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Key findings
The learning environment is a powerful driver for cultural 
change in both teachers and learners, if it is treated with the 
same consideration and passion as other teaching tools.

This cultural change takes time and requires ‘drivers’ – learners 
and staff, to both co-design and co-implement.

Co-design by schools with experts, as in this project with 
Dulux designers, provides the stimulation to make relatively 
easy changes and the inspiration to explore creative ways of 
improving the learning environment.

Support frameworks such as the Dulux design principles 
provide a footprint for success, outlining the potential benefits 
that each school can achieve; while SSAT’s lead practitioner 
accreditation provides valuable guidance to pre-empt and 
resolve possible roadblocks.

Impact measures should be wide ranging, capturing the 
nuanced effects of the new space on all stakeholders. In this 
study we provide examples and evidence of these effects.

Schools taking part in this project have seen positive benefits 
of their ‘smarter spaces’ ranging from greater utilisation of the 
room by a wider range of subjects, to reintegration of vulnerable 
learners into mainstream classes. There is little doubt that the 
new spaces have achieved the best fit for the schools’ needs 
and in the process has provided staff and students a valuable 
insight into the impact of learning environment design.
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Many participants found that the process 
of focusing on a room or area within the 
school, and considering how the space is 
used and received by both teachers and 
learners, was fruitful. Creative use of space 
does not have to involve large sums of 
money to have impact. 

Prior to the project, many of the rooms 
before treatment were unloved, not cared 
for and generally ‘someone else’s problem.’ 
The treatment focused attention on the 
room, drove ownership of the issues and 
solutions and ensured that the space was 
fully utilised.

Participating schools aimed to 
create a ‘smarter space’ that

• positively influenced teachers’ 
engagement with the learning 
environment

• positively influenced learner 
engagement in both design 
and application of the learning 
environment

• had a positive impact on teaching and 
learning through planning, delivery 
and progress across the school.

This project, run by SSAT and Dulux 
Smarter Spaces, aimed to explore 
the potential of ‘smarter spaces’ for 
promoting positive engagement of 
students and teachers and improving 
the quality of teaching and learning.

The SSAT and  
Dulux Smarter 
Spaces Project
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Dulux believe that colour and how 
we react to it, be it consciously or 
subconsciously, is core to life. Whether 
rooms are painted white, or a particular 
hue, the colour will be a significant factor 
within any room, with the potential to 
influence how occupants respond to 
the space. When colour is specified with 
thoughtful consideration of the holistic 
end result incorporating window coverings, 
furniture, floor surface and doors, room 
design within education becomes a 
powerful, but currently under-utilised, 
instrument that schools can use to improve 
learning outcomes. 

The goal is to work with schools across 
the country to design learning spaces that 
are not only inspiring and stimulating, but 
additionally they are able to meet the needs 
of the busy school environment and support 
teachers to create excellent learning 
environments. We call them smarter spaces. 

Dulux Smarter Spaces believe that 
alongside more easily measurable building 
characteristics such as air quality; light; 
noise; odour and temperature - colour and 
design should be respected as an equitable 
and affordable attribute to maximise 
outcomes for schools and their users, be 
that staff or students.

Why Dulux Smarter Spaces?

‘Enhance the teaching & 
learning environment’

It was critical to maintain the focus on 
the reasons why effort was being applied 
by all stakeholders in this project - that of 
enhancing the space to improve teaching 
and learning. 

‘Inspire engagement’
The involvement of learners and teachers 

in design of the space was crucial. Learners 
showed an awareness of budgets, others’ 
needs and the viewpoints of external 
stakeholders. Where we might have 
expected impractical designs that could 
prove detrimental to learning, in fact 
learners showed a maturity of thinking 
beyond their chronological age, be that 
primary or secondary age children. 

‘Encourage positive attitude 
and behaviour’

There needs to be a sense of ownership by 
both teachers and learners. Teachers proved 
creative in sourcing furniture and labour for 
the smarter spaces, reinforcing what schools 
have always known – teachers will always 
find creative solutions, especially when 
budgets are tight. 

Using the Ofsted criteria as a 
starting point, Dulux Smarter Spaces 
identified five areas of focus where 
the design of the environment 
can support teachers. These are 
environments that: 

SSAT AND DULUX
Research report December 2017

3



Which schools 
were involved?

The nine schools selected to be involved 
in this project were a representative sample 
from schools across England. There were 
four primary and five secondary schools 
and they were chosen to ensure a good 
geographical spread across the country. 
They included also a good mix of types 
of learning spaces, from classrooms and 
halls to corridors, to help demonstrate that 
learning can take place in all areas of the 
school buildings. 

The spaces were:

• A classroom at Central Foundation 
School in London

• A communal space at Cuddington 
Croft Primary School in Surrey

• Two collaborative learning classrooms 
at Freebrough Academy in Saltburn-
by-sea

• A design technology classroom at 
Lordswood Girls’ School in West 
Midlands

• The small hall at St Mildred’s Primary 
Infant School in Kent

• An IT suite at Tranmere Park School in 
Leeds

• A digital classroom space at Upton-by-
Chester High School

• A STEM classroom at Wellacre 
Academy in Manchester

• A nurture room at Windrush Primary 
School in London.

‘Promote personal 
development and wellbeing’

Our understanding of learning is 
constantly evolving and there has been, 
quite rightly, a shift towards evidence-
informed practice in schools. In many cases 
this is research-backed. Smarter Spaces 
can become another tool for teachers to 
deliver better learning. They physically 
support different teaching methods and 
learning approaches as well as have a 
positive emotional effect on pupils and 
teachers. The 2010 Schools Environments 
Survey showed school environments have 
a positive impact on pupil behaviour and 
wellbeing in addition to the teachers’ ability 
to teach effectively: 95.8% of the teachers 
agreed that the school environment had an 
influence on pupil behaviour. 

‘Help improve building 
function’

Designs for better learning environments 
cannot simply be bought in – they must 
be developed in partnership with experts, 
based on the understanding inherent in the 
user’s experience. What is crucial is how 
ideas and possible solutions to problems are 
brought into focus, creating a clear vision for 
the space, as we saw in this case with the 
Dulux Smarter Spaces team. It is important 
that this external input can be replicated to 
serve as guidance for school design teams 
and that any plans recognise budgetary 
limitations from the outset.
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Most of those in education will be aware 
of the £45 billion Building Schools for the 
Future (BSF) programme which invested in 
the renewal of school buildings during the 
2000s. Those involved in this process will be 
all too aware of the complex calculations 
about energy efficiency, percentages of 
incident light on whiteboards, network 
routing issues and the like. 

However as Professor Stephen Heppell, 
a strong supporter and believer in the 
ambition of Dulux Smarter Spaces, 
pointed out on the seminar he gave to 
inform the literature review, The Impact 
of School Environments, while we may 
have designed for productivity, and the 
practicalities of managing large numbers 
of children, designing a room for learning 
is very complex. In fact, Professor Heppell 
went on to comment that we know a lot 
about designing a room for minimum 
heat loss but very little indeed on how we 
design a room to prevent learning loss.

The learning 
environment

It was on this premise that two 
organisations developed a partnership: 
Dulux Smarter Spaces, part of the 
AkzoNobel Group, and SSAT, the Schools, 
Students and Teachers network, which 
would enable the education sector as a 
whole to share their experiences of great 
learning environments, across the country 
and worldwide.

The idea was to work together to develop 
nine action research projects in schools 
from a range of contexts, focusing on the 
learning environment and its impact on 
teaching and learning.

