead of ventilated lobbies, boys toilets (but
not girls toilets) are to be fitted with electronic
smell traps. Girls toilets are provided with mats
and carpets together with soft chairs so that pupils
can sit, wait for and talk to friends whilst they
ablute.

The student response to the fantasy
agenda

The studio programme had been set up so students
had a range of different opportunities to develop
their own individual design programme. They were
asked to generate a strategic brief from the general
literature on board schools, talks with school staff,
a measured survey of their particular school and
their own personal response to their individual site.
They were also challenged to adopt some of the
fragmentary and often fantastical pupil-generated
ideas, using the design process as a line of enquiry
into their project.

Most of the students found it easier to respond
to the explicit agenda coming from teachers
and school governors rather than creatively
interpreting the fantasies generated by the pupils.
The discussion below is restricted to those ideas
that emerged from dialogue with the pupils and
used by students in developing their proposals.
These included ways of moving rapidly around, and
particularly up and down the school, and the
provision of small ‘retreat’ spaces or pods.

Rapid vertical movement

Pupils’ imagination was stirred by the possibility
of some type of automated mass transit system
to move pupils (and rubbish) vertically up and
down the school fagades. This was to be a fast,
visible and indeed thrilling experience akin to a
roller-coaster ride.

Matthieu Tisserand proposed a dramatic full
height glass screen stretching across, and several
metres in front of the already impressive southern
facade of New End school. Most of the old
wall was removed to reveal and unite a layer of
spaces sandwiched between the northern row of
classrooms and the new glazed wall. These were
the new spaces — light, open and brightly coloured.
They were punctured by stair towers and toilet
blocks but combined by their shared southern
aspect.

Lifts and escalators begin to meet the pupils’
desire for rapid, expressive and ‘fun’ transit
facilities: a traveller’s progress being visible from the
south through the facade. Previously, time was
represented by the lazy, subtle, seasonal play of
sunlight on red brick. Now the contrast was
between conditions of bright daylight when
interiors receded and the dark winter afternoons
when artificial lighting would display the school like
a doll’s house.

Once available, this ability to display itself
needed to be managed. So the southern screen was
engineered to project messages, timetables and
images to inform itself and the local community of
current programmes.

Pods

Amongst the pupils there was a clear awareness
of the potential for relaxation provided by
reformulating the idea of school toilets into bath
and chat rooms. This was just one type of retreat
(bubble, pod, soft) space which emerged from the
‘Designing for Real’ (D4R) (sic. footnote 30)
exercises which variously provided for especially
focused study, protection, observation, relaxation
and an opportunity for intimate control over a
pupil’s immediate environment.

Steven Van Der Heijden found teachers
and pupils at New End particularly enthusiastic
about developing an idea for a space that would
be an adjunct to the classroom called the
‘softspace’. Class 5]’s teacher at New End explained
that rather than tables and chairs there would be
‘soft cushions for circle time, group games or class
discussions. | have often had classroom assistants
coming in, assisting in teaching small groups of
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the class, and | have to arrange some tables for
them in the corridor. At the moment it is
impossible for me to monitor these and other
activities outside the classroom. The additional
“softspace” could maintain a mini-library, resources
and reading station with headphones, computer
and display wall’.

Van Der Heijden chose to hang extra space on
to the outside of the existing building. His
‘softspace blobs’ projected from the north facing
wall of classrooms and were supported on a
steel framework, filling the space between the
building and the northern boundary of the site.
This framework also accommodated a new
entrance on the ground floor. Penetrating both the
old school and new steel frame was a new enlarged
whale-like hall.

A series of drawings tested the proposed
‘softspace’ and its relationship with the classroom.
Comments from 5]J’s class teacher on the detailed
proposals led to further changes. Pupils responded
well, imagining the ‘softspace’ as a refuge or a secret
panopticon and incorporating these ideas into their
own drawings. Emily, aged 10, said that a bubble
room was a sort of extension to the school and it
had ‘a door, then a tunnel to a classroom or hall. In
the bubble room there is a comfy area. There is
also a nice tea and coffee place, a wonderful art
area and a bath or shower’

Gabriel, aged nine, said that: ‘you could have a big
pole which goes out of the school with a bubble at
the top. So that instead of going round Hampstead,
we could just go up some stairs to the bubble at the
top to see’

With a strong design idea and extensive
involvement with the D4R exercises, Van Der
Heijden was able to unlock the creative
contribution of pupils and teachers and enrich and
articulate the design of an important fragment of
his scheme.

