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Foreword

Building Schools for the Future, the government’s £45 billion
investment programme, aims to rebuild or renew every secondary
school in the country by 2020. It is the biggest capital investment in
education for 50 years. But designing and building good secondary
schools is not easy. They are complex projects with a large numbers
of uses and a wide variety of users. And now that the government
rightly wants schools to provide learning not just for young people
but for the whole community, they will have even more.

Good design is therefore fundamental to the delivery 
of such an ambitious programme. The whole school
environment has to work efficiently for all of its 
users and this requires a skilful contribution from
contractors and engineers, as well as architects 
and specialist designers. 

I hope this guide will help to demystify the process and
encourage you to get involved in this opportunity to
transform secondary school buildings across England. 
It is an endeavour on a scale that will only happen once
in our lifetimes. We all have a responsibility to ensure
that future generations will appreciate new schools for

the inspiration they bring to teachers and students and the improved quality
of life that they bring about.

John Sorrell CBE
Chair, CABE
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‘We all have a
responsibility to ensure
that future generations
will appreciate new
schools for the
inspiration they bring’
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1.1 The importance 
of good design

Good design is about providing buildings and spaces that are fit for purpose
and built to last – but also lift the spirits of everyone who uses them. 

The benefits of good design are measurable. Research from the UK and
abroad has demonstrated the link between design quality and the delivery of
high-quality services. This link is particularly clear in the field of education. 

Evidence shows that the design of schools can promote the performance of
pupils and a more creative approach to teaching and learning. A UK study of
pupil performance found that capital investment in school buildings had a
strong influence on staff morale, pupil motivation and effective learning time.1

Studies on the relationship between pupil performance, achievement and
behaviour and the built environment have found that test scores in well-
designed buildings were up to 11 per cent higher than in poorly designed
buildings.2 Good design can help recruit and retain staff, cutting the costs 
of staff turnover. And, in another education sector, around 60 per cent of
students and staff have indicated that the quality of building design affected
their choice of university.3

Good design makes public services easier to deliver and so improves
productivity. At one school, the redesign of the playgrounds and school hall
allowed supervisors to see the children easily in communal areas. This meant
it could reduce the number of lunchtime assistants from eight to five and
switch the resources it saved to direct educational expenditure.4

Although well-designed environments can undoubtedly support successful
teaching and learning, no one would suggest that design alone can raise
educational achievement. However, poor design can be an obstacle to
raising educational standards above a certain level.

1 PricewaterhouseCoopers, Research Report No
242, Building performance: an empirical
assessment of the relationship between schools
capital investment and pupil performance,
Department for Education and Skills (DfES),
London, 2000

2 The value of good design, CABE, London, 2002

3 Design with distinction: the value of good
design in higher education, CABE, 
London, 2005

4 PricewaterhouseCoopers, Research Report 
No 242

‘Around 60 per cent of
students and staff have
indicated that the quality
of building design
affected their choice 
of university’
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1.2 CABE and the design 
of schools

CABE aims to influence and inspire the people making decisions about the
built environment so that they choose good design. Our expert teams of
designers, architects and planners offer quality support to important building
projects – including new schools – right from the outset. 

The UK’s largest public building programme for more than half a century 
is well under way. As part of this, the government is committed to rebuild 
or refurbish every secondary school in the England through its £45 billion
Building Schools for the Future (BSF) programme. 

But massive investment does not automatically mean a good legacy for
future generations. Creating great places for people to live, work and learn 
is a difficult, complex process.

The Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) funds CABE 
to provide free support and guidance to all local authorities involved in BSF
to help them deliver schools that are well designed and function well and
that are a pleasure to use. The government has set up a specialist agency,
Partnerships for Schools (PfS) to deliver BSF, and CABE also works 
closely with it. 

CABE is supporting those involved in the BSF programme by:

– advising local authorities on the procurement process
– assessing school designs
– training school leaders and client design advisors 
– offering guidance and research
– reviewing designs put forward by bidders during the 

competitive stage of BSF.

Through all of this work, we have acquired a wealth of knowledge about the
processes involved in school building projects. 

