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BACKGROUND 

In 2010 at Freemans Bay School we demolished a large subsiding classroom block and built 

new learning hubs in a two story building. This building design was scoped to develop 

flexible spaces to enable teachers to teach and students to learn in a variety of ways.  The 

remaining school buildings since have been identified as either leaky or past their use by 

date. We are now in the Ministry of Education’s new schools building project. 

The challenge of totally rebuilding Freemans Bay School sparked my interest in thinking 

deeper about how spaces are designed and used to engage learners. 

Visits to schools, universities, libraries and co-corporate organisations continue to play a 

significant role in shaping thinking around design and pedagogy.  

The situation at Freemans Bay School reflects the current challenges that the New Zealand 

Ministry of Education currently faces.  

 60%  of school buildings are more than 40 years old 

 Major work programmes are progressing earthquake strengthening and remediating leaky 

buildings 

 In some areas, such as Auckland, roll growth is the driver for more building provision 

 

As a response to these challenges, the Ministry of Education has developed a vision around 

modern learning environments. MOE has a clear policy direction aimed at developing a high-

quality infrastructure and environments that support delivery of future-focused teaching and 

learning practices.  98% of schools will have ultra-fast broadband and the remainder 

wireless access to reliable online services by 2016. Online and physical learning 

environments need to be flexible, connected, safe, fit for purpose and inspiring for both 

teachers and students. 
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In recent years, school design in New Zealand and overseas has evolved 

dramatically from single cell classrooms with corridors and cloak bays to flexible and 

shared indoor / outdoor teaching and learning spaces. The intent of this APPA travel 

fellowship was to investigate school design approaches and design alignment with 

personalising learning. 

This study explores the concept of the shift from an industrial centric schooling system to a 

personalised curriculum that demands spatial and pedagogical shifts in design thinking in 

education.  The study considers schools responses to utilising new or remodelled school 

environments to deliver more personalised learning opportunities for students. The study 

explores the question: How do schools design environments deliver a more personalised 

learning experience for learners? 

THE STUDY 

FOCUS 

The focus of the school visits explored how physical design supports the learning aspirations 

of each organisation. 

The focus exposed the following elements:  

 The operational, organisational responses to new designs 

 Identifying a range of design responses specific to personalising learning 

 Recommending responses for future school design briefs. 
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PROCESS 

Over the 10 weeks of the travel fellowship, discussions were held with educationalists, 

designers and architects – during visits of twenty two schools in five countries. These 

schools were actively engaged in new school design and new ways of teaching and learning. 

This process exposed a range of design elements that could be applied to a range of 

settings across the education sector. This report explores school design and aspirations 

around personalising learning of the schools visited. It concludes with some suggestions for 

the design elements that will support education that is learner centred, rich, innovative and 

appropriate for education in the twenty first century. 

A range of school types were visited, including primary, secondary, independent, state, 

international, church, academies and free schools. It included new school builds, remodelled 

schools and schools that were built in refitted commercial buildings. The schools selected 

ensure that the study outcomes will apply to a wide range of future school build projects. 

SCHOOL VISITS 

The visits in UK were arranged by Terry White. Terry is a director of 

UK Learning which is the UK chapter of CEFPI (Council of 

Education Facilities and Planning International). He is an 

educational design solution consultant for Nova Co-Design which 

supports schools through the process of designing new schools and 

developing and supporting the teaching vision to be implemented in 

the new builds. The visits in Scandinavia were arranged by Lene 

Jensby Lange. Lene is founder of Autens which is an educational 

consultancy that works with schools, local authorities, charities, 

architects and others to innovate learning spaces dedicated to personalising learning. 

www.autens.dk   

http://www.autens.dk/
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UK 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UK Learning Seminar 

http://www.uklearning.org 

 

 UK Learning has a focus on educational design 

aligned with learner led excellence in curriculum 

delivery. While in UK, I was privilidged to spend time 

over a week with Terry White who is a key leader in 

this organisation. Terry organised visits and took me 

on a tour of UK schools, where we looked at 

educational facilities that are fit for purpose and have a 

focus on personalising learning and innovation, where 

design and thinking are aligned.  

 

His work as a client design advisor on educational 

projects enabled rich conversations around vision, 

pedagogy, learning as we travelled to schools in 

Weymouth, Midlands and London.   

 

An interesting innovation that UK Learning is exploring 

is the design and development of Learnspace. This is 

an open area where educators and school leaders can 

experiment with space and furniture in a room based 

on the square meters for 90 students.  The UK 

Learning and Learnspace team hold workshops and 

seminars in this space to allow participants to 

experiment with the furniture and get a sense of how 

the space could work. This direct learning experience 

is innovative and powerful. 

 

While in Northhamptonshire we attended a UK seminar 

exploring collaborative and creative approaches to 

school learning environments. 

