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Active Learning School

	 You	can’t	just	give	someone	a	creativity	injection.	You	have	to	create	an	environment	for	curiosity	and	a	way	to	
	 encourage	people	and	get	the	best	out	of	them.

Sir Ken Robinson

Design Approach

The idea for this design ideas competition for a Primary School for 21st Century Learners is the creation of an Active 
Learning School.  Active Learning environments form the basis of the design to facilitate peer learning and collaboration 
with a range of stimulating internal and external environments, where collaborative project based work is encouraged.  
Sharing knowledge, through the use of technology and a range of physical shared spaces promotes understanding and 
connectedness between pupils, across ability and age groups.  The range of spaces provided allow for different teaching 
and learning styles can be accommodated and personalised to suit learner’s needs.

The process developed to reach this position included investigating relevant current Primary School research such 
as the Cambridge Primary Review, this proposes twelve aims which are used to frame a set of values that should be 
promoted in a school for the 21st Century:

• The individual 
Well-being, engagement, empowerment, autonomy

• Self, Others and the Wider World  Encouraging respect and reciprocity, promoting interdependence and 
sustainability, empowering local, national and global citizenship, celebrating culture and community

• Learning, Knowing and Doing 
Exploring, knowing, understanding and making sense, fostering skill, exciting imagination, enacting dialogue

The design response has used these principles to create an environment where pupils feel safe and secure but with the 
opportunity to form relationships during their time in the school.  Younger children have more protected environments 
but as they progress through the school, the design of the spaces opens up and allows for greater engagement and 
autonomy.

The ability for a school to create a focus for a local community is essential, not only to nurture social values in the pupils 
but also to encourage connection with parents, older members of society.  The school will be used for approximately half 
of a year for teaching and school activities, the half should be utilised by the wider community as a resource; continual 
learning, increased health and public events.  Autonomous spaces have been created which can be hired out and 
utilised at weekends and evenings, providing a valuable revenue stream for the school to reinvest in itself.

South East Perspective Internal Gallery
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Active Learning
Active learning is learning which engages and challenges children and young people’s thinking using real-life and 
imaginary situations.  It has been proposed that all areas of the curriculum, at all stages, can be enriched and developed 
through an active approach.

To achieve the principles of active learning two key decisions have been made to facilitate this approach: the L-shaped 
classroom and the use of movable walls to allow rooms to be reconfigured.  These are generally in pairs to promote 
sharing across year groups but can be extended depending on the subject being taught.  The plan illustrates how careful 
choice of furniture can facilitate different arrangements of interaction and collaboration amongst students.  Technology 
would be used alongside this with different software utilised to share students’ works with entire classrooms.  In order 
to integrate changing technological advancements a raised floor is proposed with services running in this zone to allow 
for present and future flexibility of the services as they can be located and moved dependant on the class arrangement 
over time.  This strategy also frees up the ceiling zones so that suspended ceiling tiles and low ceiling levels are avoided.  
Acoustics can be catered for with hanging baffles which are more attractive and allow for thermal mass to facilitate 
cooling of the building overnight.

Adaptability of the building and space is promoted with elements such as adjustable wall panels/partitions, movable 
writing boards, adjustable seating and floor assembles.  These can be interactive elements that make the whole 
process exciting and engaging for the students.  The layout reflects an arrangement that provides transparency and 
interconnectedness of students of various ages/levels and as well as teachers and staff.

Key Spaces:
The L-shaped classroom
An L-shaped classroom allows for more flexibility in the teaching environment with children able to break out into a 
smaller area to learn independently or in small groups, as well as being used for informal/one-to-one sessions.  A simple 
curtain is proposed to enable a more intimate space to be created for learning in addition to a lower ceiling height.  The 
main classroom space is larger and has walls that will cater for projectors and display boards.  Display is proposed 
outside of the classroom on the ‘pods’ to present pupils work to their peers.  The sliding screen can also be a surface for 
the sharing of work and specific current topics.  

SEN
The Special Educational Needs block utilises the same construction planning template for the classroom layout but 
is located north for a calmer environment and allows dedicated access from the street with its own minibus drop off 
point.  A shared area is located between the classroom spaces that also has a link to the outside space to encourage 
engagement with the landscaped environment and sensory garden.

Gallery
A central ‘Gallery’ is proposed as a circulation forum space which is where all classes can display and present their work 
as well as meet and connect with the wider school and the local community.  The gallery has small alcoves for pupils to 
populate this space and use as smaller more individual spaces.

Classroom layout - summer and winter 
air flows

Possible arrangements of classrooms 
for extension projects
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Key Shared Spaces
Specific shared spaces of varying scales are created throughout the building to encourage working together within and 
between years.  These open areas all have specific roles but are largely creative spaces to foster pupil’s connectivity 
with each other;

The Entrance and Learning Resource Area is located centrally and is a welcoming space for visitors and 
parents to come into should promote the use of the building a resource for all.  The open link creates a welcoming 
environment that encourages parent and visitor interaction in the school.  The area is central to the whole school and is 
a central hub of learning for all pupils to use.

The Dance and Drama Hall/Lecture Theatre is a tiered seating area that allows for pupils to share an 
assembly space that can be used at different times during the school day for dance, drama, lunch, gathering and special 
presentations.  It is a space to allow for pupils to learn how to gather together socially.  Additionally staff training and 
sharing Continual Professional development can be undertaken in this space to foster cohesion and development.  This 
space also links very specifically with the outside for performance, integrated into an external amphitheatre.  This space 
would be a community space that would be well utilised by various groups.

A Specialist Practical/Food Technology space is located in a shared zone that will be used by all years and 
connects to the outside, where allotment planting to be used for growing flowers, herbs and vegetables.

The Multipurpose Hall caters for sports and dining, a servery area is shown adjacent for meals as well as an 
outside dining area.  The sports element of the space is extended to provide changing rooms to allow older pupils to 
change in privacy, as well as extend community use of the hall out of school hours.

Three Shared Spaces between classrooms are located on the first floor with the intention for their use by older 
pupils sharing and working together. This extends greater responsibility to them to move from the first floor down and 
outside, a valuable experience of exploring the building as they get older.

The Shared Junior Infants Area provides a more secluded and safe environment for the younger pupils to 
interact together.  This will be the first shared experience that many will have with their peers and therefore the scale is 
appropriate to their age.

A Winter Garden lobby for cloaks from the classrooms on the ground floor is located in an inside/outside glazed 
area for the younger years, which allows children to get coats on quickly and walk straight out and into the landscape.  
When returning to the classroom wet clothing and muddy boots are left outside of the main classroom.  This area will 
also mean that wet, moist clothes are not in the building and can dry in these well ventilated, semi-warm spaces.  For 
the older pupils cloaks storage is located within the ‘service pod’ in the gallery and pupils can exit classrooms and travel 
downstairs in the gallery and outside.

Dance and Drama SpaceFirst Floor Gallery Shared Area
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External Areas
A simple diagram is illustrated on the final presentation sheet highlighting the key entrances to the school site from the 
boundary.  One of the main issues here is to ensure that parent drop off and pick up is managed and planned carefully 
in consultation with the authorities, outside of the school site to ensure that all of the site area is maximised as much as 
possible for the pupils learning.

The landscape is a learning environment that is planned to provide the greatest level of protection to the building; trees 
to reduce wind from prevailing south westerly breezes, water to add cooling breezes for summer.  The landscape should 
promote learning outside and be integrated into the design and therefore lots of outside spaces will be defined – play 
areas, exploring areas, biodiversity for a range of animals/insect exploration provided.

External spaces are an opportunity for pupils to explore the outside world and retain the connection with the landscape 
and the learning opportunities that exist.  The landscape is shown to be integral to the design and visual and physical 
connection is strengthened at every opportunity.

The building is to integrate into the landscape and use this as a teaching resource to maximise the use of the external 
environment.  External spaces are to be covered and allow for planting areas that can be explored by the pupils, with a 
reduction in large areas of tarmac that are commonly found. 

Replication and Expansion has been considered and the design is replicable as a standardised unit or set of units, a 
diagram illustrates this concept.  The design can be utilised to extend existing schools simply as a one or two storey 
option.  The standardised approach of key elements will allow for a cost effective implementation on other sites with 
offsite construction.

Sustainability in a school building in the 21st Century must be of the highest level with reducing energy consumption 
and communicating these principals to the pupils of high importance.  Two main principals are proposed for this project; 
maximising the use of passive measures firstly and additional enhancements to bolster these measures.  The proposal 
for this project would be to build to a Passivhaus standard, involving building an airtight and highly thermally efficient 
envelope that limits heat loss during colder periods but is able to be open during warmer months with natural ventilation 
through user control of the building.  Dependent on site location enhancements could include but not be limited to the 
use of photovoltaics on the roof pitch to take advantage of the south facing building, rainwater harvesting for toilet 
flushing etc.  Excess water can be routed into a balancing pond which enhances the site as an ecology area for pupils 
to learn from as well as providing cooling breezes from prevailing south westerly winds.  To reduce water runoff and 
increase thermal insulation in the roof, a brown roof is proposed which will promote biodiversity.

Winter Strategy

Summer Strategy
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Summer Strategy
Solar gain is controlled using brise soleil and highly insulated building fabric.  Lighting loads are controlled by a 
combination of switching, day lighting and absence control.  All spaces will be naturally ventilated and able to be opened 
manually to ensure fresh air is brought in from outside into the classrooms and shared in to the gallery space with 
attenuation air paths.  The entrance lobby from outside to the classrooms is to have a glazed inside/outside space that 
is ventilated to buffer the inside space from unwanted solar gain by being well ventilated.

Winter Strategy
The building is airtight with a highly insulated façade and efficient triple glazing.  Classrooms are supplied with air 
warmed via the heat exchanger by extract air, with CO2 monitoring and control.  Heating is largely by gains from users 
and solar, supplemented by a high efficiency gas boiler.  Warm air is to be through the raised floor that caters for services 
to be distributed throughout the building.  This minimises warmth leaving the building and ensures that heat is used 
effectively within an air tight envelop.  South facing glazed space will capture the low winter sun allowing passive solar 
gain when available and reducing energy requirements. 

Structure
The building will be an educational tool with the expression of the construction used to clarify how the building is put 
together.  The structural solution for the building is proposed to be a steel frame with standardised component fitted into 
this, however if offsite construction is used then this can be catered for with the grid proposed.  In order to create the 
most effective structural solution a grid of 3.6m x 3.6m has been used to develop the plan.  This sub-divisible grid allows 
for the greatest use of economical standardised components that all subdivide by 600mm, for example, precast concrete 
planks, timber plywood panels, ceiling tiles, etc.  Offsite construction is also proposed for standardised elements such 
as the store/toilet pod  which at 7.2m x 3.6m can be constructed offsite and transported on a truck to the site, this drives 
in quality, efficiency and standardisation.

The external materials of the building will reveal delight but be of robust construction.  For northern areas of the building 
these will have a high thermal value and buffer from the colder winds, brickwork for example is illustrated on the scheme.  
To the south timber cladding is proposed to soften the building in its environment and come from a sustainable source.

Summary
The proposal is a versatile solution that caters for possible future change in programme and pedagogy by allowing 
flexibility on the layout and plan of the spaces.  However it also takes into account current pedagogy and develops a 
solution to this by developing Active Learning as a basis for the design.  The building is a smart building that sets a 
standard for well thought out, sustainable and educational architecture.

Construction Modular approachShared Gallery and planting


