
 
 

       
 

Thoughts About Involving Young Students in the Design Process 

 

“We have such exciting ideas for how to make the school really great, but it is in 

Uganda! They don't have electricity, running water, or many building materials! How 
are we going to design a building that's really special, and not make it bad just 

because they don't have these things?”  This thought was expressed by Miles, one of 

forty students in a public school in a major city in the US, all of whom were grappling 

with the Open Architecture Challenge to design a classroom in rural Uganda. This 
dynamic tension was one of the central themes that three architects, a landscape 

architect and a graphic designer explored with these students over a four-month 

period.  

 
The teachers and parents were enthusiastic about their children being engaged in the 

school design challenge. All concurred that the children were more excited than ever 

because they were involved in a “real world” project. They were highly motivated to 

delve into multiple layers of research about Ugandan history, geography and culture.  

 
The first day we worked with the students, they were already learning about the 

details of a typical day in the life of a rural Ugandan child. They were amazed that the 

children might work in the fields before going to school in the morning, and that they 

then might walk great distances (sometimes barefooted) just to get there. When our 
students saw images of the existing schools, they were pretty surprised. They were 

astounded that there were often 50 or more students in a classroom due to the 

shortage of teachers. They learned that the students in Uganda are often packed 

tightly into small spaces, with a chalkboard, lap boards, posters and permanent wall 
paintings, and that books are used in the classrooms only. Because education is so 

valued, it is important to the community to have a permanent, substantive school 

building that looks “smart”. We also learned that sometimes more than 250 people 

from the community come to the school to see music, dance and drama 
performances. 

 

All of this research drove the design of our architecture. Additionally, one of the 

deepest challenges was how to design and build utilizing the natural resources: sun, 

rain, wind and earth.  We spent many sessions studying permaculture and resource 
conservation, and how to integrate them with the principles of good school design. 

We also grappled with the constraints of geography, economics, and other material 

realities. One student observed that the existing schools in Uganda were situated in 

spectacular natural settings, but that they didn’t seem to make meaningful 



connections between indoor and outdoor space. “It seems to me that they should be 

using that outdoor space to learn and play more.”  

 
During the course of the design process, our students sometimes lapsed into thinking 

from a privileged, US-centric perspective as they entertained thoughts about video 

games, security systems and places for “parent drop off” areas. Even though the 

children are pretty young, the 2nd grade teacher decided that it was important for 
them to see the movie War Dance, about a group of children in a war-torn part of 

Uganda who participated in a national dance competition. This sensitized the children, 

and made them more profoundly aware of both the similarities they shared with the 

students, but also the radical differences in the material conditions of their lives. But 
for the most part it was an exciting challenge to grapple with these issues, respond to 

the  program and integrate issues of sustainability in the most profound and basic 

ways into our project. A summary of our approach, our curriculum, and our design 

solutions are detailed in the attached documents. 















ADAPTION OF CURRIKI DESIGN LESSONS PLAN 
 
Day one – Half day 
Lesson 1: AFH, OAN, ARCHITECTURE 
AND WHAT MAKES BUILDINGS 
SPECIAL 
 
 
We introduced Architecture for Humanity the Open 
Architecture Network Classroom Design Competition 
emphasizing the positive and influential role students will 
have in bettering classroom designs of the future. Their 
voices will be heard and their knowledge respected.  
 
We asked the children aged 8-12 years what they thought 
makes their school special and then explained why we 
chose to partner with them. 
 
To get the children thinking critically about their built 
environment we had some guiding questions: 
 

• What are some of your favourite buildings you have 
visited?  

• What did you like about them? 
• What things you like about your schools built 

environment? 
• What would you like to see more of? 
• In your eyes what makes a building beautiful? 
• What do you think would make it easier to learn in your 

classroom? 
• What would your dream classroom be like? 
• What would your dream classroom have in it?  

 
Activity: Group discussion and brainstorms 
 
 
Lesson 2: DRAWING PLANS AND YOUR 
DREAM CLASSROOM. 
 
