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Stewart has also made the most of the 
specially designed corridor area, which 
includes a cooking and home economics 
area. The cooking area is used to introduce 
elements of the maths and science curricu-
lum, through counting and measuring proc-
esses. The school also uses the area to cook 
the school meals from fresh raw materials, 
which, while not particularly new to some 
parts of European educational thinking, has 
not been much incorporated into recent Eng-
lish educational practice. With an extensive 
expanse of open land, the school has been 
growing organic foods, which, when ripe 
and ready, are then eaten by the children –
the ultimate in learning by doing. Apple trees 
and a small organic garden are used by the 
children in a hands-on approach. 

In terms of its reception across the Brit-
ish educational and school design scene, 
Kingsmead School has been a success. It 
is used as a template by Cheshire County 
Council both for further new schools and in 
other building types across its public sector 
stock. Post-occupancy evaluation research 
has shown that many of the sustainability 
aspects are not working to expected lev-

els of efficiency but these issues are being 
addressed. Since Kingsmead’s completion, 
White Design has been refining this build-
ing model for a number of other schools in 
different parts of the country. Today, almost 
three years since the school opened, the 
architects have moved on to what they call 
Kingsmead 2, with a new primary school 
building in South Wales about to open. With 
the BSF programme well and truly kicking 
into gear – the third and fourth of its fifteen 
waves are now at different stages of com-
pletion – schools like Kingsmead continue 
to set the agenda of what is expected in UK 
school building design culture. 

Oliver Lowenstein runs the green cultural review 
Fourth Door Review (www.fourthdoor.co.uk) The 
new edition, no 8, out this autumn features a spe-
cial focus on sustainable school buildings, with 
White-Design’s Linda Farrow writing on the role 
of systems theory in designing schools. 

Left: Kingsmead is intended to 
allow the schoolchildren to 
appreciate the benefits of 
lightweight and ecological 
building. The construction of the 
school was therefore left openly 
visible and would even be usable 
for gymnastics.   

Opposite: The spacious 
classrooms are on the north side 
of the school building and 
receive uniform light through 
the roof windows – ideal for art 
lessons, for example. 
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INTERVIEW WITH 
CRAIG WHITE

Mr. White, your practice has de-
signed a number of new schools of 
the highest environmental stand-
ards in recent years. What do you 
consider the main challenges in 
contemporary school buildings?
In the UK, one of the main challenges 
is connected with the structural 
problems of how we provide fund-
ing for this massive school building 
programme, which is called Build-

ing Schools for the Future (BSF.) 
There is a vast amount of duplica-
tion in the preparation work. It is a 
waste of time and is not delivering 
what we need. One way round this 
has been the One School Pathfinder 
schools, which is a locally funded al-
ternative to BSF. Each local author-
ity is able to test a building and other 
approaches through this separate 
Pathfinder funding strand. This is 
happening all round the country, in-
cluding Manchester where we have 
just handed over a new school, and 
also Cheshire, which resulted in the 
Kingsmead School. 

Another challenge is the qual-
ity of the design. We’re able to en-
gage in design, while many practices 
still consider schools as boxes where 
teaching takes place. When archi-
tects are designing a school building, 
it is important to realise that those 
who will inhabit it are real people. So 
a participatory approach for the hun-
dreds of people will have great po-
tential. Some architects may pay lip 
service to this but once awarded the 
contract they will get on with their 
design. But the participatory route 
has a very liberating power to it. We 
attempt to engage all the stakehold-
ers – head teachers, teachers, pupils 
– right from the beginning, to enable 
them to get the most out of it. It is 
very participatory, which is very im-
portant. Young people, and also staff, 
have brilliant ideas. These can be in-
tegrated by using the school-build-
ing process as part of the teaching 
and learning process.

What does the term ‘sustainability’ 
mean to you – and White Design? 
First of all it means understanding 
the impact we, both the industry and 

as individuals, have. And not just in 
the sense of having seen Al Gore’s An 

Inconvenient Truth film. You have to 
consider all the consequences, which 
include the environmental, economic 
and social, and look at each of these 
and what their impacts are. People 
underestimate what these impacts 
are. In terms of specification, people 
have to understand issues such as - 
do you know the materials and prod-
ucts you’re using? Where have they 
come from? 

This comes from the initial ques-
tion of knowing that if we build, it 
will have a fundamental impact in 
one shape or form. We accept that, 
although there are some who say the 
answer to that question is to stop 
building. You have to look at all the 
impacts of engineering and designing 
buildings. In the UK, 48% of carbon 
emission is attributable to the build-
ing sector and 20% of building ma-
terials end up on landfill sites. This is 
changing because of more stringent 
regulation and it’s a matter of both 
carrot and stick. These stringent reg-
ulations and energy studies are rais-
ing the bar. We would even pose the 
question of whether it should not 
be illegal to be building bad-quality 
schools and other buildings. 