We know a lot 
about designing a 

room for minimum heat 
loss, but very little on 
how we design a room to 
prevent learning loss 

“
”
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The Dulux Smarter Spaces initiative 
seeks to enable all schools irrespective of 
their size, budget or geographical location 
to harness the most value from their 
immediate environment. The advancement 
of staff and learner wellbeing and 
engagement is an ambition we also share.

From the outset, it quickly became clear 
that this project needed to be more than 
creating innovative learning spaces. The 
Dulux Smarter Spaces team emphasised 
how it could offer significant development 
opportunities both for students and 
teachers, so their involvement at every 
stage of the process was essential. 

Each school identified a ‘smarter spaces’ 
champion, who would undertake action 
research* to evaluate the success of the 
learning design.

Taking its cues from the Dulux 
‘smarter spaces’ vision, the 
project had the following 
objectives:

• To support schools in using their 
environment as an asset for learning 
and teaching.

• to encourage learners, after having 
been actively involved in the design 
process, to take responsibility for, and 
pride in, their learning environment.

• In school assessments, to consider use 
of the environment as a key indicator 
in the experience of education.

• To enable the education sector as a 
whole to share their experiences of 
great learning environments, across 
the country and worldwide.

*Refer to page 37 for further details on the SSAT Lead Practitioner  
accreditation framework and research methods
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NFER undertook research exploring students’ 
attitudes to a new school building, focusing on one of 
the first wave of BSF schools: The effects of the school 
environment on young people’s attitudes towards 
education and learning, [Summary Report, NFER: 
Peter Rudd, Frances Reed, Paula Smith May 2008 
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/bsy01] The report 
concluded: 

‘On the whole the findings from the before and 
after surveys were very positive. There is a good deal 
of evidence to indicate that student attitudes had 
become more positive after the move into the new 
school buildings. In particular the proportions of 
students: 

• who said that they felt safe at school most or all 
of the time increased from 57 to 87 per cent 

• who said that they felt proud of their school 
increased from 43 to 77 per cent 

• who said that they enjoyed going to school 
increased from 50 to 61 per cent 

• who perceived that vandalism was at least ‘a bit 
of a problem’ in their school decreased from 84 
per cent of respondents to 33 per cent 

• who perceived that bullying was a big problem 
decreased from 39 per cent of students in the 
‘before’ survey, to 16 per cent in the ‘after’ survey 

• who expected to stay on in the sixth form or to 
go to college increased from 64 per cent to 77 per 
cent.’ 

NFER concluded: ‘it is not possible to attribute a 
causal link between the students’ improved attitudes 
and the move to the new BSF building, but the 
numbers and levels of positive findings do suggest 
a strong association between the move to the new 

If we consider the What Works Centre for 
Education’s (EEF and Sutton Trust) teaching toolkit, 
we can see there are few studies on the impact of the 
built environment on learning. The toolkit summarises 
this as ‘very little or no impact for low cost, based 
on very limited evidence’. In the explanation of this 
summary, the toolkit identifies the built environment 
as the structure, air quality, noise, light, and/or 
temperature of an existing building or classroom and 
comments on its effectiveness: ‘Overall, changes to 
the built environment of schools are unlikely to have a 
direct effect on learning beyond the extremes (ie once 
an adequate building standard has been achieved).’

It goes on to say that there is no evidence that new 
buildings or particular aspects of architecture directly 
improve learning. However, this judgement is founded 
more on the lack of research in this area rather than 
evidence that suggests that the built environment 
has little or no impact on learning. The toolkit 
reinforces that where the environment is used as a 
catalyst for change there is some evidence supporting 
the impact of students and teachers co-designing 
and taking responsibility for learning spaces. There is 
also some evidence that the behaviours of teachers 
and learners can be positively affected as they adapt 
to the new space.

Existing research
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environment challenge preconceptions and alter 
practice? Pamela Woolner, Sheila McCarter, Kate Wall 
and Steve Higgins (2012 15: 45 Improving Schools) 
http://imp.sagepub.com/content/15/1/45 

This article considered two case studies of teachers 
and learners engaging with their physical school 
learning environment. Responses generated by these 
studies identified issues for effective participatory 
approaches to learning environment design.

‘In much of the research referred to previously, 
however, the desire for change could be seen as 
coming from “above”, through changes to policy, and 
it seems possible to question whether change occurs 
differently if driven from “below” by the classroom 
experiences of teachers, students and others. In the 
context of the learning environment this suggests 
school users working in partnership to develop joint 
understandings of existing settings and practices and 
to consider possible changed physical environments 
and learning practices.

‘….Participatory investigation of the learning 
environment, conducted by researchers in partnership 
with school communities, may be successful in 
enabling reappraisal of practices and settings, 
allowing for the possibility of change, without 
imposing an ideological viewpoint which is unlikely 
to influence subsequent behaviours and activities. As 
discussed, it can be difficult to challenge the “taken 
for granted” as they [these factors] are often so 
ingrained in practice that they are invisible to those 
using them. 

‘…. These case studies demonstrate that mediated 
participation, based on the immediacy and 
accessibility of visual and spatial activities, can 
succeed in enabling fruitful reflection. ’

The study of these reports and others by the 
schools’ lead practitioners therefore reinforced the 
principle of co-design between teachers, learners 
and outside agencies. The most effective drivers for 
cultural change to influence learner progress come 
from teachers and learners, and the environment 
itself.

surroundings and improvements in students’ outlooks 
regarding their experience of school and their 
expectation for the future.’

Below are summaries of two other relevant research 
reports. 

Clever Classrooms: Summary report of the HEAD 
Project (Holistic Evidence and Design). Professor 
Peter Barrett, Dr Yufan Zhang, Dr Fay Davies, Dr 
Lucinda Barrett (Feb 2015) https://www.salford.ac.uk/
cleverclassrooms/1503-Salford-Uni-Report-DIGITAL.
pdf

This report assessed the impact of the Holistic 
Evidence and Design (HEAD) project, which was 
funded by the Engineering and Physical Sciences 
Research Council. It concluded:

‘Clear evidence has been found that well-
designed primary schools boost children’s academic 
performance in reading, writing and maths. 
Differences in the physical characteristics of 
classrooms explain 16% of the variation in learning 
progress over a year for the 3,766 pupils included 
in the study. Or to make this more tangible, it is 
estimated that the impact of moving an ‘average’ 
child from the least effective to the most effective 
space would be around 1.3 sub-levels, a big impact 
when pupils typically make 2 sub-levels progress a 
year.’

Zhang, Davies and Barratt also specifically 
identified characteristics of the effective learning 
environment:

• Naturalness: light, temperature and air quality – 
accounting for half the learning impact

• Individualisation: ownership and flexibility – 
accounting for about a quarter

• Stimulation (appropriate level of): complexity and 
colour – again about a quarter.

Changed learning through changed space: 
When can a participatory approach to the learning 
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The 
design 
process
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The planned approach for this project, once schools 
were selected, included the following key stages

Initial training day with all the school leads, delivered 
by Dulux Smarter Spaces and SSAT focusing on guiding 
principles in design and leading an action research project.

Learner-led initial design – working with groups of 
students from each of the schools on the initial design for 
the space, identifying what they wanted and how they 
thought that would aid their learning – resulting in the 
creation of a design brief for each school.

Design implementation – the school lead met with a 
Dulux Smarter Spaces designer to discuss the brief, liaise 
over final designs and logistics, before sign-off of the final 
design. Contractors and suppliers were then contracted to 
create the smarter space.

