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FOREWORD 

The critique of modernist post-WW2 city 
planning is now so widely accepted that we 
see the idea of zoning by use, the design of 
buildings in isolation from each other and the 
neglect of context all as things of the past. They 
have been replaced by a collection of principles 
that currently go under the catch-all term of 
‘placemaking’. Curiously, the design of schools 
– the quintessence of social architecture – has 
been slower to move on. That is of course a 
generalisation, and this book richly illustrates the 
exceptions that open up future possibilities. 

Schools built by 19th-century school boards 
displayed strong urban presence. They were 
often of three or four storeys, each storey 
almost twice as high as in later typologies, and 
generously lit with tall windows. Fitted onto tight 
sites, some had playgrounds on roofs. After the 
war such designs were seen simultaneously as 

both cramped and wasteful. Some of that is 
understandable: if state education was to be on 
a par with private education, facilities needed 
to be as good, and private schools always had, 
for instance, extensive playing felds. However, 
when we look back, the Victorian Board School 
impresses us with its robust materials, thoughtful 
composition and clever designs, often with an 
Arts and Crafts sensibility. 

In contrast, schools built to offcial guidance 
in the 20th century have been almost blind to 
context. Although some concessions were made 
as regards the extent of playing felds in central 
urban locations, the ideal of a two- or maximum 
three-storey building set in grounds prevailed. 
The school was a refuge from the city. Pupils 
might go on trips to museums and theatre but 
that was the extent of engagement with urban 
life; they would be taught the skills needed for 
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work, but the setting encountered in workplaces 
remained remote. The buildings rarely had any 
urban presence, with the favoured pattern being 
to set them back from the street, beyond a 
parking forecourt. 

If we are to continue to deliver schools near 
to where people live, it is inevitable that as 
urban density goes up there will be pressure on 
land allocated for a school. High-density schools 
are not new: cities like New York and Hong Kong 
have long accommodated schools in high-rise 
buildings, with feld sport often provided 
for via bus trips. However, there has been a 
tendency to see this as a compromise. What 
this book shows is that we can embrace the 
urban context and seize the possibilities it offers 
while accommodating the need for physical and 
outdoor activities in dynamic ways. 

New ways of learning, teaching and working 

– together with better understanding of young 
people’s cognitive and emotional development 
– have in any case brought new design 
approaches to schools. If we add to this the 
parallel explosion of possibilities brought about 
by digital technology, the impact on school 
design is huge. A great strength of this book is 
in showing through case studies and essays how 
such factors can interact with a more intense 
relationship between schools and high-density 
neighbourhoods to create transformational 
places. 

Looking forward, perhaps we will see 
progressive erasure of the opposition between 
nature and the city. The best high-density 
schools may be pioneers in showing what that 
might be like. 

Sunand Prasad PPRIBA 
Senior Partner, Penoyre & Prasad 
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INTRODUCTION 
H e l e n  Ta y l o r  &  D r  S h a ro n  Wr i g h t  

Our cities are facing challenges in how they 
accommodate an increasing population. More 
school places are needed than ever before but 
land is in short supply and funding is limited. In 
this book we look at how the city can continue 
to provide the best education experience for 
children when space is tight. 

As a sector we are working hard to deliver 
more for less. This includes making the most of 
smaller sites through creative design, and fnding 
new ways to build schools using cost-effective 
materials and modern methods of construction. 
We are not suggesting that these new high 
density approaches are easy options – indeed, 
in many cases they would not be the preferred 
choice of how to accommodate school places. 
However, with careful planning and innovative 
use of existing and new buildings and external 
landscape, they can provide excellent spaces for 
high-quality education. 

We asked the chapter authors to look at a 
series of themes including how we view the 
issues of delivering education within the city. We 
were mindful that external landscape is a vital 
part of every child’s educational experience and 
a particular challenge within the urban context. 
If we think of a school as simply a building we 
are missing an opportunity to challenge our 
conception of where and how young people are 
educated. The dispersed school, using a variety 

of sites and technology to support learning, is 
one emerging model. We also wanted to look 
at how we are creating and using educational 
buildings, so have explored tall schools, 
mixed-use developments and adaptive reuse of 
existing buildings. 

We have used case studies from around 
the world and referenced historic examples in 
order to explore the educational, architectural, 
planning, construction and regulatory context 
that is driving this new wave of school designs. 

Drawing on contributions from across 
disciplines, each of our authors looked at the 
issues from a different perspective. 