Many practices can hardly keep 
up with the cycle of new, updated 
regulations every four years. The en-
vironmental imperative is forcing the 
industry into having to do this self-
examination of practice faster. When 
we talk with other practices, we offer 
the advice that if they aim only to 
keep up with the regulations they’ll 
be out of date. We say you need to 
be targeting for 2010 and working 
from there. The architectural world 
needs to understand and get beyond 
this short-term approach, although 
it is hindered at present by various 
differing guidance conflicts. While 
some practices continue to adhere 
only to minimum standards, I think, 
this will soon be perceived as not 
being enough.

Are health and sustainability issues 
particularly important in buildings 
for children, such as schools?
Health and well-being in schools are 
intrinsically linked to sustainable de-
sign. To reduce energy consumption, 
we design buildings to maximise on 
natural daylight and ventilation. Both 
of these have direct and measurable 
positive impact on teacher and stu-
dent performance. Professor Brian 
Edwards from Edinburgh College 
of Art School of Architecture1 sur-
veyed 42 ‘green’ schools and 42 con-

trol or ‘ungreen’ schools. His reported 
results were higher exam perform-
ance and improved teacher retention 
and recruitment costs.

How important is daylight in your 
work, and do you think its im-
portance in architecture has in-
creased over the last decades?
I’d like to turn the question around, 
and ask why should it not be impor-
tant? In terms of natural lighting 
and natural ventilation by passive 
means, we introduced natural venti-
lation and natural daylight as a core 
principle in our design. These deliver 
healthier environments and health-
ier children, which contributes to 
improved learning outcomes. This 
is backed up by high level research - 
for instance Lisa Heschong of the He-
schong Mahone Group in the USA2. 
Heschong has contributed signifi-
cant level research using very, very 
large samples – around 3,000 - over 
long periods of time. She showed 
that access to natural light and ven-
tilation speeds up the ability to learn 
in both maths and reading.

In the US about a decade ago it 
was policy to teach in what were, in 
effect, enormous, artificially lit barns, 
with neither libraries nor English lit-

erature classes. Heschong’s research 
helped get things changed by provid-
ing solid evidential reasons. One piece 
of Heschong’s research concerned 
two groups of children, each in their 
classrooms for the same lengths of 
time – one in a classroom with natu-
ral daylight and the other, the control 
group, in an artificially lit classroom 
with no daylight.  The control group 
of children learned about 20% more 
slowly than those with natural day-
light. Heschong factored in possi-
ble external influences as quality of 
space and quality of teaching. 

This also is an influence on work-
place environments. When the nat-
urally-lit building of ING Bank in 
Holland was opened, research was 
conducted that demonstrated a 10% 
improvement in work levels in a new 
building. 

The conclusion is that artificial 
light is significantly less healthy. 
Artificial light gives a uniform level 
and transmission of light, which, at 
a rate of 750 lux, lowers people’s 
abilities, sterilises the environment 
and reduces our ability to learn. At 
its extreme, the absence of natural 
and continuous artificial lighting is a 
recognised method of torture.

But when all that is said, I am not 
against artificial lighting. We need it 
in certain contexts. But the spec that 

says 500 lux lighting at every desk-
top is a mistake. Dynamic daylight-
ing is preferable. And people know 
natural lighting is better at a com-
mon sense, intuitive level.

Are you saying that ‘green de-
sign’ is a moral imperative for you 
and that it should be made legally 
binding, or is it ‘just‘ a business and 
ought to be regulated by the free 
market?
For us designing a building is a moral 
issue. I would prefer to ask the normal 
bulk builders why they would want to 
design buildings that deny the spirit 
that is working, living, learning and 
teaching in it? Why would you want 
to build a box that is dulling rather 
than uplifting? 

This ethical dimension is also 
being seen at a corporate and social 
responsibility level, I actually think 
some of Industry is ahead of the 
government and way ahead of the 
architects. It has set an interesting 
challenge to the profession.

In terms of what is happening 

here compared to the rest of Eu-

rope, although I haven’t practiced in 

Germany or Denmark for two years, 

these countries are ahead of the UK 

at a regulatory level in day-to-day 

terms. None the less, they can ap-

pear to be a bit lackadaisical, slack 

and complacent – they take sustain-

ability as a matter of course. If things 
have not progressed quite so far in 
the UK, there is a momentum here 
at the moment that suggests our ar-
chitects could catch up and leap-
frog what is happening in parts of 
Europe. The challenge really lies not 
in today’s context but in what we will 
able to do by 2050.

Interview by 
Oliver Lowenstein

1  See Brian Edwards ‘Green 
Schools: Speculations on the 
relationship between design 
and performance with partic-
ular reference to Hampshire’ 

2  Lisa Heschong’s research can 
be found on her practice’s 
website www.h-m-g.com

Facts
Type of building Primary school for 210 pupils
Location Kingsmead, UK
Client Cheshire County Council, UK
Architects White Design Associates Ltd, 
 Bristol, UK
Year of completion 2004

1. The facade seen from the north 
is highly varied in spite of the 
serial method of construction. 
All the classrooms receive 
daylight through two rows of 
windows, one of which is at eye 
level and one just under the roof. 
Small winter gardens serve as 
emergency exits and extensions 
to the classrooms.  

2. Two solid glued wooden 
trusses along each axis of the 
building support the roof which 
rises towards the north and 
south. The facades were panelled 
with red cedar. 

3. Ground plan