To bolster our schools design advice, we have established a schools design
assessment panel – a group of specialist experts offering detailed advice on
school building designed through BSF. All BSF projects from here on in will
go through this schools design review.

‘We have established 
a schools design
assessment panel – 
a group of specialist
experts offering detailed
advice on school
building designed
through BSF’
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1.3 Ten points for a 
well-designed school

1 A high-quality design that inspires users to learn.

2 A sustainable approach to design, construction and 
environmental servicing. 

3 Good use of the site, balancing the needs of pedestrians, cyclists and 
cars and enhancing the school’s presence in the community.

4 Buildings and grounds that are welcoming to both the school and the 
community while providing adequate security.

5 Good organisation of spaces in plan and section, easily legible and 
fully accessible.

6 Internal spaces that are well-proportioned, fit for purpose and meet the 
needs of the curriculum.

7 Flexible design to allow for short-term changes of layout and use, and 
for long-term expansion or contraction.

8 Good environmental conditions throughout including optimum levels 
of natural light and ventilation for different activities.

9 Well-designed external spaces offering a variety of different settings 
for leisure, learning and sport.

10 A simple palette of attractive materials, detailed carefully to be 
durable and easily maintained and to age gracefully.

CABE has developed these points over time, drawing on our knowledge 
of the school building design process. Checklists have an obvious value 
but they do not in themselves lead to good design: good design is the result
of the successful synthesis of these key points.
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Case study 1 – exemplar designs
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In 2003, the DCSF commissioned a
set of exemplar designs covering 
a range of types and locations of
school. These designs – five primary
schools, five secondary schools 
and one ‘all-through’ school – were
created by 11 leading architecture,
landscape and engineering teams –
not as templates, but as
springboards for developing
imaginative and sustainable 
school buildings.

The intention of the exemplar
designs programme was to:
– develop a shared vision of

‘schools of the future’ 

– create concepts and ideas for
well-designed schools – push
forward the boundaries of
innovation and inspiration 

– support the delivery of BSF
– encourage the construction

industry to develop new ways 
of delivering school buildings. 

Although the teams designed
buildings for real sites, the
proposals were not necessarily
intended to be built but to raise
aspirations, demonstrate what could
be done within normal cost limits,
and explore ideas and concepts 
that could be used in future school 

‘The exemplar designs
are not copyright:
therefore other
designers are free 
to use the ideas’ 

Whitefield Fishponds Community School, 
Bristol by Wilkinson Eyre Architects
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building projects. Many of the
designs researched specialist
aspects of school design in detail,
such as flexibility and adaptability,
prefabrication and environmental
comfort. The designs were all
published in full, and are not
copyright: other designers are free
to use the ideas. The schemes are
illustrated in a DCSF schools for 
the future publication1 and on 
the DCSF website2.

Wilkinson Eyre Architects, one 
of the practices that worked on the
exemplar designs, has subsequently
been appointed as the designer for
Bristol City Council’s pathfinder
BSF project, as part of the Skanska
consortium. The first phase will 
see the rebuilding of Brislington
Enterprise College, Hartcliffe
Engineering Community College, 

Speedwell Technology College and
Whitefield Fishponds Community
School. The programme is funded
through central government PFI
credits worth £150.7million
together with some £9.5million of
the council’s own funds, and there
will be ongoing consultation with
parents, students, staff and the
community as the project develops.

Whitefield Fishponds Community
School has strong links back to
Wilkinson Eyre’s original designs for
an innovative, modular ‘kit of parts’
developed for the DCSF exemplar
schools project. The design is based
on the concept of a ‘learning
cluster’, accommodating up to 300
students. At Whitefield, a series of
learning clusters are linked by an
internal street and complemented 
by central facilities blocks. 

