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Future Schools
The Bain report entitled ‘Schools for the Future’ details the need for rationalisation of the school estate and the need for sustainability to be a key issue in planning the future schools within N.Ireland; while this is entirely appropriate as key constituent of forward planning it does not face the issue of ‘future proofing’ new schools. In 2002 Dfes published ‘Schools for the Future’ Designs for Learning Communities (Building Bulletin 98) which looked at key issues for 21st Century Schools detailed the following:-

1.1 Schools and the changing curriculum

1.2 New ways of learning and the impact of ICT

1.3 Blurring the school boundaries

1.4 Inclusion

1.5 Design quality and sustainability

It states “Education has a vital role to play in creating a fair and a just society, building strong community and developing a knowledge based economy.  Education is the route to equality of opportunity for all and can help people to release their potential not only during their time at school but also throughout their working lives”.  The document continues to outline the needs of schools to be able to cope with the changing demands of learning for the 21st century.  If schools are to be the centre of greatly increased building expenditure they must take on board the learning as well as the design and building cost implications.
In N.Ireland there is a need to draw together the estate management implications as outlined in ‘Schools for the Future’ and ‘The Northern Ireland Curriculum (Revised) and The Entitlement Framework’ which seeks to move towards a learning centred culture in schools and a broadening of choice for pupils throughout their school career.  If there is to be investment in new buildings then they must be fit for purpose and that purpose should be the provision of environments in which the ever changing needs of education can be met.  The problem is that future proofing strategies being implemented now have to fit two different educational worlds: present practice and the anticipated future.  In a recent series of articles for SchoolFacilites.com by Frank M Locker, how this issue is being faced in parts of USA is detailed.  (Frank Locker PHD, AIA, REFP: July 2007, August 2007, September 2007).  He outlines how if the new designs only serve today’s methods of instruction, the future will be short changed and that opting for the perceived needs of 2050 will leave today’s methods feeling ignored.  He sees that the school ‘facilities’ can become critical components of a “learning organisation”.  The concept outlined by Peter Senge et al in “Schools that Learn” that argues the schools that serve students best are those that are constantly engaged in learning as an organisation.  Locker suggests we might ask, “How much does your facility contribute to your organisation’s learning?”
He suggests ways of breaking the mould using flexible and interconnected learning spaces, the use of circulation areas to increase learning areas and to aid the move away from isolated single classrooms which are seen as barriers to the new learning.

The buildings we are building or planning today will be expected to last to 2050, thus we need to future proof these to meet the future demands on education from society.  The opportunity presents itself, in an era of redesign of our schools and education system, to look at the linking factors between learning needs and how school facilities can meet these.

The recent document (January 2007) by Dfes entitled ‘2020 vision: Report of the teaching and learning in 2020 Review Group’ is particularly insightful in presenting a vision of personalised teaching and learning for children and young people aged 5 -16, having drawn on a wide range of evidence and practice, it makes recommendations about what changes the school system should consider in planning the vision for 2020.  They make the following recommendations in relation to building future schools:-

· all local authorities should develop plans for engaging all schools in their area on how personalising learning could and should influence the way they approach capital projects (including, but not limited to, Building Schools for the Future).  This is a matter of urgency for those schools taking part in the first stages of the Building Schools for the Future programme.  Alongside the design of school buildings, schools will need to consider:

· what kind of ICT investment and infrastructure will support desired new ways of working

· how the school site and environment beyond the buildings can promote learning and pupils’ engagement.

· government advice to schools and local authorities should be clearer that the standards for school building design are guidance not regulation.  This would help to ensure that schools think creatively about the best use of space.

· government should set standards for software, tools and services commonly used by schools to facilitate exchange and collaboration within and between schools.

· school should consider how best resources within the school, such as the new technologies and the physical environment, could contribute to fulfilling their commitment to personalising learning.  In doing so, they should consider how technology might be used to enhance pupils’ access to learning resources and key software packages from home.

The proposals set out in Part 3 of the document for knowledge transfer, innovation, and development and research will play an important role in ensuring that schools learn from the experiences of others in designing new learning spaces.

It is apparent that the common thread is one of providing schools fit for the purpose of developing learning and also ‘future proof’ in handling change to come.
In respect of the investment planned it is essential that not only the positive steps of extended schools and collaborative groups should feature in our strategic planning but also the need to provide ‘learning environments for the 21st Century’.  This requires the marrying of cost functionality for now and the possible long term costs of renewal or rebuilding if they cannot cope with future demands.

An example is the limiting effect of science provision which at present is high cost laboratories with no cross over to other learning experiences and high maintenance and refurbishment costs.  Does science have to be taught in a lab?  Yet the provision of laboratories dominates school planning in the post primary sector, with questions such as: - how many and where for services?  Another example is the library, what is the future here?  
Transforming the library’s role, location, size, access and predominant media are future proofing issues.
Future schooling is too important an issue to be anything but the core discussion from all parts of the education community.  Planning of curriculum and learning, building and facilities, future scenarios (demography, technology) and leadership training should all be part of a coherent planning process to provide an educational estate fit for purpose in the 21st century.

If we are to cluster into larger units for cost viability should we be looking at the American proposition of small learning communities (SLC) which is working well in innovative schools.  They allow for exceptional learning strategies, particularity for High Schools.  In USA it is claimed they promote

· reduction of anonymity of large schools

· more manageable environments for teachers

· enhanced collaboration amongst teachers

· stronger student/teacher relationships.

They may not be the answer but they are indications of shaping the future by using internal structures to support learning and produce better outcomes, not just simply by ‘high tech’ buildings but by a concentration on the prime function of schools – ‘learning’.  Which I would suggest should always be the aim of present and future schools.

SLC Literature Cotton 2001 (New Small Learning Communities: Findings from recent literature).

Summary

All threads of educational planning should be brought together to provide a unified strategy for future schooling which would future-proof the school estate.  In England and Wales ‘Building Schools for the Future’ is at least a unified attempt and it is being recommended by the 2020 vision document to pay heed to the need to create learning communities thus emphasising the argument I put forward – ‘All  groups in education need to work together on future schools’. The efficient and effective delivery of education in future schools depends on it. Future schools are not just about buildings but the role of buildings must be recognised.
Bobby Gray (RTU Associate)
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