 

This was an excellent opportunity to explore the 

challenges of educators and designers working 

together in a world of reduced funding and 

conservative political ideals to find solutions that are 

focused around personalising learning that is 

innovative and sustainable. 

 

http://www.uklearning.org/
http://www.uklearning.org/
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Isle of Portland Aldridge 

Academy  

Osprey 

  

Host:  Academy’s Director of 

Digital Learning and 

Innovation Gary Spracklen  

 

http://www.ipaca.uk.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Royal Manor Campus 

http://www.ipaca.uk.com/roy

al-manor-campus 

 

Southwell Park Development 

 

 

The Isle of Portland Aldridge Community Academy 

(IPACA) opened in September 2012, bringing together 

five Portland schools, the Grove, Brackenbury and 

Underhill, Southwell and Royal Manor Arts College. 

This new primary school is a converted leisure centre. 

 

The school is co-educational state school providing for 

students aged 4 – 16, together with Foundation Stage 

units including nursery and reception age children. 

 

This Academy  is state funded by the Department for 

Education and administered by a charitable Academy 

Trust. (Not administered or funded by the Local 

Authority or Sponsors). The Local Authority is a  co-

sponsor so much of the control of the direction of the 

school is locally driven. 

 

IPACA is sponsored by the educational charity, The 

Aldridge Foundation, which has strong links to the 

community forging employment opportunities for 

school graduates. This thinking is considered critical as 

most school leavers stay in the area – the school has a 

commitment to   building  networks with commercial 

and manufacturing organisations in the district and 

incorporating opportunities for students in their 

teaching and learning.  

 

Professor Stephen Heppell,  is the patron of IPACA. 

Stephen is recognised internationally as a leader in 

education. As a Heppell.net school the staff here have 

the advantage of working directly with Stephen Heppell 

who infuences the direction of the school. 

 

IPACA is led by Principal Alison Appleyard and its 

Governing Body. This body includes Sponsor 

Governors, Staff Governors, Local Authority 

Governors, Parent Governors and co-opted governors 

selected by the Academy Trust. 

 

 

http://www.ipaca.uk.com/
http://www.ipaca.uk.com/royal-manor-campus
http://www.ipaca.uk.com/royal-manor-campus
http://www.ipaca.uk.com/royal-manor-campus
http://www.ipaca.uk.com/planning/
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Gary Spracklen is the Director of Digital Learning and 

Innovation across all campus of IPACA. His role is to 

drive the vision around digital learning and innovation. 

As an early adaptor and enthusiast for digital learning, 

Gary is exploring different ways he can work with the 

leadership team to make sure that the thinking and 

culture around digital learning and innovation is 

consistent across all five campus with ideas being 

explored at all levels of the school.  His blog can be 

explored at www.digitalipaca.blogspot.co.uk 

 

Is an ”all through school” focused on ”stage not age”, 

meaning that they cater for students 5 years to 9 years 

and verically group according to needs. The new build 

will take students to 18 years. The students work in 

house groups, across two year groups.  Each space 

can accommodate 90 students with 3 teachers, plus 

two teaching assistants. Most learning support 

happens in the classroom. A typical lesson has one 

teacher leading 1 supporting and 1 stretching more 

able students. Every learner has a chrome book from 

Yr 7 up.   

 

Key educational elements of  the design include: 

 spaces within spaces 

 flexibility 

 personalising learning 

 Why before the How and What 

 mixed age learning 

 digital learning 

 

The flexible environment is achieved by a range of 

different furniture including high backed sofas and 

utilising furniture to make withdrawal spaces. These 

spaces were observed being used flexibly in the junior 

areas of the school. However there is a real 

commitment to a desk and chair space for every 

student from key stage 3 (age 7-9years) more formal 

teaching, and whole class teaching was observed.  

 

http://www.digitalipaca.blogspot.co.uk/
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Terry  explained that in UK there is huge pressure to 

teach to the SATS (standard Achievement Tests) 

which schools and teachers are judged on nationally. 

Personalising learning is considered to be a risk 

because there are tests to pass. 

 

We had a brief visit to the Royal Manor campus where 

the senior students are currently located and met with 

principal Alison Appleyard where we discussed the 

proposed  new campus at Southwell Park. 

 

This exciting project is an old Navy base that is 

currently a commercial centre.  

It will cater for students between 3 and 16 years old, 

with the main school buildings divided into houses or 

“schools within schools”, and a separate section for 

early years children from Nursery to Year 3, with its 

own entrance and play areas.   

 

The plans  for Southwell Park  include: 

 a performing arts theatre 

 heated swimming pool 

 a new sports hall 

 specialist sports, art, drama, music, science and 

environmental science facilities 

 cutting-edge computer facilities and new 

technology to support learning 

 a dedicated zone to support enterprise for students 

and the community. 