Lessons learned

Pupils saw their tall brick board schools as
ponderous monolithic structures; as out of date as
their designers had perceived their Gothic
predecessors. Nevertheless, through the D4R
exercises, the pupils managed to overlay upon this

perception, snapshots of their dreams, aspirations
and obsessions. These took the form of colourful
interventions providing for relaxation and fun —
perhaps an escape from the stress of the well-used,
homely but work-focused classroom. The
collective methods employed at Daubeney were in
marked contrast to those employed at other
schools where exercises were designed to provoke
individual vision and creativity.

Daubeney group exercises elicited a general
preference for outside (associated with fast food,
movement and freedom) over inside (associated
with conflicting activities, deteriorating fabric and
restrictions on building improvement). From this,
students developed schemes that dispersed
activities around the site rather than rehabilitating
existing buildings. Students were also able to get a
positive critical response to their proposals from
pupils.

So whilst the methods employed at Daubeney
were perhaps most useful at informing a strategic
response to the problems of the school, they were
less useful in unlocking images of children’s most
vivid and imaginative ideas. The work which most
nearly achieves this is the ‘soft space’ proposal at
New End where images derived from the drawings
of pupils were developed to link in with and
enhance the existing classroom routine.

But there is much further to go. Schemes which
derive their agenda and design idea from a
fragmentary moment captured during interaction
with the pupils rather than (or as well as) being
informed by a strategic response to the school’s
overall ambitions, promise a richness lacking from
standardized output. The evocative drawing which
shows a girl in conversation with her friend in the
toilets at New End, the faith in technology mixed
with homely comfort of the lift lobby drawing at
Carlton and the whole plethora of bubbled retreat
spaces emphasized in so many pupil drawings, are
the potentially rich sources of invention and
imagination usually missed during the design
process.

Whilst perception based on the five senses
might be regarded as changeless, the relationship
between what we occupy and how it is perceived
psychologically, changes not only with the age of
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the occupier but also with the age of the different
layers of landscape being occupied. Board schools
provided a fertile illustration of this phenomenon.
Pupils’ imaginary representations, partly derived
from film, television and advertising, were
juxtaposed with the ‘listing’ imperative and
historical interpretations of board schools as
‘beacons of light' and ‘open air’ environments
superseding their Gothic predecessors.

Many architects will argue that they have
the capacity to not only interpret, but also invent
spatial and material qualities and processes that
transcend the dreams and fantasies of the users —
making them at the same time real and better. This
may well have been true of board schools in the
time of Bailey and Robson, who provided an
inspirational backdrop to the efforts of Victorian
schoolchildren. But this inspirational relationship
between architecture and pupil presupposes a
timelessness to the built product which is less
evident in those London Board school buildings
which continue to be used as primary schools
today.

We all overlay our experience of the physical
environment with our current fantasies. Children
are perhaps able to express this more easily than
most adults because of the immediacy of their
artwork. Most importantly, the D4R research
showed that the landscape of the board schools
was less an active generator of a pupil’s spatial
perception and more a passive backdrop on which
their imaginations were actively projected.

If architects are to provide landscapes for
dreams, rather than nightmares, they should avoid
allowing their own cultural obsessions to dominate
school designs, which are more appropriately
intended as neutral serviced containers for the
more tentative and changing imaginings of their
occupiers. Cedric Price referred to this when he
insisted that his Potteries Thinkbelt project should
be ‘capable of being...supplanted, with the
minimum amount of physical (that is, built) fuss in
order to avoid ... being branded for all time as the
ideal spot for scientific education’ (Price, 1984, see
Bibliography).

In the private realm of housing, the work of
Walter Segal and the self-build movement have
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demonstrated that successful inhabitation should
involve some significant level of capacity for spatial
manipulation by the occupiers (Segal, 1981/2, see
Bibliography). In schools, this might at least imply a
looser fit between major building works and
anticipated occupation. The potential of the
building and its grounds for make-believe might be
reassessed with each facelift and redecoration. In
the classroom, the artwork associa