The street becomes a social hub,
helping to maximise opportunities
for learning beyond the classroom. 
It is enlivened by the sinuous forms
of the internal walls of the learning
clusters. The architectural
composition of the scheme
promotes – both physically and
visually – the school’s policy of
inclusion, reinforcing the close
relationship between it and 
the community.
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1 See Appendix 2

2 www.dcsf.gov.uk 
See tinyurl.com/yoqnkc
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Case study 2 – excellent design 
in Herefordshire
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The school
Whitecross High School is a
recently built secondary school in
Herefordshire that has been well
received by both the school
community and the architectural
press. The school and local authority
have been praised for their
sustainable approach and the
completion of the project on time
and to a challenging budget of 
£12 million through the private
finance initiative (PFI). 

The consultation
Consultation with pupils, staff and
governors gave the designers clear
direction on many issues. The
school community debated and
reached a consensus on what they
wanted for their school. Head
teacher Denise Strutt says: ‘By
engaging young people and their
aspirations in the key decisions we
think we have got a better school
out of the process; one the students
feel proud to be part of.’

‘We love the buildings
because they’re light
and airy and very 
grown up. It’s easy 
to work here’ 

Year seven student

Project Whitecross High School,
Herefordshire

Client Herefordshire Council
Architect Haverstock Associates
Contractor Stepnell Ltd
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Sustainability
‘Orientation, construction, thermal
mass, insulation and air tightness
were all vital to our aim of a low
energy solution,’ according to the
architect, Haverstock Associates.

Aspects of sustainable design were
carefully researched and considered
by the designers, in consultation
with the school, right from the outset
of the project.

The school has solar shading above
the south-facing classroom windows
(see picture above). Direct sunlight
does not come into the room so 

there is no need to pull-down blinds
and less need for artificial lighting. 

Large expanses of the roof are
covered with sedum. This not only
helps to replace landscape and
habitat on what was formally a
greenfield site, but also improves
the insulation and life performance
of the roof as a whole.

Satisfied customers
The completed school has won the
approval of students and teachers
alike. ‘We love the buildings
because they’re light and airy and
very grown up. It’s easy to work
here,’ said one year seven student.

Denise Strutt says everyone 
is thrilled with the new building. 
‘From day one the students
responded very positively to the
buildings. Their behaviour and
learning improved and we are
working even more effectively than
we have before. Students are really
alert in lessons because they have
good natural light and fresh air
pumped into the rooms.’
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1.4 How to achieve 
good design

CABE believes that clear processes should be followed by the local
authority and school to achieve a well-designed school:

– a clear vision for how education will be delivered in the future in 
the school

– a client design advisor who can help schools to translate their vision 
into a brief, and help them to challenge design proposals that fall short 
of their aspirations and evaluate designs as an ‘expert client’

– a well thought-through approach to sustainability in terms of both 
the construction and the use of the building

– the school must know what it wants in terms of functional 
requirements and quality

– a thorough brief developed in consultation with the school that sets out 
these requirements and takes account of the need to provide flexibility 
and adaptability for future patterns of learning and other uncertainties

– a competitive process which encourages the use of high-quality 
design teams

– skilled designers who can engage in a constructive dialogue with the 
public sector procurer, end users and the supply and manufacturing base

– providers (builders and managers) who will deliver the building, rise to
the challenge of design and work well with their clients, engaging them in 
the process

– a programme that provides sufficient time for the designers to 
achieve a good solution

– a realistic and robust budget that is sufficient to build a school of 
appropriate construction quality.
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1.5 CABE’s 2006 
schools audit

A total of 124 new secondary schools were completed in the five years up 
to 2006. CABE conducted an audit of the design quality of a sample of 52
of these and found considerable cause for concern.5 Although there were
some excellent schools, half of the schools visited were assessed as ‘poor’
or ‘mediocre’. 

There was evidence that things were getting better towards the end of the
period covered by the survey. However, it was still clear that there are not
enough schools being built or designed that are exemplary, inspiring,
innovative, or sufficiently flexible to allow for a diversity of approaches to
education in the future. 

With very few exceptions, schools performed badly on basic issues of
environmental sustainability. CABE advises local authorities to ensure that
the teams they contract to design their schools have a good track record of
designing buildings that function well in terms of environmental performance.