 

The Southwell Park campus would offer a range of 

after-school activities and facilities will be available for 

after school and community programmes as part of the 

commitment to linking to the local community.  
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] 

My take outs from these schools include: 

 Using high backed sofas to create spaces 

within spaces 

 The collaborative teaching model of one 

teacher leading the lesson, 1 supporting and 1 

stretching students, plus 1 or 2 teacher 

assistants for three teachers with 60 students. 

 The importance of the school structures 

supporting the vision of the school – eg 

exploring leadership and team structures in 

relation to the school vision around teaching 

and learning. 

 Teacher development around the vision and 

reflecting the vision/ way of working needs to 

be a priority. If we want staff to be developing 

a programme of personalised learning / learner 

led design – then they need to be involved in 

such a programme for their professional 

learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

Abington Vale Primary  

Host: Headteacher, Laura 

Cichuta 

 

Late 2012, Abington Vale Primary school became part 

of the Northampton Primary Academy Trust. The 

school saw this as an opportunity for more autonomy 

to drive the school vision around collaboration. The 

academy joined together four schools which each 

became a campus of the Academy. 

 

Abington Vale is a primary school across two sites. 

Park Campus is the original site built in 1968. We 

visited Stirling Campus which opened in 2013. The 

local council purchased Stirling House, a three story 

commercial office block in 2012. The office block 

conversion design principles are open, flexible and 

collaborative. This was the first initiative in the country 

but apparently it is common to refit commercial 

buildings as schools in Scandinavia and USA. 

The academy is committed to developing a dedicated 

outdoor space for the 4/5/6 year olds and this was 

under construction while we visited. 

http://www.abingtonvaleprimary.co.uk/
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The driver for building this new primary school was roll 

growth, as they are expecting more reception students 

over the next two years. 

 

The council had commissioned a report to consider 

options for a new primary school and the cost of the 

commercial building fit out was significantly cheaper 

than a new build. 

 

The 180 reception students currently occupy the 

ground floor and the principal is working on getting the 

next levels ready for occupation as these reception 

students moves through the school. 

 

Principal Laura Cichuta is passionate about the spaces 

and ensuring that as the students move up through the 

school that the curriculum design of collaboration, 

flexibility and personalising learning will be consistent. 

 

The challenge for the school is that the allocation of 

space per pupil is less and there was not funding for 

furniture and computers. However they use lots of 

different funding routes for solutions to these issues. 

 

The take out for me was around the rich discussion 

had with Laura around the development of teaching 

and learning. She said that the starting point is working 

in teams and building those teams. You have to 

collaboratively work through; 

 How do we organise? 

 How do we make it work? 

 

 I was impressed with: 

 Acoustic ceiling treatment 

 The nice light toilet doors for the junior 

students 

 The fact that whole groups could progress as 

groups through the school  
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Croxteth Primary School, 

Liverpool 

 

Host: Headteacher:  Karen 

McBride 

Governer: Rev Iain Brookes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Croxteth Community Primary school and child 

development centre opened in June 2012. 

 

Karen explained that a lot of the design elements came 

from student led design. This is a single storey school 

building, with classrooms arranged around three 

covered central courtyards. 

 

The building includes a impressive central learning 

zone / information centre, art and music rooms, a large 

community room and a creche. 

 

There is an impressive ”4D Create” media 

room where the students can be immersed in  different 

worlds virtually to support their learning. 

There are outside areas for integrating play with the 

curriculum, as well as vegetable gardens and large 

tarmac areas. 

 

There is very little wasted circulation space and areas 

such as the internal courtyards are utilised for moving 

through as well as learning and gathering places. 

 

 

A key feature of the building is its sustainable ’green 

roof’ which has been planted with vegetation to absorb 

rainwater and provide insulation. Along with solar roof 

panels and water collection the school is very 

sustainable. 

 

The students are taught in regular classrooms and the 

shared spaces are utilised for break outs for 

independent and collaborative work. These spaces 

inspire creativity. 

 

I was really impressed  with the positive effect the 

inclusive process of school design had on this 

community. 

 

 

http://www.croxtethprimary.co.uk/
http://www.croxtethprimary.co.uk/
http://4dcreative.co.uk/education/primary/
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Laureston School, 

Hackney 

Host: Executive Officer Ann 

Griffin 

Lauriston School had a growing roll and needed to 

replace and increase their current school size  and 

then demolish the old buildings. Performance, 

creativity and the arts are important drivers for 

Lauriston School and it was important that these key 

beliefs were reflected in the new build. The site is very 

tight and the school needed to be  in operation during 

the works. 

 

The solution was to build a new 3 storey building that 

created a school more than twice that of the original, at 

the same time increasing the play space.  

The foundation stage younger classes are located on 

ground level with free flow access to outside play.  

