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School boards, administrators,
and teachers are key decision-
makers in the school design

process. Others who typically play a
role are parents, community mem-
bers, and business leaders. But
when the design process focuses
solely on the input and opinions of

adults, it overlooks the perspective 
of the school’s true clients—its 
students.

Students use buildings differently
than teachers and administrators,
and they have good ideas about what
works and what doesn’t. Not surpris-
ingly, schools that are responsive to
students’ needs and interests work
better. Helping to plan or modernize
their school also transforms student

attitudes; when given a voice about
what they want in their school, they
feel excitement, ownership, and
pride.

From an educational perspective,
involving students in school design
provides a rich learning experience.
Students must reflect on the world
around them and develop practical
solutions to everyday problems.
Design-based activities make them
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Students, the true clients of school design, have an important contribution to make. When given a voice about what they want in their school, 
students express excitement, ownership, and pride. These decorative tiles were student-designed. Photo courtesy of TMP Architects.

Taking School Design to Students









http://www.ruralaction.org
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http://www.architects.org/education/
http://www.archfoundation.org/education/
http://www.cubekc.org/
http://www.ruraledu.org/rtportfolio/index.htm
http://www.heery.com/index.cfm?pid=ssscr
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process. When asked how he was
able to take that much time to
include students and the community
in the planning process, DeBolt
placed construction timelines in a
larger picture: “These schools were
the largest single investment this city
has ever made—$30 million. How
could we not take the time to do it
right?”

The rapidly growing Round Rock
Independent School District in Texas
came up with a creative solution to
make time for planning a new school
on a tight occupancy timeline. When
it floated the bond for the middle
school, it added funds to plan and
design a new high school, too. By
the time the bond for the new high
school was issued, the building had
already been designed with extensive

student and community input, and
the district was able proceed without
delay.

School Design as
Reflection, School
Design as Action
There are two definitions of design:
design as reflection, and design as
action (Davis et al. 1997). For exam-
ple, one can ask students to reflect
on how well their school is designed.
Does it meet the needs of the teach-
ers, students, and administrators?
Does it use materials and energy effi-
ciently and effectively? As a building
in a neighborhood, does it meet the
needs of its surrounding community?

Design can become a way for stu-
dents to take action to improve their
learning environment, too. How would
they meet the needs of teachers, stu-
dents and administrators? How
would they design a high-performing,
energy efficient school? How would
they design a school as a center of
the community? When applied to the
school setting, design is a powerful
exercise because it requires students
to think critically about their school
and its future possibilities.

At a time when people are seeking to
use every dollar, inch, and minute to
promote more effective, more per-
sonalized, and safer schools, it is
important to remember that students
can help improve their schools and
become better thinkers and problem
solvers in the process.

At a time when planners are seeking to optimize money, space, and time in school design, it is important to remember the vital role 
students can play in realizing a successful end product. Photo courtesy of VMDO Architects.
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