As schools develop the many and varied ways to address the personalised approach to 21st century learning, they need to rethink the way they organise and use their learning environment. Buildings Schools for the Future, the national programme to rebuild or remodel every state secondary school, offers local authorities and schools the opportunity to create these spaces, but also needs to allow for future developments. Beech Williamson, Design Manager (Standards) for Partnerships for Schools, discusses how the BSF Schedule of Accommodation Proforma works with the key recommendations of BB98 but is based on families of spaces with a ‘critical mass’ to allow for various educational models to evolve and develop.

Over the next decade as schools make changes in their practices for learning and teaching, the buildings in which education is delivered will need to reflect these changes. Spaces will need to reflect an emphasis on personalised learning geared to the needs of every pupil, different methods of teaching and learning, and take in account human and financial resources, group size and the users concerned. 
Impacts of personalised learning

A key focus for secondary schools is to continue to achieve greater personalised learning so that every child and young person has maximum access, participation and achievement. Many schools are already taking a more structured and responsive approach to each child’s learning by transforming their strategic organisation and learning practice.

‘2020 Vision’, the recent report for the Government, recommends key strategies for 21st century personalised learning. Many of the recommendations for organisation and teaching practice have implied or specific implications for the design of the school environment. The recent Big Picture curriculum proposals by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), relating to an increasingly flexible and personalised view of the curriculum, have similar design implications. These are some of the key drivers for the change in approach to the standardisation of dimensions in learning environments.

The personalised approach offers more opportunities for pupils to work at their own pace, with sufficient challenge and variation to stimulate, but not so difficult as to discourage them. One of the core impacts on the design of the buildings is that timetables and space will be used more flexibly to allow, for example, whole days or weeks devoted to intensive study or themed project work involving a variety of subject areas.

Many scenarios are currently being explored in schools that address these changes in learning and teaching styles, and any school may choose to incorporate any number of these scenarios in the future. What seems equally likely is that schools might typically choose to use a variety of learning styles across the curriculum and the academic year: for instance breaking from a standard timetable to allow for year groups to do a project for a day or afternoon a week, offering mixed-age groups for registration and some sessions, and providing some groups in each year more opportunities to either catch-up or move ahead. The learning environment must therefore be flexible and versatile enough to accommodate day-to-day changes in learning styles as well as suiting a clear and supportive pastoral organisation.

A new approach to organising the learning environment

Traditionally, secondary schools have generally been organised in a number of departments of various sizes, based on typical group sizes of up to 30 in teaching spaces used specifically for one subject. 

In a school for the future, the same number of learning spaces (or more open settings) could be expected to be clustered together in a smaller number of ‘families’ - each of which would be large enough to accommodate a variety of possible models of school organisation, including:

· a subject-based faculty organisation linking some traditional departments;

· a year-based integrated curriculum where any KS3 year group can be taught a range of subjects in one suite of spaces;

· Year 7 and 8, and perhaps other year groups too, learning most of the curriculum in spaces or settings within a home base 

· a ‘stage not age’ model, in which children and young people are not routinely taught with others of the same age but, instead, according to their attainment. 

Each family or cluster of learning spaces would:

· Be designed to have an identity and transparency, to support interaction, knowledge sharing and learning amongst pupils, teachers and support staff, working together in small teams;

· Have a critical mass to accommodate enough spaces for a year group, a ‘house’ or a faculty; 

· Be one of a minimum number of clusters to allow them to be organised for year groups, houses or faculties and to develop in different ways and at a different pace to one another if necessary;

· Contain a range of room sizes and types of learning space that might accommodate a greater diversity in the size, gender and age mix of pupil groupings in a range of subjects and activities, as well as adult learners and the community; 

· Be adaptable through the use of standardised dimensions outlined in this publication;

· Allow expandability into adjacent clusters to allow for the groupings accommodated to vary in size in the future;

· Provide flexibility in the furniture and equipment to suit a wide variety of learning styles within any teaching space and use by others such as adult learners outside the school day;

Each would also be assumed to include staff accommodation, storage and dispersed toilet facilities around a central social area, as well as easy access to an ‘outdoor classroom’ within the school grounds where possible.

The circulation and wayfinding between and within each cluster should also be safe and welcoming. Minimising long corridors and hiding places will have a positive impact on behaviour. But a clear, legible plan with simple circulation will, more crucially, ensure that the school is an accessible place for learning for the whole community not simply the children and young people in that community. It will also allow other learners and subject specialists from other schools to easily access facilities offered, for instance, for specialist diplomas.

Light, practical learning spaces

If there are five or six clusters of learning spaces, it is likely that two will be predominantly for science and the creative arts: art, music, drama and media. However, it is also assumed that in many organisational models some part of these subjects may be taught within the general clusters, for instance in KS3 year bases or media with English. The adaptability of each cluster should therefore allow for large studio spaces of 90m2 or more, as well as space for larger groups to gather, for instance to be briefed at the start of a project and then to use as a multi-purpose area.

Similarly, the options for learning spaces for science are far wider than simply general laboratories, in line with the philosophy outlined above and the recent work done for the DCSF in the Faraday Project [www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/resourcesfinanceandbuilding/schoolbuildings/innovativedesign/Faraday/]. To enhance the opportunities for personalised learning and offer more specialised spaces where needed, such as for 14 to 19 diplomas, the range of spaces could include studios, laboratories, multi-purpose learning areas for a number of groups and a demonstration theatre as well as a central prep space, social hub, outdoor space and other support spaces. These would take up a similar overall net area to traditional laboratories but offer a wider range of opportunities and stimuli for learners.

Implications for standardised dimensions
To provide the adaptability that is crucial to any schedule for a School of the Future, the BSF Schedule of Accommodation Proforma aims to provide designers with a system of two standard dimensions, linked to the DCSF’s Standard Specifications Layout and Dimensions (SSLD) systems. Through a suitable and consistent room depth (from external wall with windows to internal wall) and an uninterrupted length sufficient to allow a number of rooms of differing sizes and type based on standard centres for partition walls, a range of learning spaces can be generated that offer the educational and organisational opportunities identified above. There is no intention of there being a single ‘standard layout’ either for buildings or rooms. 

The system proposed is intended to be sufficiently flexible and ‘future-proof’ to generate the space needed for schools both now and in the foreseeable future. The critical design criteria, based on the educational approach described above, are being developed for a forthcoming publication in the SSLD series, but will allow both general and practical spaces ranging from around 35m2 to 105m2 to be accommodated.
· More information about Partnerships for Schools and the Building Schools for the Future programme is available at: www.p4s.org.uk
· More information about SSLD guidance notes is available at: http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/resourcesfinanceandbuilding/schoolbuildings/innovativedesign/standardspecifications/
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