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A learning stairway. Stephen Perse Foundation School, Cambridge, UK


PREFACE

A new approach for now

Look around: global education is in a state of flux. Governments are urgently trying to educate the next generation for jobs that do not yet exist

Others understand that their future depends upon a workforce that is educated for an evolving world, and is able to adapt to ongoing change. What and how we teach are being hotly debated within countries and between continents. But do we talk enough about where we teach? Possibly not, but we should do.

Recent academic research has shown that the physical space in which children are taught has a direct impact on learning outcomes. In the UK, the recent Holistic Evidence and Design (HEAD) study, looking at 3,766 children in 137 classrooms from 27 very different primary schools, found that the physical characteristics of classrooms accounted for a 16 per cent variation in children’s learning capabilities. This is significant and proves conclusively that the learning environment does matter.

Visionary educationalist Loris Malaguzzi famously described the classroom as the ‘third teacher’, next to pupils and teachers themselves. We have gathered evidence from around the world that establishes links between the design of the spaces in which young people learn and better learning outcomes.

Architects have much to consider when approaching a new school project: there are competing agendas – from politicians to parents; teaching methods are constantly evolving; technology is invading the classroom and other learning spaces; and there are financial implications to every decision.

In this book we address the big questions surrounding the twenty-first century educational agenda and the learning spaces and buildings required to support it. To do this, we have assembled some of the finest educational leaders and innovative school architects to share their hard-earned wisdom. We have input from across the world – from Europe, the Gulf States, the USA and Australasia. We address the various issues that impact the design of school buildings.

We will show you how to get the basics – fresh air, light, heat and acoustics – right, while also considering sustainability. We reveal how to create a sense of belonging and engagement for all students, and provide an understanding of how furniture and technology interact with space. And we also address the intangibles of how schools must nurture the creativity present in all of us.

The advice contained is no-nonsense and practical. It does, however, require your thinking and engagement to determine the learning approaches and teaching practices that are fit for the twenty-first century. It is up to you to translate the advice into the design of exciting new projects. You can create inspiring learning spaces that empower the next student generation. Here’s how.

Murray Hudson and Terry White
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FOREWORD

Rethinking school design

Designing schools may not be professionally glamorous, but the result has the greatest impact on our lives


Our characters as adults are rooted in the experiences we have as children, influenced in particular by our early built surroundings. As a child you need to be content both at home and at school in order to reach your potential. So, the onus is on architects, educators and parents to try to provide the best environments for children to develop both intellectually and emotionally. The design of schools is one of the most important areas of architecture, because it can have one of the greatest impacts on shaping lives. Yet, as an area of architectural practice, it has never received the attention it deserves. Maybe this is because it is not seen as professionally glamorous. This publication, however, like my own books over the years, seeks to correct this and to inspire the design of more intelligent learning spaces.

There are essentially two ways of educating people: one way is to tell them how the world works – a sort of ‘this is how it is… so remember!’; the other way is to let people develop a capacity for thinking for themselves. I was lucky enough to have been educated at a time when there was the belief that children should be allowed to develop their own spirit. Today, I fear education is tending towards the opposite, and there’s a return to an ‘old school‘ style of teaching. As an architect who has spent his whole career designing schools, when I enter a learning space I can see at a glance what the pedagogical ethos of the place is just by looking at the layout of the classrooms.

The goal should be to create spaces that provide the best possible learning environment, where a child can feel safe, emotionally connected and intellectually stimulated. When I’m designing a school, it is always related to what people will do with it, what people will think of it. For me, form, space and people are absolutely complementary. I can’t think of designing any another way. Fundamentally, successful school design is all about creating ‘unoffi cial’ spaces, which are not functionally defi ned but can be interpreted and owned by the people who use them. This means designing spaces that are adaptive, so that they can embrace inevitable change. One also needs to design the overall space so that areas intended for individual activity are in functional harmony with larger ones that bring people together.

Over the years, I have introduced feature into schools that enhance navigation and create that all-important sense of place, such as islands, pits or grandstands. They provide orientation and domestication, both of which provoke feelings of familiarity and connection. This sense of attachment in turn enables children to take emotional ownership of a space, so it becomes their own place. In the end, the design of schools should centre on creating the feeling of homecoming. But more than this, you are also trying to give a child not only the feeling of home, safety and comfort, but also the desire and confi dence to seek out new horizons, experiences and adventures.

I know from over 60 years of practice that the thoughtful planning of learning spaces can achieve these kinds of life-determining results.

Herman Hertzberger


FOREWORD

Building creativity into school design

Across the globe, there is a growing movement to transform education to help students to meet the real challenges of living and learning in the twenty-first century. Transforming education means reimagining schools

There are important differences between learning, education and school. Learning is acquiring new knowledge and skills; education is a planned programme of learning; a school is a community where education is meant to happen. Children love to learn; however, they don’t always enjoy education, and some have serious problems with school. Those problems are often to do with the culture of schools, including the physical spaces they inhabit.

What is a school? A school is a community of learners: a group of people who come together to learn with and from each other. By ‘culture’ I mean a community’s overall way of life. In schools as in other organized communities, culture includes habits and habitats. Habits are a community’s characteristic forms of behaviour, and the values and purposes that underpin them; habitat is the physical environment the community occupies. In designed spaces, the habitat is meant to facilitate a community’s habits, at least in theory. In practice, there is a constant osmosis between them. As Winston Churchill famously put it, ‘We shape our buildings: thereafter they shape us.’ Consequently, changing the culture of education also involves rethinking the spaces in which it happens.