Research methodology planning – the school lead then 
had to focus their attention to the research element of 
the project, beginning with establishing the baseline 
assessment for the use of the space before the work  
began. As part of this, each school considered and 
documented their research, which included using the 
following questions to decide how they would measure 
impact of the new smarter space.

The process
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It was important that schools recorded 
details of the space before treatment 
to enable comparisons with the space 
as delivered and its subsequent impact. 
Teachers and learners evaluated the 
current space before in-house design 
meetings, where potential adaptations of 
the space could be considered.

For maximum transferability of 
outcomes to other schools, the budget 
was restricted to a very small amount 
for fixtures and fittings. The bulk of the 
project funding was used for designer and 
contractor involvement. The idea was to 
ensure that these smarter spaces could 
be replicated by other schools without 
large capital expenditure, utilising the 
design principles established here and local 
contractors and suppliers.

Questions to consider
Who currently uses the space, how often and what for? 
What do students and teachers think about the space? 
How would you like the space to be used?  
How will use of the space be promoted for a better/increased/different use? 
How will you measure the impact of the use of this space on teaching and learning?  
How will you measure the quality of the use of the space? 
How will you collect/store this information? 
Have you taken ‘before’ photographs to illustrate your research? 
Is there a broader, school-wide need that the redesign should meet?

Schools were provided with the 
publication ‘Smarter Spaces: Guiding 
Principles’ (Akzo Nobel, Your Future: 
Oct 2015) which set out the following 
design considerations:

• Enhance the teaching and learning 
environment.

• Inspire engagement.

• Encourage positive attitude and 
behaviour.

• Promote personal development and 
wellbeing.

• Help improve building function.

All school leads attended a launch event 
delivered by the Dulux design team and 
SSAT experts, which provided professional 
development and an opportunity 
to engage further with the design 
considerations and implications of the 
LP framework. The dulux smarter spaces 
team elaborated on these with examples 
of design cues, questions to consider and 
practical considerations. Back at school, 
school leads held several design meetings 
with learners, fleshed out ideas for their 
space and then called in the design team 
who brought their designs to life.

SSAT AND DULUX
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Why does it need a makeover?
As a school the staff have recognised that many 
of us find learning within a busy classroom very 
difficult. We may be super shy, or let our teachers 
know we are finding learning hard by misbehaving. 
We might not quite understand the other children, 
or have issues working harmoniously in groups.  
We also may find noise too distracting or 
distressing.

The teachers started to think we might need a 
different space to learn in. Somewhere that feels 
different to a classroom, calmer, warmer and 
more homely. Somewhere where we feel safe 
to make some mistakes when we’re learning 
without everyone else noticing; somewhere more 
peaceful so we concentrate on one thing at a 
time; somewhere we can go to practice working 
with others – focusing on the skills needed to work 
together rather than just the task we have to 
complete.

A space where time is not a pressure but a 
blessing.

Tell us about yourselves
We are a four form entry primary school in 
the Royal Borough of Greenwich, London. 
We are one school with two sites, one at 
Charlton which is three form entry and one at 
Thamesmead which is one form entry.

windrushprimary.org

What are we going to do?
1. Research into how pupils feel about their 

learning environment through a survey.

2. Think about our own learning needs.

3. Think about what makes us happy to 
learn.

4. What would this look like in a room?

5. Look at details, such as lighting, 
furniture, paint colour and flooring.

Learner-led design:  
What did the learners come up with?

As an example of the sort of design inspired by 
the project, Windrush Primary’s initial design is 
shared here. Full case studies of all the designs, 
outlining the learning spaces before and after, 
and the lessons learned are shown later in this 
document

The Windrush Primary School team were very 
excited about their design, uploading their design 
document, which read ‘Final presentation for the 
designers – we are ready for our visit!

‘The design team of Aaron, Haydia, Tobi, 
Matthew, Hamdelat, Michael, Sukai and Mia 
enlisted the help of year 1 and reception pupils 
along with adults who are helping us. These 
included Hannah Morgan, the lead practitioner for 
the project, Uziel’s dad and the mums of Michael, 
Mistura, Aaron, Matthew, Haydia, Mia and Sean. 
They agreed on a design for a quiet, nurture 
space that would be developed from the knocking 
together of two small unloved rooms.’
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The submitted design reflected the learners’ 
assertions: 

The design emphasised the need 
to create a ‘home from home’ in 
the school space, with zoned areas. 
These included:

• a welcome zone in the corridor, this is the 
first thing anyone will see. It has to make 
people feel at ease and happy to enter 
the room

• a kitchen zone – to make snacks  
and have regular drink breaks which helps 
with concentration and a healthy body 
and mind

• a dining and ‘social learning’ zone – so 
we can learn in groups, learn how to 
talk to each other and listen, as well as 
think through ideas with other children 
or adults. We can practise our classroom 
learning skills here

• a relaxation zone, this is when we need 
a think break, or a bit of peace and quiet 
after all that learning. It will also help us 
learn how to relax

• a play zone, lots of us learn through 
playing, we can use puppets, toys and role 
play here to help us work through how to 
learn better in the classroom, and how to 
get along with each other

• a concentration zone, many of us said 
we learn best when we are on our own 
and can concentrate. This will be a work 
bubble, where we can go to solely focus 
on our work. 

We believe that this space is going 
to change how we see ourselves as 

learners. At the moment our survey shows 
that many children do not feel that the 
classroom is the best place to learn. This 
could be because they are not taught ‘how’ 
to learn within that environment. With a 
special ‘home from home’ room we will be 
able to spend time away from the classroom, 
practising the skills needed to learn as well 
as how to interact more effectively with each 
other. 

Our parents will be encouraged to get 
involved, attending some lessons with 

us, so they can better understand how we 
learn and help us at home. 

We will also be in charge of ‘hiring’ the 
room out for group lessons, so all the 

children who need this space can use it too.

A full roundup of all nine school design briefs can 
be found at www.ssatuk.co.uk/smarter-spaces

“

“
“

”

”
”

The room layout
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Kitchen zone

Welcome mat

Pot of wishes or worries

Concentration bubble

Relaxation zone

Main learning and social zone.  
We will also need some iPads  
or laptop computers for work

Play zone, far away from  
the concentration bubble  

and round a corner

Stained glass window 
and welcome hands
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As was typical of all schools involved in 
the project, learners carefully considered 
the existing space, what needed to 
change, and importantly why?
Learners at Windrush considered how they learn and the 
perceptions of teachers and other learners, and challenged the 
‘accepted’ view of the classroom. The variety of outcomes of the 
learners’ survey which used images to inspire learner responses 
towards learning attitudes are shown below.

“It is always so fast in the classroom, I can keep up 
but it makes me feel tired, but excited, like in a race.”

“I love learning 
in the classroom. 
Although I’d like 
more friends to 

learn with.”

“I
 fe

el
 w

or
rie

d 
so

m
et

im
es

.”

“I feel messy and full 
of energy when I am 

in the classroom.”

“I need other 
people to help 

me when I 
learn. I don’t like 

trying on my 
own when I get 
things wrong.”

“I need space to 
think, there are 

lots of 
things to 

work out when I’m 
working. I need to  

be on my own.”
“I love learning  

in a group of friends when  
you have worked it out together.”

“I  love my 
super brain 

powers 
when I ’m 

in the 
classroom.”

