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For most of us, our lives are lived within buildings: homes, offices, airports, schools, and the rest.
Despite a broad recognition of its value to society as a whole, for example research into the
recuperative role of architecture is now widely disseminated within the health sector, there is still very
little empathy for ‘architecture’ within the UK education community…………
Arguably, the classroom’s architecture has barely changed since the introduction of mass schooling in
1880. This has hampered the introduction of innovative and possibly more effective teaching.
Today most architects who do the school buildings, consult with and try to understand and empathise
with the needs of the teacher, but it would appear that teachers have very little reciprocal feelings for
architecture:
“There are definitely no fancy building projects taking place, but we do invest our money in quality
teaching” – Charlotte Marten, HT, Rugby Grammar School.
How is ‘architecture’ understood in the context of
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We can discern this prejudice in the use of language:
“Within education circles, the term architecture is rarely used to describe the buildings within which schooling
and learning takes place. Rather, alliterative words and phrases are adopted which are broad but vague; for
example ‘resources’ are stuff like paper, pencils and books, ‘facilities’ are buildings and external play areas.
The most popular word which educationalists use to describe a combination of air and built enclosure is ‘the
environment’. The word ‘architecture’ is never used within the context of contemporary educational theory.
(from ‘How Children Learn from Architecture and the Environment’, Dudek, M,. Routledge, 2019).
We have recently undertaken a wide ranging literature review including the UK’s most popular weekly
teacher’s magazine, TES, (Times Educational Supplement). We have analysed content over a ten year
period, 2008-2018. We have also checked ten recent books on education.
What we found was that the term ‘architecture’ is rarely used in its traditional sense. If it is used at all, it is in
the context of digital tech, for example when speaking of ‘the computer’s architecture’, or it is employed in a
metaphorical sense, which is usually detached from its authentic meaning. For example:
“Research categorised head-teachers into five groups such as ‘surgeons’, ‘whose schools enjoy dramatic
short term improvement at the expense of longer-term setbacks; and ‘architects’ who ‘quietly’ redesign the
school and transform the community it serves” …….. “Architects were said to be the only effective type of
leader.”
(Harvard Business Review, article based on data from 160 secondary schools, 2017).
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In our literature review there is some reference to the use of space, for example in this article about
organisational skills required when teachers move from mainstream to special education is typical:
“You need clear and defined systems, such as colour coded baskets and folders, clear labelling of key areas of
the classroom….[this] will create a calm ordered environment” (TES 5181, 2016)
This vague and imprecise statement is symptomatic of a spatial theory which is it seems’ impossible to
articulate. Another description suggests that some control of the architecture is important:
“In the primary classroom, the focus of group work is evident in our lesson plans, our method of delivery and
most crucially, our arrangement of the physical space”. (TES 5182, 2016)
Usually this ‘arrangement’ is about changing the furniture and altering the wall displays. Which poses the
question, how can schools architecture make this crucial task more effective?
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Part of the reason for this cognitive failure can be found in wider cultural narratives:
“If as seems to be the case, there is a hard core anti-education group in this country, then we have some
dangerous nihilists in our midst, people are writing themselves out of constructive participation in society,
not just this society, but any society…… alarmingly, the dawning recognition of this phenomena is
accompanied by the assertion that it may be distinctively British, at least in scale.”
(Brian Apleyard in ‘Values, Education and the Human World’, Haldane, J., 1995).
This is an observation reinforced by luminaries such as Michael Wilshire, Chief Inspector of Schools
(2012-2016). Being ‘too clever by half’ has become a slur which is frequently used in the populist press.
So as a community of academics and design professionals- architects, interior designers and landscape
architects, we are as they say, up against it……. However, we don’t sell what we do very well: our
language can be dull and technocratic. We do not describe and explain architecture and its value between
our siloed professional disciplines; clearly good architecture enables children to learn, this is not an
opinion, it is fact.
In the UK, we have a tendency to invest in state schooling once every 25 years or so…. The most recent
big investment came in the period between 2000 and 2010, which are often referred to as the New Labour
schools. As someone who was closely involved professionally, it became very clear how poorly prepared
we all were for that important work. Critically, no bridges had been built between the teachers and
architects. This made developmental consultation between the two very difficult. Put simply a commonly
understood language was not in place.
The major task of this research proposal is to assess how the culture of architecture can become more
closely aligned with everyday discourses around schools, the educational and social purposes it serves.
To this end we are developing an educational tool focussed specifically on the design of a new classroom.
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It’s early days but we are working with a local education authority and six schools in the English Midlands.
The project entails the development of a new classroom design. The work is theoretical but explained
simply and evocatively by way of a number of three dimensional models; we hope to develop elements of
this idea, into a built classroom layout. By evoking interesting architectural concepts we intend to straddle
the disciplines of education and architecture.
A common architectural language amongst the key participants is a key theme, which we hope will enable
more debate and encourage understanding amongst school communities. We call this model The Ideal
Classroom:

