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Primary Ideas: 

Author of a new DfES publication, Leo Care, looks at how 
to achieve inspiring school environments by exploiting the 
talent within schools

P
rimary Ideas, written by Leo Care and Prue 
Chiles, is one of the latest publications on school 
premises from the DfES. Conceived as a toolkit 

of design principles, creative ideas and projects for 
primary schools, its aim is to inspire staff, pupils and 
parents. Primary Ideas is designed to aid schools on a 
number of levels, by helping with ideas for short-term 
improvements to the school premises, involving parents 
and pupils in the medium-term creative development of 
buildings and to encourage schools to think long-term 
by starting the briefing process for a new school.

Second thoughts
This article is written in a personal capacity and does 
not represent the views of the DfES

Two new classrooms, reception and outdoor 
classroom at Ballifield Community Primary School
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The idea for the book 
came from the Classroom 
of the Future initiative 
organised by the DfES. 
Four projects in Sheffield 

were undertaken by Sheffield 
City Council in partnership with architects 

from the University of Sheffield. It was during the 
development of two new classrooms at Ballifield 
Community Primary School that our thoughts as 
architects began to spread to look at other possibilities 
to develop the school, raising the quality of the 
buildings to a level that would be more in line with the 
new classrooms and entrance area.

During the creation of Primary Ideas we were always 
looking for new examples of great ideas in new schools. 
The improvement in the quality of educational buildings 
over this time has been marked. In the UK a number 
of new classrooms, many of them developed through 
the Classroom of the Future programme[Classrooms 
of the Future: Innovative Designs for Schools, 2002], 
have helped raise the bar in terms of the quality and 
dynamic nature of learning environments; Lord Silkin 
Secondary School at Telford explored environmentally 
sustainable design principles; Grey Court School in 
Richmond developed modular classroom units that 
are high quality spaces but replicable and moveable; 

at Denbigh Secondary School in Milton Keynes and 
Yewlands Secondary school in Sheffield flexible spaces 
were designed to mimic the workplace, with different 
types of spaces for specific activities. We wanted to seize 
this momentum and develop a book that embodied 
some of the themes in Classroom of the Future and 
make them available to a wider school audience.

Scandinavian examples
There is a strong reliance on Scandinavian school 
examples in Primary Ideas. Having visited schools in 
Finland, Denmark and Norway it was interesting to see 
new examples of holistic school design, where the main 
ethos seemed to be based on creating an exciting and 
experiential learning environment. Our visits to Hellerup 
School in Copenhagen and particularly to Kvernhuset 
School in Fredrikstad, Norway have inspired us.

Kvernhuset, a school for approximately 450 10-15 year 
olds is exemplary in every area, from its design concept 
to the smallest detail. Nestled in a former quarry the 
building is like a hand, with three fingers spreading into 
the surrounding woodland. It is a building designed to fit 
into its place, with areas of timber boarding interspersed 
with coloured plastic panels with embossed tree trunks 
in them. It is environmentally advanced with geothermal 
energy; deep bore holes are drilled through the bedrock 
of the ground underneath the school to reservoirs 
of boiling hot water. The steam and water vapour is 
pumped back up to the surface where it drives an 
electrical turbine that provides the school with a clean 
and sustainable source of electricity. The buildings 
are also naturally ventilated. Inside, the school is just 
a continuation of the landscape outside, with large 
rocks found on the site, still left in the corridors, and 
sections of tree trunks set into the floor where a tree 
had to be removed to build the building. Everywhere 
there are places that celebrate the work of the children 
with presentations and displays built into the fabric of 
the building. There are no corridors as such, just wider 
communal areas that have bench seating and drinks 
stations for the children to make their own snacks.

Food is crucial to the school day, with the children 
growing their own food as part of their biology lessons 
and then making dishes and selling them at lunch 
alongside the kitchen staff. The cycle is complete with 
a well-organised composting system. The atmosphere 
within the school is open and friendly, partly down to 
the staff having their own joint office space and a large 
lounge area that is used by the teachers and children. 
The school has a central space that acts as the dining 

Yewlands Secondary School Classroom of the Future by 
Education Design Group
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area, with drama room to one side, divided by a screen 
that can open to form a stage. Although Kvernhuset 
is a relatively new school, built three years ago, many 
of its key design principles could be reinvented and 
developed in existing schools. This is not to say that this 
school should be copied, but the ethos of developing 
an environmentally sustainable building that looks at 
the roles that teachers and pupils play in schools can be 
questioned and developed in different ways.

One of the criticisms of an early draft of Primary Ideas 
was that it sent out the wrong messages to schools. 
Some reviewers thought that it encouraged a ‘make 
do and mend culture’, telling schools to be DIY gun-
ho rather than involving designers, architects and 
professionals in developing new ideas.  Another concern 
was that schools would take on complex or difficult 
work without realising that they needed support and 
advice from their local authority. But how else do you 
empower people to take a greater role, to take control 
of a situation and invite people into the otherwise closed 
loop of buildings? We tried to answer this by getting 
staff and pupils more involved in a range of building 
projects, discovering skills that have not always been 
utilised in the past. Creating a climate of successful 
participation is a fine balance and we hope that we have 
struck it correctly by offering a number of innovative 
solutions and at the same time reinforcing the need to 
think big and bold in order to really create a learning 
environment fit for the 21st century.

Do-it-yourself school improvements
There are now a number of different books available 
to schools, both primary and secondary that offer 
inspiration to schools for the improvement of their 
premises. Books like the School Works Toolkit, Joined-
up Design for Schools by the Sorrell Foundation and 
Looking from the Inside Out by the Arts Council, offer 
a number of different approaches to improving 
schools by design. These books also have a similar 
approach in that they all advocate participative design, 
involving children and teachers where possible. Many 
publications show inspirational images but few go into 
enough detail to explain how this might be achieved 
or adapted for another school. Primary Ideas aims to 
go this one step further by being more specific and 
more direct about how you can improve a school. We 
also recognise that not all schools have the capital and 
vision to develop a big idea for the regeneration of their 
school straight away. In this case it is important for the 
school management team to find their feet in terms of 
thinking about their premises in a different and bold 
manner. It is not that we are trying to turn everyone 
into an architect/designer, but rather create a book with 
practical advice and crucially the contacts to be able 
to undertake work properly and responsibly, helping 
parents, teachers and pupils to become informed users 
of the built environment and their school.

Many of best things in Primary Ideas have been done 
by teachers and schools without architectural input. This 

Kvernhuset School, outside Kvernhuset School, inside
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shows the wealth of ideas and creativity that is already 
within schools and is something that we have tried to 
tap into. A further initiative that we are developing is 
an interactive website, where schools can upload their 
ideas and projects onto the site in order to share good 
practice. 

In our experience a new school building can inspire 
teachers and pupils to be more creative, giving people 
the impetus to think bigger! It may be the case that 
teachers are happy to adapt their classroom space or 
make something in the playground, but it is rare that 
they have the resources to think about changing the 
nature of school buildings in a more holistic way. This 
is where teachers could be more involved with school 
design.

Exploiting your pupils
Pupils in schools are also extremely important in 
developing better and more sustainable school 
environments. They are not only brilliant at thinking 
up ideas but we have found that they are also 
extremely good at thinking critically and analysing 
their environment, highlighting problems and areas 
for improvement. In this situation pupils can not only 

identify problem areas that need improvement, but also 
develop proposals for doing so. It also may be possible in 
certain projects to involve pupils in constructing things. 
This situation has huge potential in terms of education 
experience. We have found that by involving children 
in designing and building full-size objects (whether it 
is models or real things) has a big impact on the way 
children relate to their built environment.

Although aimed at primary schools, many of the 
issues explored in Primary Ideas are transferable to 
secondary schools. The problems that people face 
every day with existing school buildings are essentially 
the same but the way they are dealt with is different. 
The scale of primary school buildings in comparison 
to secondary school buildings is such that they offer a 
greater freedom to experiment and innovate, whereas 
with secondary schools the nature and scope of 
the problem often means a measured and strategic 
approach to premises is the only way. This has become 
clearer to us with projects that we have undertaken, 
leading on from Primary Ideas. We were commissioned 
by a large construction company, as part of their 
research for a Buildings Schools for the Future bid, to 
look at three key themes in the development of new 

Chafford Hundred Campus through-school. Teachers and pupils have 
experimented with colour and design in their classrooms.
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secondary school buildings: spatial flexibility, ICT and 
environmental design. All three of these areas are just 
as important to primary schools and it is often an issue 
of scale that differentiates between the two, rather than 
the ideas themselves.

Using enjoyable materials
Many new secondary schools (particularly PFI schools) 
are criticised for being boring (see Century 21 Schools 
issue 1). One way of combating this is by developing 
the palette of materials that are used and making them 
visible, so that children can enjoy much richer textural 
surroundings and learn through the fabric of the 
building. Using Ballifield Community Primary School as 
an example, Prue Chiles Architects focused on materials 
in the classroom as a key part of the design. Each material 
was sourced to be as environmentally sustainable as 
possible. Natural carpets and linoleum flooring were 
employed to help reduce the chemicals that children 
come into contact with. A brightly coloured worktop 
made from recycled plastic bottles was used in the wet 
area, showing the importance of recycling and how fun 

the results can be. The building was insulated using 
cellulose (from recycled newspapers) which is revealed 
to the pupils through a visible panel in the wall.

In order for a similar approach to materials to be 
taken in secondary school, things would have to 
change. At the moment many alternative materials or 
environmentally sustainable products are only available 
in small quantities. This often stops them being used in 
larger schools. Because many of these materials have 
not been fully proven to survive the rigours of school 
use over long periods of time people are often reluctant 
to try them. Supply chains are critical to this process 
and, working with large construction companies, 
making them aware of new products and their benefits, 
encourages them to develop new supply chains for 
alternative materials. Some of our clients have actually 
suggested developing existing environmental products 
so that they can be used in all their Building Schools for 
the Future buildings!

Working with headteachers in Barnsley on their 
Buildings Schools for the Future projects, we have 
undertaken a series of workshops and visits to schools 
where we have analysed buildings and discussed the 
merits of them, in order to establish a set of design and 
learning principles that should form the basis of a brief 
for their new ‘Advanced Learning Centres’. The eight 
teachers that took part in this project have now become 
the design champions for their schools, and have really 
been empowered to think creatively about what a school 
is and what it could be. They have now established a 
set of workshops with pupils and colleagues to widen 
the net, in order to develop their ideas further. We are 
preparing to go into the schools to undertake some 
more workshops whereby pupils will use research work 
by teachers and young people to build scale models of 
their proposals. The results will form a public exhibition 
at the Design Centre in Barnsley.

New old classrooms
One of the important parts of this process is not just to 
rethink the design of schools and specifically classrooms, 
but redesign learning and the way we learn. A number of 
new school designs are breaking ground architecturally 
but few are actually questioning the way children and 
adults learn. They are simply new old classrooms. This 
is where architects, designers, teachers and pupils all 
have to work together in order to further education and 
education premises. If this can be done, then we will 
begin to create schools that are full of informed users 
- people that understand how their school premises 

Pupils at Ballifield used balloons in a workshop to analyse 
the playground; highlighting favourite places as well as 
those that they avoided or didn’t use with certain coloured 
balloons. This type of mapping helped to establish areas 
of use as well as times of use and any problem areas that 
needed to be addressed.
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work best and know how to make the most of them 
and how to develop them in the future. 

The challenge with Building Schools for the Future is 
to keep the process open enough to allow this dialogue 
to take place. Tight timescales and big budgets can put 
restrictions on creativity, but this is an opportunity not 
to be missed. 

The authors of Primary Ideas, Leo Care and Prue 
Chiles, co-ordinate the Bureau of Design Research 
in the School of Architecture at the University 
of Sheffield. The Bureau functions as a research 
unit and consultancy, taking on a wide range of 
projects to develop new learning environments. 

bdr@sheffield.ac.uk  or  telephone  0114 2220304.
Primary Ideas is available from The Stationary 
Office bookshop and online at http://www.
tsoshop.co.uk/bookstore.asp?FO=1159966&Actio
n=Book&ProductID=0112711839&From=Search
Results priced £18.00.

Ballifield interiors, with recycled plastic worktop and insulation viewing panel

Visiting the Ideas Store in London with teachers from 
Barnsley in order to expand their understanding of what a 
new learning environment could be
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