 

Raised classrooms create a covered playground which 

is a great space for all weather play. There are  roof 

decks at various levels   which increase the amount of 

external playspace and outdoor learning experiences. 

 

The school is constructed with large prefabricated 

timber panels and these provide an exposed timber 

internal environment that is  warm and visually 

appealing. They also work well for mounting displays.  

Large wooden vents, easily operated, provide a 

sustainable ventilation system. 

 

The  way the teaching and learning seemed to work 

was for the core teaching and learning to be delivered 

in classrooms and creative experiences in the 

adjoining creative spaces. Small group teaching also 

utilised these shared spaces. 

 

The school has some great outdoor spaces including 

school vege gardens and a wonderful tree house.  

 

Strategies to strengthen learning  links with the 

community was impressive,  including  a seperate art 

studio for artists in residence  and  also utilisied for 

school and community workshops and exhibitions  

http://www.lauriston.hackney.sch.uk/
http://www.lauriston.hackney.sch.uk/
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Scandinavia 
 
 

 
 

 

Utterslev Skole, 
Copenhagen 
Host: Deputy head teacher 
Alice 
 
https://www.utterslevskole
.kk.dk 
 

Utterslev Skole is a  new school with a focus on nature 
and science. Their curriculum encourages  project based 
learning to encourage creativity, curiousity and innovation. 
 
The school has regular classroom spaces – whole class 
teaching with some break out spaces. 
 
The curriculum is subject centric – teachers are subject 
teachers and have their own classroom spaces with 
breakout spaces that can be used for independent 
learning.  Creative and personalised teaching based on 
student choice happens when the students are  with the 
pedagogs. 
 
Their primary department has an integrated after school 
club – run by pedagogs. Pedagogs are trained to teach 
creatively with a holistic whole child approach. 
 
The science facilites at Utterslev Skole were very 
impressive. It is an honour for students to be selected to 
look after the range of animals in the science laboritries. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Hellerup Skole, Gentofte 
Host: Deputy head teacher 
Lise Lotte 
 
www.hellerupskole.dk 

Hellerup School was built in 2001. It has learning home 
zones instead of classrooms. Each learning zone is a  
home base for 3-4 classes. The learning zones are 
shared with the pedagogs who take the after school 
programme.  
 
The building is multi storey with connecting areas utilised 
for learning. Internal timber cladding is a feature and gives 
a warm feeling with lots of natural light. The library zone is 
central on the ground floor. 
 
There are around 100 students per learning hub with 
about 4 teachers plus support staff. The design 
incorporates lots of breakout spaces including:  

 rooms within rooms 
 Mountain tops 
 Breakout spaces 
 Specific areas for art / science 
 Physical activity encouraged eg climbing walls / 

table tennis inside buidling 
 
The staffroom is a particlulary impressive. It is an open 
comfortable space which encourages staff to relax in a 
informal atmosphere. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.utterslevskole.kk.dk/
https://www.utterslevskole.kk.dk/
http://www.hellerupskole.dk/
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Ørestad Skole, 
Copenhagen 
Host: Head teacher Henrik  
 
http://www.oerestadskole.k
k.dk/ 

This school was built in 2010.  The school is located in an 
entirely new area  of Copenhagen called Ørestad   
 
Currently the student intake is  5-9 year olds and  is 
planning to take older students in the near future. 
 
They are one of the Copenhagen’s specialist schools – 
the school vision is to deliver a curriculum that is  virtual 
and aestethical.  
 
There is a local library next door as part of the premises. 
Orestad Gymnasium is also next door.  
 
I was impressed  with  the variety of specialist spaces 
such as art, music, science, robotics and making models. 
 

 

 
 

 

Strandgårdsskolen, Ishøj 
Host: Head teacher Birgit 
 
http://www.strandgaardskol
en.skoleintra.dk 
 

This school located in a low socio economic  suburb in 
Copenhagen.  
 
It has been rebuilt over several years and has a clear 
pedagogical strategy. 
 
This school has succeeded with a big turn-around with 
significant improvements to student achievement results. 
 
The learning spaces are varied and attractive. They 
include subject based classrooms, breakout spaces and 
specialist teaching areas. 
 
There was strong link between the indoor and outdoor 
spaces demonstrating a commitment to utilising outdoor 
spaces for learning. 

 

AFUK – The Academy for 
Untamed Creativity  
 
Host: Teacher Finn 
http://www.afuk.dk/?page_i
d=1671 
 

This is an alternative provision for under 24 year olds who 
have dropped out of the ordinary school and youth 
education system.  
 
It is built in an old rolling stock factory and has a creativity 
focus, including design, drama,  art and circus 
performance. 
 
 
This creative approach to engaging at risk students in 
education is very successful. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.oerestadskole.kk.dk/
http://www.oerestadskole.kk.dk/
http://www.strandgaardskolen.skoleintra.dk/
http://www.strandgaardskolen.skoleintra.dk/
http://www.afuk.dk/?page_id=1671
http://www.afuk.dk/?page_id=1671
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Sweden 
Vittra Telfonplan 
 

 
 
 

 

Robert Graham 
Camilla Akesback 

Designer Rosan Bosch  
 
Following the principle of Swedish free school 
organization Vittra and designed by Rosan 
Bosch.This has been hailed  as a wall-free school 
with differentiated spaces that allow the children to 
learn side by side on their own terms using laptops.  
 
Specialist  rooms such as a dance space and a 
multimedia lab  permits students  to perform noisy 
activities without disturbing their peers in the open 
space.  
 
Vittra was also in the process of appointing a new 
principal which would strengthen the vision around 
personalising learning. 
 
Rosan Bosh is working with Vittra to establish a new 
campus in this commercial / industrial area. It will be 
interesting to see how the design of the new campus 
develops. 
 
http://www.zillamag.com/architecture/vittra-
telefonplan-interior-by-rosan-bosch/ 

 

Skapskolan 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Marcus Lightning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Skapskolan is a  small country school that has 
mixed group teaching in differentiated spaces 
for individualised learning. Over the next year 
they are building a second floor on the current 
building. For the extension they will continue to 
work with architect Peter Lippman, from 
Australia. 
 
The design focus is on Evidenced Based 
Design which focuses on environmental quality 
of lighting, air quality and temperature as well 
as a focus on student choice and flexibility in 
how they learn. 
   
http://skapaskolan.se/vad/ 
 
 
The take out for me at Skapskolan is the 
creative and efficient use of  space for 
personalising learning and the effectiveness of 
vertical grouping across several year groups. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.zillamag.com/architecture/vittra-telefonplan-interior-by-rosan-bosch/
http://www.zillamag.com/architecture/vittra-telefonplan-interior-by-rosan-bosch/
http://skapaskolan.se/vad/
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SPAIN   
Colegio Montserret 
 

 
 

 

Monkia Horch This school has strong consistency with its 
curriculum across all classrooms and teams 
focused on multiple intellegences. 
 
Specialist subject teaching includes robotics 
and project based learning. They also have a 
live streamed TV channel which is streamed 
with called ” think1.TV”  http://think1.tv/ 
 
 
There is an impressive  new open area for 
senior students studying International 
Baccalaureat curriculum. Specialist subject 
classrooms run along the side of this space with 
breakouts into adjacent outdoor learning 
spaces. 
 
There is a consistent approach to curriculum  
across all year levels where both multiple 
intellegences and project based learning are  
woven into a personalised curriculum 
http://www.cmontserrat.org/ 

SEK International School Catalunya 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dagmara Konopkova Teachers worked with a group of students to 
build a dream classroom out of recycled 
materials. Stephen Heppell supported the 
project at SEK International School in 
Catalunya. The classroom was an old computer 
suite. The students went through an inquiry 
process where they discussed problems about 
their current classroom learning environments 
and looked for solutions to address these 
problems. The students researched the impact 
of noise on learning, measuring acoustic 
qualities of their classrooms in the school and 
explored solutions such as soft furnishings to 
improve acoustics. 
 
They also wanted to create an environment that 
supported flexible, fun and learning the way 
they enjoy. The classroom has an ocean  
theme, with a sea cave, whiteboard bubbles 
and lots of fun features. 
 
The interesting response from many students in 
the school is they want their teachers to book 
the space for learning as they learn better there 
and teachers agree- so there is a full booking 
schedule for the room.  
 
The classroom and  the students focus on 
improved  learning in the classrooms is 
influencing how teachers think about teaching 
and design of teaching spaces. 

http://think1.tv/
http://www.cmontserrat.org/
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HONG KONG 

  

The Hong Kong Singapore International 
School 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wee Haur The Hong Kong Singapore International School 
is a primary and secondary school built on a 
steep hillside on Hong Kong Island. To meet the 
challenge of future roll growth the school has 
demolished and built over the top of part of the 
existing building.  
 
The existing buildings had to be retained and 
integrated into the design. This has extended 
the height of the building and provided more 
facilities for the growing secondary school 
creating an amazing high rise school in the 
middle of the city. 
 
The site size is an incredible challenge. The 
land area is only  4500 sqm. 
 
The planning of the spaces has been thought 
out to reflect how students are taught. The 
classrooms are set up as formal traditional 
teaching spaces and there is a range of 
specialist spaces: Music, dance, gymnasium, 
hall, science labs and throughout the campus 
there are lots of spaces for students to 
collaborate or relax with friends. 
 
There is a focus on sustainability with gardens 
utilised for biology lessons, a wind turbine and  
gardens on the outside wall of the building. 
There has been a lot of thought put into utilising 
natural light and optimising air flow for natural 
ventilation. 
 
Large windows provide surrounding views, 
including forest and construction on the new rail 
link. A  unique feature are see through ‘think 
tanks’ attached to classrooms as breakout 
spaces for students to collaborate on their 
learning tasks. These large windows provide a 
open environment for teaching and learning. 
 
Once the rail link is completed, it  is expected 
that the roll of the secondary school will 
increase from 350 to 800. The building is 
designed to be further expanded for growth to 
13 levels in total. 
 
This school is an interesting case study for 
meeting the challenge of providing a growing 
school where space  is restricted. 
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The schools visited all had developed a shared vision around learning that should be more 

personalised for the learners. Discussions held with school leaders indicated that in every 

school visited there was intent to have a greater emphasis on the individual needs of the 

learner. This was expressed in several ways - that the students should have more ownership 

of their learning, stage not age and opportunities for a more creative curriculum that would 

prepare them to be global citizens of the world that would graduate into. The challenge was 

that they would achieve the vision through both school physical design and pedagogy. 

Discussion with school leaders, teachers and designers exposed that although the school 

designs were an enabler towards achieving the vision of personalising learning,  it was 

difficult  to achieve the vision  within the political, social and school context. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW ON PERSONALISING LEARNING 

Our understanding of learning is at a tipping point.  Education systems internationally aspire 

to develop schools that enable all learners to be successful, achieve their potential and be 

citizens that contribute positively to their societies. They also aspire to provide physically and 

emotionally safe environments for education to take place. In recent times there has been a 

shift to developing systems towards meeting individual and personal aspirations of learners. 

The delivery model for most of the 20th century has been industrial, one size fits all model. 

To shift our systems towards the individual we need to shift from the whole class, one size 

fits all model and place the learners needs at the centre of pedagogy.  This literature review 

explores what  ‘personalising learning’ means for schools so they can meet the needs of 

their learners. 

 

DEFINING PERSONALISING LEARNING 

The understanding of the concept on personalising learning is varied and can be confusing 

in the context of other educational terms such as individualised learning and differentiation. 

Treadwell, (2008) contends that learning is personalised when the locus of control is with the 

learner. Pedagogical examples where teachers have the locus of control are didactic and 

include whole class, group rotations or individualised education programmes.  

Personalisation refers to educational systems that prioritise the individual needs of the 

learner. Such systems focus on an holistic approach to meet each learners needs.  Milibrand 

(2004,p.8) personalised learning definition is generally accepted,  “High expectations of 

every child, given practical form by high quality teaching based on sound knowledge and 

understanding of each child needs”.  
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David Hargreaves (Hargeaves, 2004) indicates that personalising learning has a number of 

ways of shaping teaching and learning around student needs. He developed the concept of 

nine interconnected “gateways” to give traction to personalising learning: 

 Curriculum 

 Advice and Guidance 

 Assessment for Learning 

 Learning to Learn 

 School Organisation and Design 

 Workforce development 

 New Technologies (ICT) 

 Mentoring 

 Student voice 

Hargreaves groups the ‘gateways’ into four themes: 

Deep Learning:  achievable by focusing on assessment for learning, learning to learn and 

student voice. Students are encouraged and empowered to take responsibility for their 

learning. 

Deep experience: engagement with both learning technologies and learning centres that 

enrich the learning experience. 

Deep support: Advice, guidance, mentoring and coaching. Learning is supported through 

co-constructing pathways which leads to more independence and greater learner 

engagement, 

Deep leadership: Leaders challenge and abandon old structures. Leaders encourage 

school communities to analyse the nature of schooling and ask why we do things around 

here the way we do and consider new ways that are more appropriate to personalising 

learning for students 



23 

 

Hargreaves contends that all the above requires leadership; however school design and the 

way that the school is organised is “the final gateway to personalised learning, bringing 

together the other eight gateways to bring about school transformation”. (Hargreaves, 2004) 

The ‘Space for Personalised Learning” (SP4PL) project team work was informed by 

Hargreaves and defined the following key factors which drive the design of space: 

 Curriculum content – the way learners’ access curriculum through subjects or 

projects. 

 Curriculum options – the way learners choose what they want to study. 

 Progression through the school – the way learners progress to new stages of the 

curriculum. 

 Learner grouping – the way learners are grouped. 

 Session length – length of teaching sessions, lessons. 

 School day structure – the core hours of the day, timetables. 

 Ownership – do the spaces belong to the staff or learners? 

Bolstad and Gilbert, contend that personalising learning is about treating the learner as a 

professional consumer with extended degrees of choice and flexibility to make decisions 

about the content they learn and how, when and where they learn it. 

