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Hyper flexible,  
but never generic 

The shift towards personalised, flexible 
spaces has played a critical role in the 
design of learning environments for several 
years. We are now comfortable with the 
idea that individuals learn in different ways 
and that schools and classrooms need to 
provide opportunities for varied learning 
experiences. Long gone is the traditional 
desks-in-a-row classroom model where 
students were expected to sit and passively 
listen to a teacher. Not surprisingly then, 
and more and more frequently, a client’s 
design brief will call for the provision 
of ‘flexible spaces’. But what is meant by 
‘flexibility’? 

A request for flexibility acknowledges 
that the purpose and use of the classroom 
or building will change. Indeed, change is 
a hallmark of the school experience, both 
during the course of the day, where changes 
in the use of spaces for different students 
and subjects frequently occur, and also in 
the longer term, as curricula, pedagogies 
and school demographics shift.

Realistically, even the most complete 
consultation and engagement process 
cannot be expected to identify the many 

changes of use that will occur across a 
building’s life span. The merge of online 
learning and face-to-face instruction 
that was necessary to continue education 
during the COVID-19 lockdowns has 
highlighted how unexpected situations can 
change the landscape. Hence the desire for 
flexible spaces. 

However, there is always the risk that 
in seeking to meet the need for complete 
flexibility, spaces become generic boxes and 
ironically, uninspiring places for learning, 
ultimately not suited to any activity. The 
balance between designing for purpose and 
designing for complete flexibility is critical. 

Learning can happen in any part of the 
school. Incidental spaces, both indoors 
and outdoors, often go unnoticed or are 
under-utilised or simply not prioritised 
in the design. Often these are the spaces 
students gravitate towards and enjoy using. 
And used well, these spaces can transform 
a learning environment and provide 
unexpected, flexible places for learning 
and socialising. We recently explored this 
notion in our design of D Block for Cannon 
Hill Anglican College in Queensland, 

where utilising the undercrofts as spaces 
for outdoor learning created additional 
functional areas for the school, but with 
less building footprint. 

Central to our design of D Block is a 
high-quality dining space that puts food 
culture at the centre of the campus, both 
literally and psychologically. It very much 
represents a move away from the old school 
‘canteen’ model to a more mindful and less 
chaotic experience. The dining hall itself 
was designed to be a collective place for all 
students, creating different experiences 
and environments suiting a variety of age 
groups and preferences. Its design fosters 
a healthy food culture by encouraging an 
inclusive experience that provides places to 
comfortably sit solo and look outward, or to 
gather in larger communal areas.

Importantly, these spaces are also 
multi-functional in that the dining hall 
is intended to be used for presentations 
and concerts (with the addition of a raised 
platform or stage). The gradation of spaces 
creates a seamless extension from the 
adjacent communal boardwalk through 
to the undercroft, which is sheltered and 
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can accommodate big groups. Large doors 
connect to the external walkway and 
provide flexibility, while the edge  
appears more intimate and idiosyncratic, 
featuring fixed furniture, high benches 
and stools. The dining hall is playful 
enough to attract students whilst being 
elegant enough to be used by staff and for 
events, with its mix of indoor and outdoor 
furniture that encourages a seamless 
connection to the outside.

 Flexibility can also be applied when 
thinking about colour, where its application 
adds contrast and stimulation and can help 
identify parts of a school as well as help 
students and visitors orient themselves. 

Our approach to colour in the D Block 
project, for example, was to deliberately 
add contrast and stimulation, with 
bushland-inspired hues of muted grey, 
green and pink. Every classroom is 
intentionally different and we used a 
different colour palette and outlook in each 
to act as wayfinding prompts that help 
students and visitors navigate the area, as 
well as to create memorable experiences 
for students and staff. All of the classrooms 

have breakout spaces with a variety of 
character – some collaborative, others 
reflective, in order to acknowledge different 
ways of learning and socialising. And each 
classroom also aims to achieve the most 
conducive outcomes for learning, including 
maximum ventilation, lots of natural light, 
and a sense of comfort.  

Without a doubt, any design of a learning 
environment must adapt to the changing 
needs of new generations and have long 
term flexibility. Certain fundamental 
elements including operable walls ensure 
spaces are flexible, and measures to 
minimise future alterations should be in 
place. At the same time, it is important 
to design inspiring and creative spaces. 
Ideally, a successful learning space or 
environment should help create memorable 
spatial experiences and embody an 
idiosyncratic design far removed from 
the regimented, structurally repetitive 
traditional school building of years gone by.
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How do we design education spaces that  
offer utmost flexibility, without compromising  

on purpose or character?
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