5 Assessing secondary school design, CABE,
London, 2006
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‘There are not enough
schools being built 
or designed that are
exemplary, inspiring,
innovative, or sufficiently
flexible’
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1.6 Educational
transformation 

The government requires that the current investment in secondary schools 
is not just about providing new buildings but is about acting as a catalyst for
educational transformation. The rebuilding programme is intended to support
its commitment to raising educational standards and levels of achievement
by pupils. 

Whatever the funding source for the building project in a secondary school,
there is an obligation to take account of the various educational reforms
proposed by the government. The government reforms likely to have the
biggest impact on design are outlined below:

This is a new approach to the well-being of children and young people from
birth to age 19.6 It contains five outcomes that children and young people
have said are key to childhood and later life and that services for children
should work towards providing:

– be healthy 
– stay safe 
– enjoy and achieve 
– make a positive contribution 
– achieve economic well-being. 

This means that the organisations involved with providing services to
children – from hospitals and schools to police and voluntary groups – will
be teaming up in new ways, sharing information and working together to
protect children and young people from harm and help them achieve what
they want in life. Children and young people will have far more say about
issues that affect them as individuals and collectively, such as the design of
their school. Briefs for new schools should be written with these five
outcomes in mind.

Every child matters

6 See Every child matters, HM Treasury, 
TSO, 2003, also available at
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk
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There is a direct link between disability and poor attainment in education.
Many disabled children underachieve and access to education is key 
to their future independence, both financial and social.7 Inclusion strategies
within schools should aim to ensure the full integration of all students,
regardless of their abilities, race, gender or religion.

The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) provides protection to disabled
people and defines disability as anyone with a physical, sensory or cognitive
impairment. It also includes those with mental health issues that have a
substantial and long-term adverse effect on their ability to perform day-to-
day activities. This could be a member of staff, a parent, pupil, visitor or a
sportsperson using educational facilities. 

Estimates suggest there are 700,000 children directly protected by the 
DDA and 10 million adults.8 It has been recognised by government and
society that children’s education should be provided equally regardless 
of gender, religion, racial ethnicity or physical or cognitive abilities. The
special needs and disability act (SENDA)9 requires that disabled children
will normally have their needs met within a mainstream school and that they
should be offered full access to a broad, balanced and relevant curriculum
throughout their school life. Access is required to all aspects of school life,
including social activities, both in school time and out of hours.

This may require different approaches to teaching and learning and may
involve more individual and group tuition, creating a need for a wide 
variety of sizes of rooms. Because new mainstream schools are likely 
to accommodate pupils with physical disabilities alongside other pupils, 
there will inevitably be a need for specialist facilities and/or adaptations 
to existing buildings.

7 ‘There is a significant gap in the attainment
levels of disabled young people: 
21 per cent of disabled people aged 16–24
have no qualifications whatsoever, compared to
9 per cent of non-disabled people of the same
age – an 11 per cent gap’ (Labour Force
Survey, autumn 2004).

8 Although clearly defined figures are hard to find,
evidence indicates that approximately 15-20 
per cent of all pupils have some form of special
educational need (SEN) or disability at some
time. On average 3 per cent of all pupils have
statements of SEN and a higher percentage of
children with profound physical, health or
complex needs are surviving childbirth through
medical advances

9 Special Educational Needs and Disability Act,
2001

Inclusion and 
disability legislation
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Secondary schools are major resources for local communities and the new
and refurbished facilities should be designed for shared community use
where appropriate. In line with the Every Child Matters initiative, every BSF
school will be an extended school, offering additional or dual use facilities
such as sports halls, libraries, nurseries, and ICT resources outside the
school day. BSF offers an excellent opportunity to integrate schools into
wider regeneration projects, re-establishing schools at the heart of
communities. The school needs to work with its local community and partner
agencies to determine what provision is required and how it might best be
delivered. There is a core offer of services (summarised below) which an
extended school must provide, but the government hopes that most schools
will go beyond this:

– high-quality childcare available 8am – 6pm all 
year round 

– a varied programme of activities to be on offer, such 
as homework clubs, sport etc 

– parenting support 
– swift and easy referral to a wide range of specialist 

support services 
– providing wider community access to ICT, sports and 

arts facilities, including adult learning.10

Schools will be working not only extended hours but with a much wider
client base. There needs to be separation not just at the end of the school
day into the evening but also during the day and for multi-agency working.