From our brainstorm of the ideal classroom thinking about 
what this could possibly be like. 
We aimed to get students to understand the relationship 
between 2D representational drawings and the built form. 



As a group we measured the classroom to help give a 
sense of scale and together drew up a plan of the 
classroom including furniture and orientation towards 
North and the sea. 
Each student drew a plan of their dream classroom as an 
exercise for drawing, locating objects within the space and 
critical architectural thinking. 
 
• How does the classroom fit into the larger context of a 
school? Where are North and the Sea? 
Introduction of scale for those who wanted it try it out. We 
used 1:50 and 1:100 
 
Activity: Draw up a Plan of your dream classroom. 
Optional to scale. 
 
 
Homework assignment:  
 
We are inviting you, the children of Mulberry Grove School, 
to work together with us to design the classroom of the 
future for your school because teachers and students 
know what makes a classroom work. 
 
Our design should address the unique challenges your school 
faces in trying to provide smart, safe and sustainable learning 
spaces.  
 
On Wednesday 8th April we will be making models of classrooms 
using the ideas we come up with in our class activities on Tuesday 
and Wednesday. We would like you to try, if possible, and provide the 
materials for this exercise. We encourage the use of recycled 
materials and innovative thinking.  
See what you can find around home tonight. Some ideas we have 
thought of are: recycled card from box/cartons, plastic bottles, wood 
off-cuts, ice cream sticks, twigs, corrugated card, leaves, fabric, bark, 
clay, paper, cardboard, moss, flax, paper strips for paper-mache, wire 
and rocks. Pretty much anything to give inspiration and get you 
making and thinking about different building materials. We can add 
glue, paint, tape etc at school.  
 
Please bring your materials to school on Wednesday, and don’t forget 
your smile  
 
Kind Regards 
 
Your friendly Ambassadors for the Open Architecture 
Classroom Challenge 2009 
  



 
Day two – Whole day 
Lesson 3: SUSTAINABLE BUILDING 
  
The students had recently studied ‘Sustainability’ in class 
so we revised what they learned and put it into the context 
of building and the local context of Great Barrier Island.  
 

• What is sustainability about? 
• Why is it important? 
• Where does energy come from on GBI compared to the 

main land? 
• Where do building materials come from? Example of 

materials.. 
• What does my classroom design have to do with 

sustainability? 

• What is your own home made from and where does this 
come from and what is involved in getting or making it? 

• What materials or design features could keep me warm 
inside in winter and cool in summer? 

They now begin to critique their own classroom designs 
against these ideas. Specifying materials and energy 
efficient features in more details. 

We also encouraged the students to think outside the box 
and come up with materials or design features made from 
recycled resources. We brainstormed what local abundant 
materials could be used from GBI. 

Lesson 4: THE SUN 
  
A basic understanding of the sun’s seasonal and daily 
patterns is invaluable for environmentally friendly building.  
 

• Do you like natural daylight or the lights turned on in the 
classroom? Why do you think this is? 

• What can be the problem with sunlight in the classroom? 
Glare, temperature control. What could you do to minimize 
this? 

• The sun emits light but what else? How can we use the 



suns heat to our advantage? What does this have to do 
with sustainability? 

• What direction does the sun come from? Why dose 
this matter? 

Activity: Trace around students shadows with chalk 
on paving, recording time. Return every hour if it’s 
sunny. 

Activity: When the sun comes out put a range of items 
in the sun such as Brick, pillow, black and white. 
Return after an amount of sun exposure and feel the 
energy of the sun being absorbed. 

Return to their own design adding and changing and 
critiquing their own classroom designs against these 
ideas. Specifying materials and energy efficient features in 
more details. 

 

Lesson 5: MAKING A MODEL OF YOUR 
CLASSROOM 
 
 

In addition to the materials bought from home we held a 
scavenger hunt at school to find local materials. The 
students found items from the shore such as shells, sticks, 
seaweed, driftwood, rubbish, toitoi, stones and sand. They 
also found their school cardboard recycling bin and were 
able to use this for an easy modeling material. 