Since the spread of mass education from the nineteenth century, schools have evolved into certain sorts of institutions with typical habits and habitats. Conventionally, children are educated by age groups in different types of schools, each with different sorts of ‘age-appropriate’ cultures. Typically, in the early years, children sit in circles and do practical things in groups; in later years they sit down, face the front and take notes. By then, the curriculum is often divided into hierarchies of separate subjects according to their supposed utility, and the day into specific units of time marked out by bells and transitions, for organizational efficiency. School buildings have been designed accordingly with separate classrooms and facilities to support these practices, which they then reinforce. Not all schools are like this and schools do not need to be like this at all. For a host of reasons, it is increasingly important that they are not.

In recent years, education has become a hot political issue – mainly for economic reasons – and the drive to raise standards has led to more standardization, specialization, testing, and competition between students, teachers, schools and even countries. For the most part, these strategies are not working, for teachers, students or their families, and there is a pressing movement for change: a movement towards forms of education that facilitate curiosity, creativity, collaboration and a genuine love of learning. This movement recognizes that from the moment they are born, children are driven by a deep curiosity to explore the world around them. Compulsory education occupies the most formative years of their lives. From birth to adolescence, if the conditions are right, they undergo a dramatic metamorphosis: they develop physically, socially, cognitively, emotionally and spiritually. A balanced, dynamic education and great schools should provide equally for all of these.
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The task of good school design is to create the best physical environment – the best habitat – for that to happen. For that reason, reimagining schools is one of the most creative challenges in contemporary education. As you are about to discover, this book is both a powerful inspiration and an invaluable practical resource for making that happen.

Sir Ken Robinson




THE LEARNING AGENDA FOR THE TWENTY–FIRST CENTURY

Transforming school design

Schools, teachers and their pupils will have to adapt as the twenty-first century enters its third decade

Schools and local communities have the responsibility to prepare young people for both a local and a global future. We must, therefore, develop approaches to provide a truly twenty-first-century learning experience. These approaches must shape the design of the spaces and places where learning takes place.

In the introduction to its report ‘What Makes a School a Learning Organisation?’ the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) stated: ‘Today’s schools must equip students with the knowledge and skills they’ll need to succeed in an uncertain, constantly changing tomorrow.’ And they observed what is universally recognized: ‘…many schools look the same today as they did a generation ago and they are not developing the pedagogies and practices required to meet the diverse needs of twenty-first century learners.’

The OECD described a learning organization as ‘a place where the beliefs, values and norms of employees are brought to bear in support of sustained learning; where a learning atmosphere, learning culture or learning climate is nurtured and where “learning to learn” is essential for everyone.’ In describing the development of learning organizations, the OECD has recognized the way in which the organization model has been adopted by many commercial businesses.

The OECD places student learning at the centre of its approach; it believes that schools need to be reconceptualized so that they can embrace innovation and organizational change, improve student outcomes for all students and appropriately prepare the citizens of the future. What is a school if it is not an organization with learning as its core purpose?

There is global acceptance that students now and in the future will need both knowledge and personal/social skills. We have a far greater understanding now of how the brain works and its relationship with the body. The importance of educational technologies to enhance learning, along with developing our understanding and application of artificial intelligence (AI), all have an impact on shaping learning futures.

Many of the contributors to this publication are ‘thought leaders’ interested in future learning; they share a passion for thinking about how we create and structure learning opportunities to meet the current and future needs of young people.

As Sir Ken Robinson, one of our esteemed contributors, observes, ‘The fact is that given the challenges we face, education doesn’t need to be reformed – it needs to be transformed. The key to this transformation is not to standardize education, but to personalize it to build achievement on discovering the individual talents of each child, to put students in an environment where they want to learn and where they can naturally discover their true passions.’
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Responding to a range of learning needs. Freemans Bay, Auckland, NZ

To achieve this, there is a need to move away from the polarized debates of the past that focused on a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to learning and teaching. The future must focus on making learning personal by fully engaging the young person, as an equal, in decisions about their education.

The graphic opposite, Designing the Pedagogy of Space, sets out many of the accepted trends that have been identified as influencing and shaping a twenty-first century learning experience. It is not a definitive listing, but it shows the importance of understanding the relationships between pedagogy, the intended curriculum experience, the organization of learning and teaching, and the design of learning spaces.

Personalized learning as a concept has become an established part of educational thinking and development over recent years. Practitioners have recognized the importance of actively designing and planning their teaching around the needs of students. The challenge is that this approach cannot always fully meet the needs of all students. This failing has often resulted in a process of teacher direction with a lack of student engagement in determining need, prior understanding and motivation.

In order to address this issue and engage with and respond to the needs of students, many teachers now work on a more collaborative basis with groups of students. This has created greater flexibility and engagement, opening up new ways of working with students and allowing them to enhance their learning. It also empowers the students to take advantage of a greater choice of where, when and how to learn, thus extending their personal control over the direction and style of their learning.

A curriculum of the past could be said to have been dominated by content coverage, directed by the teacher. The learning experience for the future must move towards a meaningful and creative world for the student, enabled by the teacher. An agenda for learning must motivate and engage, be inclusive and open to collaboration between the school and its community, and be relevant for all learners.

Educators, designers and all others involved in children’s future learning must consider these trends when reimagining the design of spaces and places in which students and teachers learn and work.

Designing the pedagogy of space: spaces to encourage creativity and movement
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