A major reform of secondary education is planned with a new entitlement
that will guarantee young people a choice of specialist diplomas alongside
the existing curriculum. Through this system young people will have
opportunities to learn in ways which motivate and engage them and, through
hard work, qualify them for success in life. There will be 14 specialist
diplomas and students will eventually be provided with access to all of them
within their local area. The specialist diplomas will be a mix of academic and
vocational study, covering areas such as construction and the built

Transforming education 
for 14-19 year olds

Extended schools

10 See DfES, Designing Schools for Extended
Services, DFES, 2006
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environment, creative and media studies and engineering. Inevitably, 
a certain amount of specialist accommodation will need to be provided. 
The whole range will be available not just in one school but in linked 
schools, so students may be required to travel between schools depending
on their specialism.

Since September 2005 all teachers have been entitled to a guaranteed
minimum of 10 per cent of their timetabled teaching commitment for
planning, preparation and assessment time. This potentially has an impact 
on the twin aims of raising standards and tackling teachers’ workloads. 

With the changes in the workforce schools will now have to provide for a
much wider range of adults who will be supporting learning. It is no longer
just the teacher and the staffroom. For example, some schools are now
designed to have some spaces that are either shared with students or where
staff work across disciplines. 

A large number of teaching assistants are being employed to work alongside
qualified teachers in the classroom and administrators are providing
additional support in the school office. All these issues will have a significant
impact on the accommodation requirements within schools.

Workforce reform
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1.7 New patterns of learning

In the past, the primary objective of school building programmes was often
simply to replace old and crumbling buildings with new schools or to patch
up existing ones so that they kept warm and did not leak. Little consideration
was given to how education might change over the next 10, 20 or 30 years.
Patterns of learning, with standard classes of 30 and computers all locked
up in ICT suites, were rarely challenged. Briefs for new buildings, and hence
the accommodation provided, closely replicated what had gone before.

New patterns of teaching and learning are now being considered and
introduced. At the same time there is a very high level of investment in
secondary school buildings. This creates the opportunity for designs to
reflect these changes and accommodate new educational pedagogies.
There are three examples of important concepts that have implications for
school building programmes: personalised learning, schools within schools
and project learning.

Learners get the chance to participate fully in their own education and
contribute to decisions about the supply and public value of education in
general. The government considers that there are five key aspects:

– Assessment for learning (AfL).
Assessment for learning is the process of seeking and interpreting
evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the
students are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get
there. Assessment is supportive of learning and will take place at a time
and place to best suit the learner. It is moving away from the ‘formal’ mass
end of year exam and towards taking the assessment appropriate to ability
and independent of age. This will require very flexible spaces and not
necessarily the big hall for exams.

– Effective teaching and learning (including grouping and ICT).
Where the spaces needed will not be the 30-place classroom but be
flexible to allow individual, small group and large seminar groups. These
will be facilitated by unbroken access to ICT. Design will be looking at
flexible floor plans as well as fitting in classrooms with breakout.

– Curriculum entitlement and choice
(see previous section on 14-19 curriculum).

Personalised learning
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– Organising the school (see previous section on workforce remodelling).
– Beyond the classroom (see previous section on extended schools).

There are already examples of personalised learning in most UK schools. 

This is a practice that has been noticeably developed in the USA as a
response to the very big and unmanageable schools that had been created.
In the UK it has gathered some pace as it is being recognised that small
schools can be more easily managed, are preferred by students and parents
and usually achieve better results.

Schools within schools are effectively one school building containing many
smaller schools, so for example there might be 1000 pupils in one school
building, with 250 11-18 year olds in each of the four schools within that
school. Students are often taught according to ability rather than age.

There are different levels of organising a school within a school. One way 
is to sub-divide the school into four or five small schools which operate
independently. There is some sharing of the more specialised facilities such
as sports and science and technology but that is all. Another way might be
to have the school divided by a pastoral or relationship separation, into four
school ‘houses’ for example, but with little curriculum separation. 

Traditionally in secondary schools the curriculum has been delivered through
discrete subjects organised into ‘departments’ or ‘faculties’. An alternative
approach is learning in a largely project-based structure where topics are
explored using a wide range of ‘subjects’. In the review of the key stage 3
curriculum, it is being recognised that ‘teaching’ in discrete subjects to fixed
ages is very restrictive and does not sit well with true personalised learning.
Interdisciplinary learning through theme and topic allows students to learn 
at their own pace and in their own way. Experience of this project-based
learning has existed for a long time. It is only now that the quality of
technology is allowing students and teachers to operate at a level of
sophistication not possible before. The big challenge is to review the
curriculum and give teachers the skills and confidence to deliver their
knowledge across subject and age boundaries.

Schools within schools

Project learning
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Case study 3 – personalised learning
in Sweden

Enköping School, Sweden 
Classroom and main circulation
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Kunskapsskolan in Sweden is 
a publicly funded, privately run
company that has 24 schools, 
6,400 students and 600 employees
throughout Sweden. It was
established in 1999 by Anders
Hultin, who felt the state system 
was failing individual learners and
wanted to establish schools based
on personalised learning. His
schools provide teaching and
learning tailored to individual
students in buildings comprising
flexible spaces that enhance the
physical and social learning
environment.

A total of 16 of the 24 schools 
cater for secondary students aged
between 12 and 15. Each has about
400 students, in line with the usual
size of schools in Sweden.

Principles
Kunskapsskolan has a clear
educational concept based on five
principles, which form the basis of
its curriculum:
– lifelong learning
– international perspective
– educated students
– problem-solving skills
– personal development.

‘The circulation areas are
multi-functional, with
private study areas for
group work and tutorials
and social areas’ 
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The core subjects of maths,
Swedish, English and one other
modern language are organised on 
a ladder-based system, divided into
32 levels. Students start at the 
step on the ladder that is most
appropriate to their level, working 
at their own pace and towards their
own goals. 

Other subjects are theme-based:
they are not learned independently
but in an integrated manner based
on learning through problem solving,
often containing an historical aspect
to create context and depth.

The underlying principle is that
students should have a programme
that suits their own preferred
learning style and individual
aptitudes. An analysis of each
student is carried out on entry 
to determine their optimum 
learning style. 

Learning targets via pathways are
planned for the four years and
broken down into year, term, and
week. Each student meets their tutor
at the beginning of the week and a
learning plan with targets and goals
is agreed and recorded in the
student’s logbook. This will be a
mixture of formal teaching, group
tutorials, group work and personal
study, depending on what suits the
individual student. 

While staff/student ratios are similar
to the UK at 1:20, more
unsupervised private study leads to
more opportunities for one-to-one
mentoring and small group tutorials.
Each student is responsible for their
learning progress, which they
monitor in their logbook. 

When students are engaged in
private study, they can take breaks
when they want, including the use 
of a small café.

The Kunskapsskolan buildings
Because of funding constraints, 
all the schools operate out of
converted premises, which are often
former office or industrial buildings.
Following a similar open-plan pattern
without corridors, the circulation
areas are multi-functional,
containing private study booths 
and tables for group work and
tutorials and social areas.
Classrooms are fully glazed and
open directly off these areas, as
does a lecture theatre that can be
used for teaching, assemblies or
performance. Dining areas are 
also used for study and class
groups. In addition, there are small
glazed private study/tutorial rooms
with soundproofing from the
communal areas.

The result is a very flexible school
building that can be used in many
different ways; both teaching staff
and students occupy available parts
of the complex as required. 
A specific response to the education
model based on personalised
learning, the form is very different 
to most schools in the UK. 

For further information see
www.kunskapsskolan.se

Enköping School, Sweden 
Private study area (above) and flexible spaces 
for groups (below)



22

1.8 Sustainable schools

Carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions are the primary cause of global warming
and buildings account for about half of them in the UK. The programme of
rebuilding and upgrading all secondary school buildings provides a unique
opportunity to improve this situation dramatically. Some local authorities are
already exploring the possibility of creating zero carbon schools.