“It is so busy. I feel happy 
a  l o t  o f  t h e  t i m e  b u t 
s o m e t i m e s  I  fe e l  l o s t . ”

“I don’t like the classroom. 
I feel trapped and it’s 
difficult to learn.”

SSAT AND DULUX
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Involvement of parents offering trades, 
site staff offering labour, and furniture 
‘relocated’ from other parts of the school 
were just some of the ways schools 
managed to bring their designs to reality. In 
addition, they received support from Dulux 
Smarter Spaces, their design team and 
contractors – very much a joint effort.

Once designs were completed and 
implemented by contractors and volunteers, 
school teams were given a little time for 
the new space to ‘bed-in’ before providing 
an update on what rooms looked like. Also, 
most importantly, whether they were seeing 
any immediate impact.

A full overview of the interim updates 
from schools can be found at ssatuk.co.uk/
smarter-spaces but it was exciting to hear 
that the spaces had been adopted by a 
wide range of users and so far had proved 
to be a success.

The design team met with each school 
team and discussed the rationale and 
potential of their project. This aspect of the 
design process proved very beneficial for the 
learners and teachers, especially in light of 
the budgetary constraints on the project. 
The teams were made aware that basing 
the costs in their design just on prices from 
local retailers may not always be a practical 
option due to other considerations, e.g. 
health and safety legislation regarding 
flammability. Such information provided a 
valuable learning experience for the school 
teams, it also gave them an opportunity to 
show how creative they could be, not just in 
refining their designs, but also in sourcing 
alternative solutions so that their original 
designs could be realised within budget.

Design 
implementation

16
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Project outcomes
Impact

Using the Dulux Smarter Spaces design principles as an assessment metric proved very useful for schools, 
resulting in impact across several areas of focus and principles.

As we can see in this overview (next page), schools saw gains in the teaching and learning experience 
for all users of the new learning space, with a greater sense of ownership, as a direct result of the project 
implementation.

All schools were asked to report on the impact of creating their smarter space, focusing in particular on to 
what extent the following were achieved:

Enhancing the teaching and learning environment
How [and whether] the design of the smarter space optimises physical and mental comfort, provides variety 

and stimulation and enables different styles of teaching and learning 

Inspiring engagement
Identifying where the environment promotes pride and identity, where there is a sense of ownership of the 

space and where opportunities for self-directed learning are enabled. 

Encourage positive attitude and behaviour
Making learners and teachers feel valued and respected, promoting responsibility and reducing the antisocial 

impact of bullying and vandalism are aspects of this factor. 

Promote personal development and wellbeing
How designs allow time-out for learners and a link to nature.

Help improve building function
Designs for the learning environment should be adaptable and sustainable, with appropriate features such 

that the design is inclusive.

Taken from Dulux Design Guiding Principles (Oct 2015)
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Area of Focus Design Principle

Help enhance 
the teaching 
and learning 
experience

Optimise physical and  
mental comfort        

Provide variety and stimulation      

Enable different styles of 
teaching and learning        

Help inspire 
engagement

Promote pride and identity       

Create a sense of ownership  
and sense of belonging       

Create opportunities for  
self-directed learning        

Help encourage 
positive attitude 
and behaviour

Make pupils and staff feel 
valued and respected        

Promote responsibility         

Reduce the opportunity for 
bullying, violence and vandalism 

Help promote 
personal 

development 
and wellbeing

Allow time out     

Link to nature   

Help improve 
building 
function

Be adaptable and sustainable         

Design for everyone         

Summary of outcomes
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studies
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After – The Rainbow Room

• Divided into sections – art area, music area, 
drama area with stage

• Each area is also divided by colours from the 
rainbow, with matching furniture, and the 
rainbow bringing it all together in the centre

Before – Small hall

• Used for some assemblies, staff training,  
some music, toddlers, yoga, interventions 

• Used for lots of things but not for any  
real learning!

• Old, tired, drab and didn’t really reflect  
the rest of the school

Before and after
St Mildred’s Primary 
Infants School

SSAT AND DULUX
Research report December 2017
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Staff...

• ‘It feels connected to the rest of the school.’

• ‘An incredible transformation.’

• ‘It’s now really bright and well-resourced for the 
arts.’

• ‘Parents I have shown around have commented 
on the space and how great it looks.’

• ‘Love the different areas and the range of 
different activities.’

• ‘Children love the different seating areas.’

• ‘Bright and colourful. A beautiful new space for 
the children to learn in.’

• ‘Children’s faces light up ...they enjoy the 
colourful space and what’s in the environment.’

• ‘A lovely, bright room that makes me smile every 
time I walk through.’

• It is in use all day long for learning

• Each class has a timetabled slot

• It is supporting PPA

• It is used for music lessons

• In use by after school club 

• It has worked well for special projects  
e.g. year 2 art gallery and Turner visit.

Comments from staff and pupils so far...

Impact at St Mildred’s Primary Infants School

The new rainbow room has been a big success:

Children...

• ‘I like the rainbow and the bright colours. It 
makes me happy.’

• ‘My favourite thing is dressing up because we 
can pretend to be different people.’

• ‘It has masks, dressing up and drawing and they 
are all my favourites.’

• ‘It’s so colourful.’

• ‘The rainbow is my favourite bit.’

• ‘The rainbow is most important because it’s nice 
to look at.’

• ‘Dressing up is my favourite and I like the stage.’

• ‘I like all the colours.’

• ‘I like the paint carpet and the coloured seats 
and I like the rainbow over the top.’

• ‘It’s all new and colourful.’

SSAT AND DULUX
Research report December 2017
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Before and after 
Central Foundation 
Girls School

Before After

The classroom before was just a generic classroom. 
Almost like an ‘overflow’ room for any subject to teach 
in if no other room was available. Mainly used by 
citizenship, maths and English. There were no class 
displays, the room was fairly ‘soulless’ and uninspiring.

The school has been working on a project about 
the concept of 21st century learners which revolves 
around the premise that schools are generally 
preparing students to pass their exams – but are they 
really preparing them for life after school? Are schools 
teaching students the skills needed to function 
successfully in college and places of work? 

With this in mind CFGS came up with 6 areas of 
focus in which to practise these skills; self-manager, 
innovator, team worker, problem solver, communicator 
and logical thinker. They hoped to create a space that 
did not look like a classroom but more reflected a 
creative place of work. A space where students could 
focus and build on the 21st century learner skills 
and in turn be more prepared not only to progress in 
school but to be more confident when leaving school 
and that they will have a positive impact in whatever 
environment they end up in.

SSAT AND DULUX
Research report December 2017
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The room was designed to support 21st 
century learner skills and included:

• round tables for collaborative work

• a whiteboard wall for class discussion

• eye-catching furniture – so that students see  
it as an interesting space to learn

• a space for extra-curricular activities such  
as Skype sessions

The 21st century learner skills:

•   Self manager

•   Innovator

•   Team worker

•   Problem solver

•   Communicator

•   Logical thinker

These fairly simple changes had an instant effect 
on how students perceived the room. Teachers were 
easily able to get the ‘standard classroom’ mentality 
out of the students fairly quickly allowing them to 
rethink how they were learning in this space for 
example. 

Maths lesson – because of the round tables the 
students instantly knew that they were expected to 
do group work and that they all had to get involved 
because they are essentially looking at each other 
and not towards the front at a teacher as in, standard 
classroom. She was pleasantly surprised how quickly 
they delved into the activity with minimal instruction 
and the results from the work produced were to a 
much higher standard than the work produced by 
the class who remained in their normal classroom. It 
was evident that communication between students 
in their group had been the key to their success and it 
was the simplicity of round tables that aided this.

Citizenship lessons – a teacher found the move 
from the standard classroom to the new room 
reduced the opportunity for some students being 
able to essentially ‘hide’ and not fully get involved 
in activities and also groups splitting into pairs as 
they are on the same side of a square table. The 
round tables stopped these issues. Students who had 
previously not fully engaged in group work were now 
more active and communicating well with the other 
students.

The writable wall was a huge success initially, in fact 
so much so that the wall became very heavily used by 
teachers and learners and needed to be repainted! It 
quickly became the most engaging feature of the 
room – teachers planned to use the  wall in a variety 
of different ways including; 

• As a revision technique with example written work 
projected onto the wall and then students, using 
given mark schemes, and working with others to 
annotate the example work to discuss how it could 
be improved. It was a really good way to see the 
whole class get involved and even if they were not 
the ones writing, they were keen to get their point 
across through class debates and selecting leaders 
to write up their thoughts and opinions. After 
spending just 1 hour doing this activity students 
were asked to attempt an example essay question, 
every student improved on their written work and 
it was clear they were more confident in writing. 

• As a whole class review technique – the dance 
teacher used the wall to allow students to watch 
the films of themselves dancing and then pause 
and annotate particular movements in order to 
better improve their practice. Previously done in 
small groups gathered around tablets was a more 
restrictive way of doing this and by having the 
whole class involved was more open and reflective. 

SSAT AND DULUX
Research report December 2017
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meant that kinaesthetic and collaborative activities 
were now possible. This room is destined to become 
the Teacher Effectiveness Enhancement Programme 
hub for teaching and learning, bringing teachers and 
learners together in designing high–impact teaching 
and learning.

At St Mildred’s Primary Infants School, the small 
hall lacked an identity. It was used for yoga once 
a week, a toddler group, and occasionally for staff 
training and interventions. In contrast to the rest 
of the school, the room was drab, lacking colour or 
anything to encourage energy or enthusiasm. Aligning 
with the school’s plan to apply for Arts Mark status, 
the hall was redesigned as an area for drama, music 
and art. The school describes the space as being ‘the 
complete opposite’ of what it was before, with all 
areas of the arts tied together with the rainbow at 
its heart. Importantly, the space now gives learners 
opportunities to share ideas, plan stories, create their 
own backdrops for plays and use the new stage for 
performances. The space has reinforced children’s 
understanding of their role as learner, building on work 
the school had already embarked upon. Children now 
have more opportunities to make independent choices 
– be that in relation to the arts or the learning they 
need to move them on. Engagement has increased 
significantly as a result.

Central Foundation Girls’ School had already been 
trialling new ways of working with an emphasis on 
21st century learning skills and the application of new 
technologies. Their smarter space project enabled the 
school to transform the nondescript classroom into 
a learning space unlike any other in the school. The 
ability to display, discuss and debate ideas was crucial 
in this new space, so whiteboard-painted walls where 
learners and teachers could quickly record thinking 

Enhancing the teaching and learning 
environment

In some cases such as at Cuddington Croft Primary 
School, this was about ensuring this new space 
‘lived up’ to the rest of the school, being an inviting, 
bright space, branded in school colours. The space 
was designed to be used flexibly, like the breakout 
spaces elsewhere in the school which have beanbags 
and flexible pod style seating to support a range of 
activities. 

In others such as Freebrough Academy however, the 
room was already bright, if anything too bright. This 
design project therefore required careful consideration 
of who would and who would not be able to use this 
space. The room, which had bright green and orange 
walls, rocking chairs and stark lighting, had originally 
been designed for project-based work, where staff 
dipped in and out as required. This lack of ownership 
had resulted in the room becoming unloved and, in the 
words of staff, a dumping ground. The smarter space 
project focused the design team on driving ownership 
of the room. The room was repainted in calm blue 
tones, with softer lighting, and furniture was used to 
divide the room into a learning area and a breakout 
space. The new space proved ideal for the pastoral 
team, who could use it for meetings with students 
and parents, writing statements, holding 1:1s and 
working with small groups of students in a calm, quiet 
environment.

At Lordswood Girls’ School, the DT and Textiles 
room was transformed from a cramped, under-utilised 
and uncomfortable room into a capacious, comfortable 
environment that has radically altered the range and 
variety of teaching and learning activities. Teachers 
and learners had previously been unable to circulate 
or view the whiteboard from all parts of the room. 
The introduction of round tables, chairs instead of 
stools and the removal of defunct storage cupboards 

Overview of outcomes accross schools 
involved in the project

SSAT AND DULUX
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massive, it is great for testing our rockets in STEM 
club – even when it’s raining!’ Wellacre Academy have 
expanded the opportunities for other schools to access 
the space, ensuring that feeder primaries, for example, 
can use this dyslexia friendly, flexible and attractive 
space in curriculum time and after school.

A trompe-l’œil visual effect wall dominates the new 
smarter space at Upton By Chester High School, 
depicting a forest scene which lets all visitors know this 
room is a little different from a regular classroom. The 
addition of a green screen wall has proved effective 
in drawing out the creativity of both learners and 
teachers. The space, with its extensive technology, has 
enabled the learners to build on their digital skills. Once 
again, learners seem motivated by the apparent ‘un-
classroom’ like space, with one student commenting 
‘I would be enthusiastic to learn in the room and it’s 
so different compared to the other classroom so it’s 
a great experience and place to be a part of.’ Staff 
and student responses to surveys carried out in school 
highlighted that the space is now more comfortable, 
physically and mentally, for all users.

Optimising physical comfort, providing variety and 
stimulation and enabling different styles of teaching 
and learning were priorities of the smarter space 
design at Tranmere Park Primary School. ‘A room 
unlike any other in the school’ was designed, which like 
in other schools in the project has brought with it a 
sense of excitement. There was a marked improvement 
in attitudinal surveys after the room was established. 
In this ICT room, collaboration is evidenced in the 
design, not only with communal spaces, but also 
in design cues such as brightly coloured vinyl cogs 
displayed on the walls.

A common theme emerged of making the learning 
spaces bright and attractive, which is to be expected, 
but also the non-school like nature of the room seemed 
to impress most users of the new space. The learners’ 
initial designs were carefully considered in light of 
budgetary constraints, the potential timescales and, 
most important, the audience they were catering for.

during activities such as Skype conference calls was 
a key design element. The ability to move around the 
room proved a key point for teachers and learners, 
supporting a move towards more collaborative activity 
and greater levels of self-regulation among learners. 
One maths teacher reported how shocked they were 
at how quickly learners delved into activities in the 
new space – and crucially, how their outcomes were 
of a higher standard than expected when using a 
‘traditional’ classroom environment.

Windrush Primary School viewed the project as 
a way of continuing their action research, which is 
aimed at constantly reflecting on their practice and 
using evidence to raise standards to meet the needs 
of their learners both academically and pastorally. An 
important aspect of the project was that this action 
research took place alongside learners and that the 
children were a key voice in the decision-making 
process. Learners carried out surveys to help them 
to design the room and realised that they needed 
to understand how they learn in order to arrive at a 
design solution that would best meet their needs. 
The smarter space, a nurture room, was designed to 
support the six principles of nurture (Lucas S, Insley 
K and Buckland G: 2006), and the clear vision of the 
purpose of the room was relayed to all staff and 
students. The new space accommodated a dedicated 
learning mentor, policy changes and revised systems 
to enable the room to work for a wide range of pupils. 
This included those who are vulnerable and those who 
require mindfulness, mental health/wellbeing or social 
skills intervention. The school reports that teachers are 
more thoughtful of the needs of these children when 
planning the use of the room, and learner strategies 
developed in the room are being transferred to the 
classroom.