Activity: Draw a final plan up on provided cardboard. 
Build the walls and up and add the roof. Including 
features that are relevant to your design such as 
energy generation, materials, interior fit-out, windows 
for sun, and the beach. 

Take models outside and see how they interact with the 
sun when directed north and comparatively when not. 

Homework assignment: Finish model. 



Day three – Half day  

 
GRAND FINALE: PRESENTING DESIGNS 
TO THE MULBERRY GROVE SCHOOL 
ASSEMBLY REHEARSAL. 
We had 8 awards for eight kids to reward them for their 
individual strength, as they were all very different. 

Awards:  

- Best Interior fit out - Gaia 

- Best passive solar design - Jake 

- The most fun design  - Tyler 

- Best exterior landscaping and colour  - Oriana 

- Most architectural plan - Brin 

- Best use of sustainable materials - Abbey 

- Best structural concept - Ishtar 

- Best use of model materials - Phineas 

 
 

 
 



Open Arch it ectu re Network  C lassroom Compet i t ion –  Curr icu lum P lan 
 
Lesson 1:  Inst inct  & B ig  Ideas 
· Meet students and do introductions 
· Introduce competition & goals 
· Timeline for semester 

o 9 classes (one per week) 
o Sessions to include studying: materials, environmental factors, model building….. 
o Students to develop ideas in teams – work in groups of 3 
o The class is currently studying “The American West”, so each group will be assigned a 

different “Western” site/location 
o Students to present their designs at 9th and final class 
o Our office to take student designs and further them into one design to submit to 

competition 
· Slide Show – Show our firm’s work, images of where we find inspiration, images of the ‘big idea’ for 

each of our projects 
· Brainstorming – students group brainstorm on butcher paper about places that are positive & negative 

learning spaces (favorite space to learn in vs. least favorite space to learn in) 
· Homework: Each team (5 teams) researches different “Western Site” 

o Forest, Desert, Mountains, Plains, & Edge 
o Pick a medium to document w/ words, sketches, photos, film and give a 5 minute 

presentation at the next class.  Include information about climate, flora, fauna…..tell a 
story about your site 

 
Lesson 2:  Portab le/Mob i le /Nomad ic  Des ign 
· Students present climate/Western Site research 
· Slideshow about nomadic architecture/design – show 15 slides and each student is assigned one 

slide.  The student needs to answer the following questions:  
o Where is this building going? 
o How often does the structure move? 
o How does it move? 
o Is it weatherproof? 
o Is it durable? 
o In what way is this nomadic? 
o In what way is this portable? 
o Is there good natural light? 
o Can one person carry it? 
o Why is it important that it can move? 
o What economic status do the inhabitants have? 
o If the structure is not mobile, why is it considered nomadic? 

· Students to present their answers to the class 
· Homework: Each team to bring a “found object” to the next class 

o Object should relate to your site/climate 
o What story does your object tell? 

 
Lesson 3:  S ite and Env ironmental Ana lys is 



· Student groups present “Found Object” assignment to class 
· Solar Path-finder demonstration – take students outside and show them how the Solar Pathfinder 

works 
· Describe to students the path of Sun in winter (low in sky) vs. summer (high in sky) 
· ‘Sense of Scale’ in-class project: define classroom size 

o Students to work at 1/2” scale = 1’-0” and cut out tables and chairs to scale with 
construction paper and scissors (bring measuring tapes for students to measure sizes of 
actual objects) 

o Arrange construction paper tables and chairs into different learning arrangements or 
groupings for 20 students and 1 teacher.  Trace out the different options of 
arrangements before moving on to a new arrangement. 

o Pick your favorite arrangement and now draw walls to enclose that space – give enough 
room for circulation. 

o Measure size of designed room when you are done.  How big is your space?   
 