The SP4PL (2008), developed a matrix which where schools can utilise as a tool to place 

themselves to analyse where they are at and where they want to be on the personalisation 

continuum. Only a few of the schools that participated in the project could be regarded in the 

literature review as having developed high degrees of personalisation in their new buildings.  
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SCHOOL DESIGN AND PERSONALISING LEARNING 

In the literature review there is a consensus that personalising learning is a desire to give 

students more choice and control over what they were learning and where and how the 

learning was to take place. In terms of school design this means providing an environment 

where: 

 Learning is flexible - in a range of places that could support small groups, large 

groups or independent activities. 

 Learning is holistic – the whole child and their learning needs supported. 

 Learning styles are acknowledged and supported. 

 A range of learning opportunities provided where students are empowered to define 

where their learning is at, and activities to achieve the next learning steps. 

 Students are grouped according to learning stage not age. 

 Reflection, self-management and collaboration incorporated as part of the learning. 

The school visits and discussions gave opportunities to consider the literature review 

findings and observe and discuss how teaching and learning was organised and how 

school designs reflected and supported the school vision around personalisation. 

KEY FINDINGS 

Organisational factors identified in the literature review, such as grouping, timetables, 

curriculum, ownership of space, movement, locus of control, teacher and student 

position/activity during lessons, all reflect levels of personalisation. 

These organisational drivers are reflected in the ways the design spaces are utilised and the 

schools commitment to personalisation in reality. The way the curriculum is delivered is 

critical in terms of how staffing is utilised towards personalising learning.  
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Equally the way students are grouped – is teaching in small groups or whole class. 

Consideration was given to how the day was structured and critically, were learning spaces 

didactic or shared? 

Most schools observed in the UK, Scandinavia, Spain and Hong Kong were curriculum 

centric. They are physically organised around the curriculum, subject timetables and into 

departments and faculties. They were also very focused on national examination results. 

The resulting high stakes environment creates a barrier to exploring alternatives to school 

organisation. 

A range of concerns were raised regarding observations of the predominance of whole class 

lessons when there was space for more flexibility, collaboration and more student choice 

over where and how they were learning. There was a reality gap between the vision of 

personalising learning and how the teaching and learning actually happened. 

Discussions with school leaders and designers around this issue explained that the staff 

were not prepared to work differently. Staff had not been given time to explore and develop 

new approaches. They had not been given the opportunity to develop a common 

understanding of why and how their pedagogy could change in the new environment. There 

was reluctance, particularly in UK, for teachers to experiment with new ways of teaching due 

to the perceived reaction of Ofsted and parents. 

Another issue was that of employing new staff, including school leaders and teachers. Over 

time the vision can be lost if attention is not given to continuing to sustain and grow ways of 

teaching and learning in new environments. A classic example of this was Vittra Telefonplan. 

Originally there was no classic desk and chair set up and it was heralded as a classroom 

without walls. Since the resignation of the principal and with pressure from the parent 

community new traditional classrooms have been built where whole class subject lessons 

are delivered, team teaching is minimal, the multi-purpose room has been filled with chairs. 
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Much of the much photographed alternatives to furniture are damaged and poorly 

maintained.  

Discussions with learners at SEK, Catalunya International School, “Dream Classroom 

Project” indicated that learners have a clear view about the ways that they work in regular 

classrooms compared with the classroom they created. They believed they worked best in 

the more open, flexible space they designed. They liked the feeling of choice, ownership and 

flexibility and this impacted on their engagement. Teachers reported that this ocean themed 

classroom had become so popular that classes had to book it to use it. However they had to 

change the way lessons were delivered in this space. They acknowledged it improved 

student engagement but were still concerned on meeting the exam based outcomes  

 

EMERGING DESIGN THEMES 

Each school had a range of spaces that supported the activities that related to their vision. 

The design themes observed were related to each schools vision and how specific activities 

related to their priorities drilled down to activities that could be supported and organised.  

Master plans based on learning hubs were the most prevalent design theme. Learning hubs 

grouped students of the same year, (occasionally across two year groups) in a specific 

learning space. 
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Common design elements of the learning hubs incorporated: 

 A main school entrance that controlled access to the learning hubs. 

 Students’ arrival and departure in areas next to their learning hubs. 

 A space for parents to gather and storage space for student bags, belongings, bikes 

and scooters. 

 Internal and external learning areas associated with each learning hub.(External 

areas covered next to the hub). 

 Each hub is self-sufficient and includes specialist spaces such as kitchen area, art 

area, toilets. 

 Each hub had its own shared space as well as classroom spaces and breakout 

spaces. 

 Each hub had spaces for specialist teachers and teacher aides to use. 