However, sustainability is about much more than energy conservation and
CO2 emissions. It is about buildings that minimise waste, that avoid the 
use of pollutants, that protect and enhance habitats for plants and wildlife
and that provide healthy environments in which to work. It is also about
having a school that is socially sustainable – a school that meets the needs
of its community. 

A sustainable school can also be a valuable learning resource. When
planning a new or refurbished school, sustainability and education for
sustainable development need to be planned for together. The school
building process in itself can be a valuable teaching resource. However,
the really successful sustainable schools are those where the completed
buildings and grounds can become a valuable curriculum resource, for
example by allowing students to monitor energy use and to experience 
how biodiversity is changing. 

The Academy of St Francis of Assisi, Kensington,
Liverpool. A school with many sustainability features.

‘When planning a new 
or refurbished school,
sustainability and
education for sustainable
development need to 
be planned for together’
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Case study 4 – learning about 
the environment
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‘Special solar panels 
on the roof of the main
block preheat the water
for hot water taps and
showers, keeping gas
bills low and saving 
on fossil fuels and
greenhouse gas
emissions’

The Academy of St Francis of Assisi
is Liverpool’s first city academy. 
It is a mixed 11-16 school and will
eventually cater for 900 children.
While having a strong Christian
ethos, it exists to serve children of all
faiths – or none at all – in some of
the most deprived areas of the city.

The Christian ethos and its
environmental specialism shape 
the curriculum that the school offers.
For example in year seven the
academy offers a curriculum based
on six environmental themes, 
all of which will have significant
community content. 

The academy is unique in its
environmental specialism and the
buildings have been designed to
reflect this. More than 10,000 cubic
metres of concrete have gone into
the construction of the academy,
rather than the traditional steel
framework. This material was 
chosen because it has a high
thermal mass1: it will heat up quite
slowly, but will retain heat in winter,
meaning that it requires less fuel 
to heat it up over its many years 
of lifetime – a big step towards
reducing global warming.

Project The Academy of St Francis of Assisi
Client Anglican Diocese and Catholic

Archdiocese of Liverpool
Architect Capita Percy Thomas
Contractor Birse Build Ltd
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Academy of St Francis of Assisi
Solar atrium – internal (above) and external (below)
views. Large north facing windows to classrooms
provide good daylighting without solar over-heating
or glare. Manually controlled louvres provide good
natural ventilation.
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1 See also Case study 11 for an explanation 
of thermal mass

The rear of the site is south facing
and the design of the academy uses
this to good effect. At the rear of the
main block is the solar atrium. This 
is made out of a very strong
transparent plastic, ETFE, which is
stretched over a steel framework.
The whole area under the atrium is
bathed in light throughout the day.

In the winter the atrium allows most
light and heat through, helping to
heat up the building. In the summer,
the outer reflective surface of the
ETFE reflects most of the light and
heat away, helping the buildings to
stay cool.

The roof of the admin/ICT block also
faces south. As a result it has arrays
of photovoltaic cells, also used on
communications satellites, as they
convert sunlight into electricity,
helping to reduce electricity bills
and save on fossil fuels and
greenhouse gas emissions. On a
sunny day they can produce about 
3 per cent of the school’s electricity.
Special solar panels on the roof of
the main block preheat the water for
hot water taps and showers, keeping
gas bills low and saving emissions.

The roofs of the year seven and 
year eight blocks and those of 
the sports hall/assembly hall are
covered in special materials that 
will support the growth of plants,
and aid local biodiversity. The year
seven and year eight blocks are
covered in a special plant called
sedum. The outdoor classroom 
area on the roof of the sports
hall/assembly hall will be covered 
in several plant growing surfaces,
including crushed sandstone 
(from the excavations on the site)
and crushed sea shells.

The academy is helping to conserve
water by collecting rainwater that
falls on the roofs and grounds. This
is stored in a large blue plastic tank
buried underground. With minimal
treatment, its supply of ‘grey’ water
will be used to flush toilets. The tank
holds 28,000 litres.
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1.9 Inclusion

It is estimated that there are 700,000 children and 10 million adults with
disabilities. Each individual will have a disability (or more than one) which
could limit their ability to access the school, curriculum and the social
aspects of the school day. 