Lesson 4:  Sustainab le Bui ld ing  & Mater ia ls 
· Case Study presentation on mobile architecture – present Loblolly House by Kieran Timberlake 

o Discuss inspiration for building design 
o Off-site prefabricated pieces 
o Entire house assembled on-site in 6 weeks 
o Each piece of house has a barcode that can be scanned to identify what it is 
o House can be disassembled and moved elsewhere 

· Slideshow presentation of different materials that are specific to “5 Western Sites” : 
o Forest = wood, bamboo 
o Desert = rammed earth, earth bag construction, earth blocks 
o Mountain = stone 
o Plains = strawbale 
o Edge = thin-shell concrete 

· Discuss concept of: sustainable to build vs. sustainable to maintain 
· In-class project: Material Research  

o Each group to research materials for their building/site 
o Hand out a sheet of applicable websites to each group 

http://materia.nl/ 
http://transmaterial.net/index.php/about/ 
http://www.architectmagazine.com/content.asp?sectionID=1008&articleID=7
44548 
http://www.architectmagazine.com/content.asp?articleID=629500&sectionID
=1550 
http://www.architectmagazine.com/content.asp?articleID=646343&sectionID
=1550 
http://www.green2green.org/ 
http://www.oikos.com/ 
http://www.thegreenguide.com/ 
http://www.goodtobegreen.com/ 
http://www.greenbuildingpages.com/ 
http://www.resourceyard.org/ 
http://www.strawsticksandbricks.com/ 
http://www.thenaturalhome.com/ 
http://www.ferrocement.com/ 



o Bring a stack of books and magazines that students can flip through and flag materials 
they are interested in using 

o Students to present 3-5 materials that they found to the class 
 
Lesson 5:   Structure and Systems - Wa l l  Sect ion 
· In-class project: Build a wall section model 

o Assign a type of wall construction to each group: Stick frame, Masonry, SIPs, Strawbale, 
Curtain Wall 

o Present information about each type of construction/material to students 
o Give print-out of a drawing detail of each type of wall construction to each group 
o Students to build models at 1 ½” = 1’-0” scale 
o Models to represent a section of wall at least 8’ long and 8’ high 
o Each model should include one door and one window opening 

· As students work, ask them: How do other building systems fit into wall section?  Water, electricity, 
HVAC….. 

 
Lesson 6:  B ig  Idea development fo r Portab le Classroom Design 
· In-class project: In order to move forward with design ideas, have students answer the following 

questions with drawings and written descriptions: 
o What is your dream classroom?  How does this classroom relate to your climate? 
o If you were here for a week, what would you want to do here, and what would you need to 

do it? 
o If you were the teacher, what would you want the students to do/learn about at your 

site/climate area?  Create a lesson plan for the day.  What do the students do/learn and 
how?  What time of day does learning occur?   

o What is the #1 factor/element of your climate that your classroom needs to provide 
protection from?  How much protection is needed, and how will your classroom do this? 

o How is your classroom useful to learning about this place? 
o How does your found object relate to your classroom? 
o How often does the classroom move (how is it transported)?  How long do you need it to 

be at your site? Your structure needs to move a minimum of 100 miles by road, water, or 
air transport, and your structure needs to move a minimum of 500 feet by an alternate 
mode of transportation (human-power, bicycles, something non-mechanized?) 

o How does the size of your classroom change in its “fixed” state versus its “mobile” 
state? (Note, for highway transportation, loads can be a maximum of 12’ wide and 40’ 
long).  Note: your classroom in its “fixed” state needs to be a minimum of 15’ wide. 

o Tell us about how the classroom converts itself from its “mobile” state to its “fixed” 
state?  Motors, inflated, human-power? 

o How do you inhabit the classroom?  Do you sit in chairs, on the floor?  Do you have 
desks, group tables?  How is the furniture arranged? 

o Choose a shape for your classroom that is a good space to learn in.  Does the climate 
dictate the shape of the classroom? 

o Besides students and a teacher, what do you need in a classroom?  Blackboard? 
Computers?  Display space? 

o How tall is your classroom? 
o What shape is the ceiling/roof? 



o How does your building attach to the ground? 
o What do you want to stand on in your classroom?  What’s it relationship to the ground? 
o How do you go in and out of your classroom? 
o How do you let light into your classroom?  Where?  How often? 
o What pieces of your curriculum occur outdoors vs. indoors?  Do the outdoor portions of 

your curriculum use your classroom building from the outside in any fashion? 
o Your classroom needs to be able to exist in your climate in all 4 seasons (all year round).  

