
Open Seminar: “Designing Schools: Considering 
Matters of Time and Context” 
 

The intersection between pedagogical, political and architectural ideas and practices shapes the design of 
school buildings. They are major investments and meant to last, but pedagogical, political and architectural 
ideals can change, as can the kind of individuals and society that schools are expected to help create. 
Focusing on the relations between the pedagogical, political and architectural aspects in transnational, 
national and local contexts, this seminar aims to explore the changing ideas and practices involved in the 
coming into being of school buildings of the 20th century. 

The seminar will include presentations by Senior Lecturer in Education Pamela Woolner from the School of 
Education, Communication and Language Sciences at Newcastle University and Associate Professor Ning de 
Coninck-Smith from School of Education (DPU) at Aarhus University. Everyone is welcome. 

Date: 8 May 2018 

Time: 10.00 – 12.30 

Place: Room A403, DPU/Aarhus University – Campus Emdrup  

 
Pamela Woolner: Policy, pedagogy and school design from post-war to present day in English primary 
schools: The second half of the 20th century, in the UK, involved changes to policy and school design that 
were interrelated to varying extents and linked in differing ways to teaching and learning practices. There 
was a period of open-plan design, particularly for primary schools (children aged 4 to 11), which can be 
dated from the opening of Finmere School in 1959. Concurrent with this enthusiasm for open-plan design, 
and sometimes related to it, were calls for 'progressive education', centred on the recommendations of the 
Plowden Report, published in 1967. Within this context, this paper will consider the development of 
pedagogy and space in a northern English school which was built to a semi-open plan design and opened in 
1980. I will discuss the design and use of the learning space as originally intended, as arranged following 
changes to educational policy in the 1990s and as now reconfigured. 

Ning de Coninck-Smith: Transnational encounters. Constructions of schools and (post)colonialism across 
continents in 1945-1975: At the end of WWII, there was a desperate need for school buildings. In the West, 
in the war-ridden countries and in the Third World, many new nation states were arising. My current 
research project explores how the ideas of the ideal educational space at the scale of the child travelled 
across the globe, but also who carried them, how they were translated and transformed – and materialized 
– through social, cultural and political processes. Central to these processes were the newly founded (1946) 
international organization for educational and science UNESCO, as well as the two NGOs the New 
Educational Fellowship and the International Union of Architects (UIA). UNESCO funded three research 
centres on school buildings, one in Asia, one in Africa and one in Latin America. The focus of my paper is the 
Asian centre – and its collaboration with the Danish furniture designer Jørgen Gammelgaard in the late 
1960s. My hypothesis is that in the course of the design process, scale in the singular developed into scales 
in the plural, reflecting conflicts, compromises, pragmatism and different understandings of modernity. The 
paper draws on new materialist theory, illustrating the entanglement of meanings and materialities. 

Participation in the seminar is free of charge. How registration is necessary. Please, send an email to Lisa 
Rosén Rasmussen (lisa@edu.au.dk). 

The seminar is organised by the Nordic network group “From Design to Practice. School Environments from a Nordic 
Perspective”. Founded by The Joint Committee for Nordic Research Councils in the Humanities and Social Sciences.  