Our frst two contributions set the scene by 
considering how children experience the city, 
and in particular education, within their urban 
area. In Chapter 1, Catherine Burke and Dan 
Hill consider whether reimagining ‘the city as a 
school’ in the design of urban education might 
help us to explore the possibilities of how we 
deliver in the urban context. (This is further 
considered in Chapter 8, which looks specifcally 
at Espoo in Finland where this idea has been 
brought to life.) In Chapter 2, Juliet Davis argues 
that, although a global priority, the provision 
of educational infrastructure in disadvantaged 
urban areas continues to be a challenge. There 
are emerging examples of how this issue is 
being tackled and they bring learning for both 
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developing and developed countries. Both 
authors explore how schools can become more 
integrated and inclusive in the urban setting. 

In Chapter 3, Gareth Long and Sharon Wright 
argue that, in order to design high quality urban 
schools that meet a whole range of educational 
needs, the educator and architect must work 
together. In particular, school leaders can be 
pragmatic in how they address the challenges of 
high-density schools, considering new curriculum 
delivery and school organisational solutions 
through the design process. 

By way of an extended case study to illustrate 
the points in Chapter 3, Ian Bogle and Sharon 
Wright use Chapter 4 to interrogate our 
perceptions about early years education spaces. 
The Early Learning Village (ELV) in Singapore, 
which opened in August 2017, set out to do this 
on a larger scale than anything we have seen 
previously. Exploring the rationale and design 
concept of this unique environment provides 
lessons as to how we might challenge our 
thinking for the future. 

The next two chapters explore the two main 
models of new-build, high-density schools 
that are starting to emerge across the world. 
In Chapter 5, Peter Clegg and Joe Jack 
Williams review the principles and rationale for 
well-designed mixed-use developments where 
schools share spaces with some combination 
of housing, commercial or other public services 
delivery. As mixed-use developments become 
an increasingly prevalent way to maximise 
available land and budgets, this chapter looks at 
both the very good reasons to build mixed-use 
developments and some of the key pitfalls 
to avoid. In Chapter 6, Helen Taylor looks at 
high-rise schools in the UK and around the 
world. Although high-rise schools are a relatively 

new concept, educationalists and architects 
are having to work closely together to develop 
imaginative and visionary solutions that not 
only work as positive, fexible learning spaces 
but also still create a sense of community within 
the school and a positive relationship with the 
surrounding urban fabric and the natural world. 

Many buildings are currently being 
repurposed for educational use and in 
Chapter 7, Michael Buchanan examines how 
existing redundant or underused buildings are 
being adaptively reused and repurposed to 
deliver more with what we currently have. Using 
case studies, he looks at some interesting and 
high-quality results, as well as highlighting some 
signifcant challenges. 

Chapter 8 and Chapter 9 deal with the 
cross-cutting themes of Information and 
Communications Technology and access to the 
external environment for social and educational 
use. These are major issues when considering 
the possibilities of high-density schools and the 
day-to-day experiences of the young people 
who use them. Digital infrastructure will become 
increasingly important in how new models of 
education will be delivered in the future. In 
Chapter 8 Ty Goddard looks specifcally at how 
technology might help support high-density 
schools, ensuring students not only have access 
to high-quality learning but are prepared for 
their transition to further and higher education 
and the world of work. 

One of the criticisms often levelled at 
high-density schools is the lack of external 
space. Traditionally we rely on schools in cities 
to play a key role in providing the opportunity 
for time outdoors and contact with the natural 
world. In Chapter 9, Dianne Western explores 
the relationship between high-density schools 
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and private and public open spaces, and 
whether there are particular challenges in 
continuing to ensure children beneft from 
the physical and mental wellbeing of having 
signifcant dedicated external learning, play and 
social space on site. 

In Chapter 10, Helen Taylor goes on 
to explore the challenges of building and 
operating these new models of schools on tight 
urban sites. Funding, legislative requirements 
(including planning approvals) and construction 
challenges all make these sites unique. If it 
is likely that we will see more of this type of 
building in our urban areas, policymakers and 

Figure 0.01 A child’s view 

through a skyscraper’s 

window and glass foor 

funders will have to understand where the 
system needs to change to accommodate this 
sort of innovation. 

Ultimately, we wanted to identify the successes 
and help the education design world learn the 
key lessons from them to deliver new solutions 
which meet the needs of children now and in 
the future. In doing so we have identifed, in our 
conclusion to the book, the opportunities and 
challenges for integration of new types of schools 
into the city. We hope this book will be useful 
to educators, designers, property developers, 
constructors, planners and policymakers as they 
look for new ways to tackle the challenges ahead. 