 Halls and dining options were shared. 
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Examples of common design elements 
School 
entrance – 
secure, 
controlled 
Access. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Stirling Campus - UK 

 
 
Colegi Monserrat - Spain 

Learning 
Hubs 

 
Portland - UK 

 
Colegi Monserrat - Spain 

 
Classroom 
areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Skovsguardskolen – Copenhagen 
 

 
 

Colegi Monserrat - Spain 
 

Arrival and 
Departure 
areas 

 
 

Portland - UK 

 
 
Uderforerenheden- Copenhagen 
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Gathering 
Spaces 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Skapaskolen-Sweden 
 

Vittra - Sweden 
Nooks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Skapaskolen - Sweden 

 
 

Hellerup - Copenhagen 
 

Linked 
outdoor areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Croxteth - Liverpool 

 
 
Strandguardskolen - Copenhagen 

Creative 
outdoors 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Trokronerskolen - Copenhagen 

 
 

Lauriston - UK 
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Storage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
Strandguardskolen-Copenhagen 

Dedicated 
toilet blocks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Stirling Campus - UK 

 
 
Skovguardsskolen - Copenhagen 
 

Specialist 
areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Lauriston – UK 
(Reading Recovery) 

 
 

Portland - UK 
 

Centralised 
resource 
areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Croxteth - Liverpool 

 
 

Hellerup - Copenhage 
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Art Areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Orestad - Copenhagen 

 
 

Trokronerskolen - Copenhagen 
 

Music Area 

 
 

Utterslev - Copenhagen 

 
 

Colegi Monserrat- Spain 
Modelling 
Areas 
(Construction, 
Robotics) 

 
 

Orested - Copenhagen 
 

 
 

Colegi Monserrat- Spain 
 

Science 
Areas 

 
 

Utterslev – Copenhagen 
 

 
 

Hellerup - Copenhagen 
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Dedicated 
kitchen areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Stirling Campus - UK 
 

Utterslev- Copenhagen 
 
 

Dining Areas 

 
Portland School - UK 

 
 Orestad - Copenhagen 

Halls 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Singapore International School 
Hong Kong 

 

 
 

Colegi Monserrat - Spain 
 

Staff rooms 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Hellerup  – Copenhagen 

 
 
Singapore International School – 

Hong Kong 
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Acoustic 
solutions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Singapore International School 
Hong Kong 

 
Stirling Campus - UK 

 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

While the new builds or remodelled designs had personalisation as a key driver, the new 

spaces did not necessarily change teacher practice. The aesthetics were better but often 

rooms will filled with desks and chairs, with the classroom teacher delivering the subject 

lesson from the front of the room. The new design solutions often reflected no change in the 

way that teaching and learning happens. 

Visits to schools exposed current pedagogical practice in the school, in other words how was 

the predominant learning hub design being utilised to support the school vision. Specifically 

what were the learners doing? What was the teacher doing? How were they doing it? What 

settings worked best for these activities? 

Generally grouping was in year groups. Within each year group there were curriculum 

subject areas of specialisation.  This organisation was reflected in learning zones where 

typically whole classrooms, complete with desks or groups of tables were set up for 

curriculum subject whole class teaching. Typically around 90 students would rotate around 

three subject teachers within the learning hub. Dining, physical education, art and science 

usually had dedicated spaces that were shared between hubs. There was emphasis on 

dedicated outdoor spaces specific to each learning hub. Sometimes these were incorporated 

inside the building, linking to other areas such as the information centre. 
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Each learning hub had spaces that support specific activities. Gathering spaces, movement, 

storage, withdrawal spaces, specialist activity spaces were all incorporated into the learning 

zones. Often nooks were created with dedicated furniture or were custom built. 

What was generally observed was very traditional teaching practice. The most frequent 

learner activity observed was teacher in front of the class delivering the lesson lecture style 

usually in spaces set up like traditional classrooms. This was usually in groups of 18 – 20 

students. The other frequent activity was students working in smaller groups completing 

whole class directed tasks. This was usually at group tables of 8-10 students. When 

students had completed the tasks they were able to utilise the other learning spaces. 

Many schools observed had programmes that were subject centric. That is they were 

physically organised around curriculum subjects. However there was a trend observed 

towards grouping in learning zones as an attempt to work collaboratively around core 

educational subjects. 

All schools visited had aspirations for personalised learning and believed that their school 

design supported their aspirations. Most of the schools visited could be regarded as 

achieved medium degrees of personalisation. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

It is important that every school embarking on a design process consider how to realise their 

organisations vision for learners through a collaborative process with their school 

communities and project team. Staff need the opportunity to explore the relationship 

between personalising learning and design space. 

Schools embarking on creating schools and spaces within schools, should invest in time and 

practice to define and evolve their approach to personalising learning. The design team 

needs to focus on the learner to determine the design elements that will support 

personalising learning experiences. For schools to utilise design to meet high levels of 

personalising learning they need to develop a common belief of what actual practice will look 

like in the new learning spaces.  

Focusing on supporting teachers to strengthen personalising learning experiences as part of 

the school design process will give traction to shifting from teacher-led to learner-led 

education.  
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