An inclusive learning environment is one in which a school understands and
responds to individuals’ learning needs, aiming to ensure that they not only
take part in education but are actively and fully engaged in their learning.
Inclusion strategies within schools should provide for the full integration 
of all students and the community. To ensure that this happens, the school
should endeavour to provide:

– an individual learning programme
– a curriculum which promotes progress in learning
– effective teaching
– counselling, guidance and initial assessment
– opportunities for students to discuss and manage their own learning
– support for learning
– support for learners such as crèche facilities 
– procedures for assessing, recording and accrediting achievements
– learning materials and resources
– technical aids and equipment
– learning technology
– trained staff
– accessible physical surroundings, for example teaching rooms, sports 

facilities, sanitary facilities, recreational facilities, library, etc.

It is true that planning for everyone’s needs is impossible and there is no
performance standard for the DDA that will guarantee protection. However,
there are many considerations regarding disabled children’s needs that can
be assessed and reasonable measures can be implemented to meet the
likely requirements of the DDA premises and operational policies alike. 
It is important to grasp the intention of the Act: that the services should be
accessible and available to disabled people in a manner comparable to 
able-bodied people.

‘Services should be
accessible and available
to disabled people in a
manner comparable to
able-bodied people’
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2 Background to 
schools projects
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2.1 People involved in
school building projects

The provision of funding for a new or refurbished building will not guarantee
design excellence. High quality can only be achieved by having a competent
team who work well together on your project – clients, stakeholders,
advisors, design team and contractors. 

It may be tempting to try to simplify matters and involve fewer people, but
this can be a false economy because a poorer quality, less appropriate
building can result. There is significant evidence that design quality is
superior and satisfaction levels are higher where the full range of
stakeholders have been involved in a school design.1

This is a brief introduction to the people most likely to be involved in a school
building project: 

The local authority: For most schools, the local authority holds the project
budget and signs the contract for construction work. However, Diocesan
Boards of Education or trustees do this for voluntary-aided schools. Within
local authorities, children’s and young person’s services will normally have 
a buildings or premises team with experience of managing school building
projects, who will take responsibility for managing the project. They will be
responsible for liaison with DCSF (and Partnerships for Schools where
appropriate) throughout the project.

The school: The project will obviously impact on all members of the school
community – from students, parents, teachers, governors, head teacher and
senior managers to support and admin staff, caretakers, cooks and cleaners.
All will have valuable insights into the requirements and aspirations for new
or refurbished buildings and their involvement will be valuable. Ideally there
should be one person who acts as the ‘school representative’ and has
responsibility for communicating with all the other parties involved in the
project, attending meetings and feeding back to the school.

1 Being involved in school design, CABE,
London, 2004

Clients – the people who
commission the building
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The local community: In line with the government’s aspirations for
extended schools at the heart of communities, it is important to think about
the needs of the future users of the building as well as those of the existing
users. Schools are often the most significant public building within a
neighbourhood and the majority are underused out of school hours. To be
able to maximise the school’s potential users, it is important to find ways of
involving representatives of the local community from an early stage.
Community ownership of the project can also help significantly at crucial
stages, such as submission of the planning application and during
construction work. 

Other service providers in extended schools: These are the services
that make up an extended school, and may include libraries, social and
health services, childcare, youth services, sports providers and other 
public services.2

Project manager: Responsible, on behalf of the client, for planning,
monitoring and controlling all aspects of the project from inception through
to completion. They coordinate, lead and motivate the project team, which
may include in-house staff as well as specialist consultants. Their role is to
achieve the project aims on time and to the specified quality, cost and
performance standards.

Technical advisor: Coordinates the technical aspects of BSF projects, and
possibly also on academies and one school pathfinders. Advises on all the
technical detail such as specifications and construction standards.

Other stakeholders – the people
who will use the building

Client team advisors – the
people who give advice to the
client on achieving successful
school buildings

2 see www.teachernet.gov.uk/wholeschool/
extendedschools