The aspect of flow both through and around 
the smarter space was a key outcome at Wellacre 
Academy, where the treatment of the room resulted 
in a much more usable space. The room allows for a 
greater diversity of learning activity, with one year 
9 STEM ambassador commenting ‘the room can be 
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meant that staff too felt they could work alongside 
colleagues ‘without listening in to conversations’ –
enabling a greater degree of self-reflection from the 
learner, prompted by staff in these zones.

Interestingly, some of the design features that could 
become distractions also had their benefits. Wheeled 
chairs at Central Foundation Girls’ School provided 
a creative spark for one teacher, who had the learners 
demonstrating dance choreography by wheeling the 
chairs around the space. This activity helped learners 
to focus on their communication, team dynamics and 
logical problem solving, as well as clearly engaging 
them with the physical activity.

In some cases, taking design cues from school 
colours helped to inspire a feeling of pride and 
ownership in learners. Learners chose colours that 
would inspire engagement from their ‘target audience’, 
taking advantage of the choice of a wide variety of 
different colours and paint finishes. If we look at the 
example from St Mildred’s Primary Infant School, 
for example, the rainbow extending across the whole 
of the ceiling of their smarter space, and extending 
across radiators and wall furniture, had a dramatic and 
positive effect. Interestingly, the launch of this space, 
organised with the children, enabled the space to be 
owned by all, as care had been taken to make the 
space work for the many different users.

Encouraging positive attitude and 
behaviour

Here again, schools talked about the pride inherent 
in the focused design of the new learning spaces, 
which had a knock-on effect of teachers and learners 
feeling valued. The range and depth of questioning 
and collating of responses about the new space 
did much to allow respondents to feel valued – that 
their opinions mattered. This is clearly evidenced in 
Tranmere Primary School, whose design team of 
learners quickly identified that the stools delivered 
were too high for early years children. Taking charge, 
the design team contacted Dulux and arranged for 
replacements. The same school had an interesting 

Inspiring engagement
All of the schools in the project appreciated that 

learner engagement in the design and implementation 
of the space was crucial in the initial stages, with the 
gradual addition of ownership by an extended group 
of learners and staff members.

Selection of the design group was important. 
Cuddington Croft Primary School, for example, 
outlined the importance of selecting a cross-section of 
learners. Windrush Primary also identified their ‘adult 
helpers’, including parents of some of the children, as 
a useful resource, especially when it became necessary 
to identify where parents could offer their expertise 
from their own occupations. St Mildred’s Primary 
School commented, ‘It is amazing to be able to give 
children opportunities to develop this area of learning 
throughout their time with us, instead of those 
opportunities being squeezed out of the curriculum.’

A number of schools found questionnaires useful 
in this context. At Lordswood Girls’ School, learners 
designed a set of questions collecting a wide range 
of opinions and ideas on how best to design the 
space to appeal to learners and teachers alike. These 
questionnaires were also used to measure the change 
in opinions of the room as it developed into a smarter 
space.

Once new spaces had been commissioned, learners 
appreciated the space, as did their teachers. A number 
commented on how there was a level of comfort in 
the room, not just physical, but also from a mental 
wellbeing perspective. Windrush Primary School 
commented ‘observations by staff of the children 
participating in nurture groups and other team-
building activities have noted the children’s ability to 
utilise the space appropriately to meet their individual 
learning needs.’

Presenting a ‘homely’ space was another feature 
commented on by schools, created for example by 
including sofa, rugs and bean bags at Freebrough 
Academy. The addition of zones within the space 
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Increased creativity in using the space also seems 
to have a knock-on effect to other areas of the school. 
As St Mildred’s Primary Infants School noted, ‘It 
continues to support our children in that journey of 
discovering themselves and developing their learning 
skills and independence as learners.’

The nurture room at Windrush Primary School has 
also shown this transference of skills and dispositions 
more widely: ‘Staff and pupils have commented on 
kind words or a polite gesture by a member of the 
nurture group, which was out of character in the past.’ 
The same group showed significant improvements in 
reintegrating into their usual classroom environment, 
with one individual hitting his target of 80% in-class 
time within a very short time following improved 
understanding of personal responsibility for learning 
following his ‘burst of intervention’ in the new room. 
Individual features of the room such as the large 
display of hanging ‘bubbles’ and the writeable surfaces 
resulted in learners exclaiming, for example, ‘I love 
nurture, it’s safe’, ‘it’s like home’, ‘I think more in 
nurture’, ‘the thinking bubbles do help you think’ and 
‘you can write on the table!’

Nurture group has 
allowed children who 
thought they ‘couldn’t 

do it’ believe and know that they 
can do it. It helps them to realise 
the potential they have, which 
was difficult for them to see in a 
class of 30. It gives them the tools 
and strategies to cope in more 
challenging situations, and we 
have seen their confidence, self-
esteem and ability to grow.
Lucy Wheatley Deputy Head  
Teacher, Windrush Primary School.

debate with one of their design team, who felt strongly 
about changing seating in preference to bean bags – 
he argued that this would cause issues with focus and 
behaviour for his fellow learners. In his teacher’s words 
‘this was particularly impressive as he is someone who 
normally would relish a distraction from his learning. 
He demonstrated real maturity in this process.’

The variety of approach enabled by the new 
learning space was seen clearly, and associated with 
a corresponding reduction in behaviour sanctions, 
which led to raised aspirations at Central Foundation 
Girls’ School. Wellacre Academy saw an increase in 
learners’ commitment to the STEM club, with some 
talking about how they appreciated the space to ‘try 
new things out (in science)’ despite that not being 
timetabled in the room. The same school reported 
very successful use of the room by their local primary 
schools, with the intention of increasing their potential 
year 7 cohort. The school’s recently appointed STEM 
coordinator commented that the learners felt they had 
created a legacy that would live on, long after they left.

At Cuddington Croft Primary School, feelings 
of mutual respect and shared responsibility were 
reinforced through the smarter space, with learners 
more able to celebrate their successes and further 
promote the respect and trust they have for each other.

The effect on the type of learning going in the 
spaces has been significant. At Upton By Chester 
High School for example, a whole range of digital 
technology activity has taken place in the space, 
importantly supporting and deepening the learning 
across the whole curriculum. Having an existing ELF 
(e-learning facilitators) team made up of learners from 
KS3 has undoubtedly helped this, but the space itself 
has enabled them to deliver their first teacher iPad 
training in the newly commissioned room. Teachers 
here talk about C14 as ‘a fantastic space to work in’, 
while learners acknowledged their collaborative skills in 
applying augmented reality to learn about volcanoes, 
for example.

“
”
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5. Support activities by stimulating inputs.

6. Widen the possibilities for free initiative and 
support them with sound agreements.

7. Improve the quality of the relations among 
children and between children and teacher(s).

8. Introduce activities that help children to explore 
the world of behaviour, feelings and values.

9. Identify children with emotional problems and 
work out sustaining interventions.

10. Identify children with developmental needs 
and work out interventions that engender 
involvement.

As the school states: ‘When you consider many 
of these points they are exactly what we are trying 
to achieve in the smarter spaces project. This fits in 
perfectly with what we have tried to achieve in terms 
of our new space with its different areas and activities 
etc.’

The sense of ownership of the space, in particular 
by teachers who may use the room infrequently, was 
an important factor, with teachers needing to feel 
they could organise and reorganise the room to best 
suit the learners’ needs. Lordswood Girls’ School 
commented on teachers changing the layout of the 
room to promote the development and wellbeing of 
their particular class, with the subsequent bonus of 
supporting behavior management.

Promote personal development and 
wellbeing

The option of a ‘time-out’, a safe space for learners 
to just ‘be’ and ideally where the space enables 
appropriate intervention, was evident across most 
of the schools in the project. Freebrough Academy, 
which serves a challenging socio-economic area, found 
this particularly valuable. Simply having hot and cold 
drinks and food in the space, with a kettle and fridge, 
meant that learners who came into school in crisis 
in the morning could be accommodated and helped 
with their state of mind, attachment issues and in 
some cases, lack of sleep. Learners being able to make 
choices in the space is an integral aspect of the impact, 
even if this is just about where and on what they sit – 
whether this is a zoned area, a beanbag or an area just 
to ‘curl up’. 

The headteacher at Windrush Primary School is 
delighted with the result at the school: ‘I do not have 
constant knocks on my door anymore. I see happy 
faces and successful children, so we can celebrate 
when they visit me, instead of having to resolve 
conflict.’

St Mildred’s Primary Infants School has used the 
10 action points in the Leuven scales of wellbeing 
and involvement to highlight whether children feel at 
ease, act spontaneously, and show vitality and self-
confidence. The 10 action points of this study are:

1. Rearrange the classroom in appealing corners or 
areas.

2. Check the content of the areas and make them 
more challenging.

3. Introduce new and unconventional materials and 
activities.

4. Identify children’s interests and offer activities 
that meet these.
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Simplicity of design, enabling a high degree  
of adaptability along with depth of thinking such  
as solar tubes being incorporated at Cuddington  
Croft Primary School to improve wellbeing have  
all contributed to the incorporation of the new  
space into good practice already evident in the  
project schools. The space has extended this good 
practice, enabled greater diversity of approach and 
helped develop an ethos of increased responsibility  
in learners and teachers.

Help improve building function
As we have seen in other areas of this report,  

the space, albeit ‘different’ from other rooms, is  
quickly adopted as belonging to the school and its 
users. This seems to enable the adaptation and 
sustainability of the space, with many examples of 
these schools continuing to develop the use of the 
room and its contents. 

Accommodating different pedagogical approaches 
and a variety of learners and teachers, combined  
with an alignment to the vision and values of the 
schools in which they are placed, appear to be the  
key outcomes of this small-scale study in this area  
of building function. 
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Freebrough Academy
The rooms were used very infrequently, if at all at 

the start of the project.

From September 2017, usage had jumped to:

Room 33
• Counsellors – 2-3 hours per week

• Targeted Youth service – 4-5 hours per week

• PE Theory lessons – 2 hours per week

• Project based learning – 2 hours per week

• Attendance meetings, when needed

• Head Boy and Head Girl meetings, when needed

Room 34
• Pastoral Leader meetings, when needed

• Attendance meetings when needed

• Year 10 and 11 tests

• Counsellors - 2-3 hours per week

• Crest TYS meetings when needed

• Pride assemblies during tutor time

• PE Theory lessons 2 per week

• Project based learning 2 hours per week 

• Girls TYS 1 hour per week

Lordswood Girls’ School
The room in question was previously deemed a 

textile and design technology classroom and is now 
considered a multi-functional classroom following 
the project treatment.

Originally used for a single subject, the room usage 
has jumped to being used by a variety of teachers 

and subjects. It is used by nineteen teachers in total 
and 9 subjects and a review group. These subjects 
include maths, spanish, english, sociology, science, 
history, psychology, geography, citizenship and a sixth 
form Year 12 review group.

The pie chart below shows the range and diversity 
of subjects now taught in this room each period every 
two weeks.

Quantitative data
Although this research largely set out to collect qualitative data, from learners and teachers, there 

were some designs that were able to generate some useful quantitative data, to further demonstrate the 
impact of these redesigned learning spaces.

Psychology (2)

En
gl

ish
 (7

)

Science (1)

Sociology (5)

H
istory (1)

YR12 review
 G

roup (1)

Spanish (3)

Geography (3)

Maths (23)
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Wellacre Academy
The STEM room was redesigned as part of the 

smarter spaces project and usage increased not only 
for STEM subjects such as technology but by other 
subjects. Note also that this became the base for 
STEM club which also brought in local primary schools 
(10% usage) to experience the transition projects 
within STEM subjects.

Use before 
the STEM 

room

Use after the 
STEM room

Bookable space by 
Technology 20% 30%

Timetabled space 20% 40%

Weekly STEM base 0% 100%

Other 0% 10%

Upton By Chester

Before treatment teachers were asked:

How well does the classroom environment 
of C14 help your students to learn?

On a scale of 1-5, 1 being a great place to teach and 5 being a 
poor place to teach

1 2 3 4 5

0% 0% 22% 22% 56%

As you can see the majority of staff believe it is  
a poor place to learn.

How well does the classroom environment 
of C14 help you to teach?

On a scale of 1-5, 1 being a great place to teach and 5 being a 
poor place to teach

1 2 3 4 5

0% 0% 22% 22% 56%

As you can see the majority of staff believe it is  
a poor place to teach.

Asking teachers why the room was ‘underused’ the 
main reply was due to the condition of the room, 
the poor layout due to the position of the projector 
screen and white boards as well as the poor state of 
the equipment and furniture.
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Upton By Chester

We asked the staff:

What are the 5 most important things 
that need to change about C14?

Answer choices Responses

The lights 56%

The blinds 78%

The furniture 78%

The walls 22%

The carpet 78%

The white board 11%

The projector screen 22%

Storage/shelving 22%

The door 22%

The layout 89%

Other (please specify) 0%

Total respondents: 9

As you can see the layout of the room is of  
greatest concern. 

After treatment

How does the outcome measure against 
expectations? 

There has been a significant improvement.

A survey was carried out after the work was 
completed and the students had spent time in  
the room. 

The students were asked:

How well does the classroom environment 
of C14 help you to learn?

On a scale of 1-5, 1 being a great place to learn and 5 being a 
poor place to learn

1 2 3 4 5

29% 56% 13% 3% 0%

As you can see the majority of students see C14 as 
a great place to learn and some of the comments can 
be seen below:

• It’s colourful and calming. It is also equipped with 
useful technology.

• Because it is bright and colourful and it is very 
friendly colours.

• It’s different to a normal classroom.

• I love the class room and because I was one of the 
ones that designed it.

• Because it’s a nice environment and it’s like you 
are in your own little team! And you work better.

• I think this because it’s a great place to learn 
but maybe add a few more tables so it’s not too 
crowded on one table.

The two students who thought it was not a good 
place to learn gave the following reasons:

• The lighting isn’t very good and can be hard to see 
your work

• Not much space on the circle tables

These issues need to be addressed for the learning 
environment to be improved.
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Upton By Chester

We asked the students: How well does the 
classroom environment of C14 help your 
teacher to teach?

On a scale of 1-5, 1 being a great place to teach and 5 being a 
poor place to teach

1 2 3 4 5

53% 30% 12% 4% 1%

As you can see the majority of students thought 
C14 was a great place to teach and some of the 
comments can be seen below:

• They can use the technological resources easily 
and the whole class can see them. 

• Because it puts you in a happy mood. 

• Because it’s a good atmosphere. 

• It is a good open space to teach and it’s very 
bright. 

• It is a good open space to work and there is an 
interactive board and green screen. 

• The classroom is colourful. 

• The forest wall paper is useful when you are doing 
settlements and the Dulux paint that is a white 
board. 

• Because it’s nice and calm and bright. 

• Because it’s very green and bright so you can use 
green screen and that’s a good way of teaching. 

• Because when you walk into the classroom you 
feel that you’re in a different world of learning. 

• I think it a good place to teach because a nice 
clean classroom with very nice things in it like an 
Apple TV.

• Because if the environment is happy, it will make 
the teacher happier. 

• I think teachers would like to teach in here as it is 
a nicer environment to teach in. 

• Lots of different methods of teaching can be used 
in the classroom. 

• It relaxes you as you are in a new environment, 
enhancing the technological side of working. 

• As well as the students, the teachers now learn 
how to develop their technical skills on the iPads.

We also surveyed the staff and asked the 
following questions:

How well does the classroom environment 
of C14 help your students to learn?

On a scale of 1-5, 1 being a great place to learn and 5 being a 
poor place to learn

1 2 3 4 5

75% 0% 25% 0% 0%

As you can see the majority of staff see C14 as a 
great place to learn and some of the comments can 
be seen below:

• The atmosphere that has been created by the 
colour, wallpaper and furniture within the room.

• The lovely decoration of the trees make it a calm 
environment. The technology available feels like it 
is a 21st century classroom.

• Organised, great resources TV and Apple TV, 
immersive wallpaper.

• The one negative comment was:

• Not big enough. Green screen is great tool and 
classroom environment is pleasant.

The size of the room is not something we  
can change.
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Upton By Chester

We asked: 

How well does the classroom environment 
of C14 help you to teach?

On a scale of 1-5, 1 being a great place to learn and 5 being a 
poor place to learn

1 2 3 4 5

75% 0% 25% 0% 0%

As you can see the majority of staff see C14 as a 
great place to teach.

We asked the staff: 

What do you like about C14?

Answer choices Responses

The blinds 75%

The furniture 75%

The immersive wallpaper 100%

The white board 50%

The write on walls 75%

The projector screen 75%

Storage/shelving 50%

The layout 75%

The green screen 100%

Other (please specify) 25%

Total respondents: 4

The most positive response was for the immersive 
wallpaper and the green screen. All of the staff said 
that they would book the room again. 

Progress in achievement

Is there any data that can prove student 
learning improved?

There has been a 2% improvement in attendance  
in 2016/17. The classes taught in C14 since it has 
been redeveloped with an average of 92% compared 
with an average of 90%. The table below shows that 
Year 7 groups who use this room, highlighted in red, 
are making greater progress than those groups  
who do not. 

Name Total grades Average 
points

Target 
average 
points

Difference

7x/Gg4 JKE 31 2.45 2.03 0.42

7y/Gg4 JKE 25 2.24 2 0.24

7x/Gg5 JKE 17 1.76 1.59 0.17

7y/Gg5 JKE 11 1.91 1.82 0.09

7x/Gg2 JWA 33 3.03 2.97 0.06

7x/Gg3 MCA 29 2.83 2.79 0.04

7x/Gg1 JWA 33 3.33 3.33 0

7y/Gg1 MCA 30 3.3 3.3 0

7y/Gg2 MCA 30 3 3.03 -0.03

7y/Gg3 MCA 29 2.52 2.55 -0.03

Progress in personal development 
and wellbeing

Children with behavioural difficulties are taught 
within C14. At first they found the round tables a 
challenge because they were not always facing the 
teacher. However, we now have routines in place 
for this room so that they know when to reposition 
their chair to see the teacher. We have found that 
the green paint used in the room has had a calming 
effect, as has the immersive wallpaper. When we 
asked the students why the classroom helps them 
with their learning, we found that 54% of students 
felt that, the new colour scheme had a positive 
impact upon their learning, as opposed to 7% who 
found the décor distracting 10% of the students 
felt that there were not enough tables and feel too 
cramped, which is something that we need to address 
29% of students gave generalised positive comments 
about the room in general.
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The environment can be a powerful driver for 
cultural change in both teachers and learners, and 
can have a positive influence on learner progress. This 
cultural change takes time and needs to have people 
in school who can drive this change, be that learners 
or teachers, ideally both.

The involvement of learners and teachers in design 
of the space is crucial, but also in the implementation, 
measurement of impact and thinking through next 
steps. Throughout this project, learners showed time 
and time again that with the right guidance and 
support, they can tackle some of the more daunting 
hurdles such as financing, stakeholder viewpoints and 
co-construction of design ideas. 

Structures to support changes to the learning 
environment which are evidence led, such as Dulux 
Design Principles and the SSAT Lead Practitioner 
accreditation framework, are key to ensuring that all 
stakeholders take responsibility for and pride in the 
new ‘smarter space’. Smarter spaces that:

• positively influence teacher engagement with the 
learning environment

• positively influence learner engagement in 
both design and application of the learning 
environment

• positively impact on teaching and learning 
planning, delivery and progress.

More projects like this, across a diverse range 
of contexts, could bring together the inspiration, 
ideas and commitment to creating new and vibrant 
learning spaces that have a positive impact on 
teachers and learners. 

The quantitative data gathered during this 
project indicates usage of the room increasing more 
than tenfold in the case of Freebrough Academy. 
Importantly, we also see a huge increase in the 
teacher satisfaction survey, with Upton By Chester  
for example seeing a 58% increase in teachers 
approving the use of the redesigned space as a ‘great 
space to teach’. Just as relevant, if not more so, we 
see an 83% increase in students classing this as a 
good or great place to learn.

Some of the less expected outcomes include the 
smarter space being adopted across a more diverse 
range of subjects which, says much about the appeal 
of the new space to teachers and their practice.

Qualitative data abounds across all school 
reports, whether that is vulnerable children being 
re-integrated back into mainstream classes, the 
metacognition these children are exposed to about 
how they learn, and the impact all of this has on 
teacher planning and strategies employed in the 
classroom. All of these can be seen as a direct result 
of influence of Windrush Primary School’s smarter 
space.

A number of the schools report smarter spaces, 
lead to greater flexibility, enabling more diverse 
learning approaches, improved collaboration and a 
real sense of pride and belonging of the new spaces. 
These support the core purpose of schools, that of 
providing a rich and consistent learning experience to 
all learners and teachers.

Summary
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What’s next for schools? 
We hope that the nine learning spaces described here continue to develop and flourish, providing a valuable 

insight into what works in learning space design. For other schools, we hope they can learn from this project,  
not just in terms of the designs themselves, but also in the real gains to be made from including learners in  
the whole process. 

To support this, the SSAT Lead Practitioner Accreditation programme which recognises, celebrates and 
values those who lead themselves and others to positively impact on learning, and Dulux Smarter Spaces 
Design Principles provide the support and guidance to ensure effort is rewarded by improved outcomes, be that 
qualitative or quantitative, or indeed both. 

Further information
This project created a number of key documents for each of the 9 schools which are available to read at 
ssatuk.co.uk/smarter-spaces 

This includes

1. Design briefs, as put together by the students and teachers (before the Dulux designers visited but based 
on the information provided by SSAT and the Smarter Spaces Project training day)

2. Design and build feedback - reports and images from each school about the before and after of their 
redesigned spaces 

3. End of research project reports - summarising the findings of the research carried out by each school
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