How does the classroom change between the seasons?   
o What types of materials do you want to utilize to make your classroom? 

 
Lesson 7:  Physical Model Bui ld ing  – Paper Model ing  
· Tutorial on building quick models by folding, cutting, and stapling paper 
· In-class project: Students to develop floor plan of their classroom and then to three-dimensionalize it 

by making a paper model.   
o Groups need to determine the dimensions of their classroom and how many students the 

space can hold. 
 
Lesson 8:  Physical Model Bui ld ing  and Final Draw ings 
· Tutorial on building models 
· Students to build models of their Portable Classroom designs at ¼” = 1’-0” scale using bass wood, 

cardboard, chip board, tracing paper, acetate……. 
· In addition to the model, each group needs to create a sheet of drawings/text that summarizes the 

group’s projects and process.  The sheet will include: 
o A floor plan drawing at ¼” scale (drawn with a straight edge), show furniture and 

windows and doorways, include labels as descriptions 
o An elevation/section/sketch type drawing of the front of your building 
o A sketch of a detail (one small piece of your building) 
o List your climate/location and any key factors (key elements, is your building sited 

a certain direction?) 
o Sum up your big idea in a sentence or two. 

 
Lesson 9:  Fina l Touches and Final Presentat ions  
· Students to finish models and drawings during first half of class 
· Review what each group should speak about during their presentations: 

o Describe your site and climate 
o List the key factors of your climate 
o Describe the big idea of your project 
o Walk the audience through your floor plan.  Where do you enter the building?  Where do 

you sit? Tell us about your space – are there windows…. 
o Tell the audience how your building is portable – how it moves 

· Students to pinup work and present 
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PROJECT TITLE: 
INCIDENT IN THOLOPOTAMION VILLAGE 
 
Our Design Curriculum 
 

Having “Curriki” was a great inspiration to our team since it provided the very basis for our 
own conceptual approach and design curriculum, adapted to the students of the 5th grade and 
our personal “needs”. We accomplished a frequent communication with the students through 
their teacher, which happens to be related to one of the team members and, thus, was an 
endless source of valuable information. One of the members of our team visited the school in 
person so as to have an impression first-hand and trace down important features and 
dimensions. 

In close cooperation with their teacher, we created a series of lessons-sessions where the 
children were initially provided with some general architectural knowledge (architect’s role, 
building materials being used, construction methods etc). They sat in with their teacher for 
several days, studied the material we suggested, made some important observations on the 
information given and their experience of the current classroom and eventually dedicated time to 
work on expressing their own ideas, as well as craft work.  

 
More analytically, the lessons were organized in 5 general sessions with the students, 

taking place during the regular school hours. Surprisingly, there were also “pleasant” 
interventions-suggestions for additional discussion topics and ways of presentation by the 
school ‘team’, which was welcomed by the architects: 
 

1. Introducing Architecture 
Acquaintance of students with simple architecture terminology. Explanation of the role of the 
architect. What is design? Architectural terminology (scale, units, etc). Is their current classroom 
“designed”, architecturally studied? What are the reasons? Some “free” discussion on designing 
the school classroom “of tomorrow”. The students’ opinions.  
The second part of the session included “field work” in the courtyard, where the students had to 
locate their classroom in the topographic site, provided “in sketch” by the architects. 
(documentation of fieldwork is provided by the architects). 
 

2. ‘Simple’ building materials acquaintance 
The teacher presents a construction detail of the wall section in “sketch”. Class discussion 
follows on the material use. Explanation of what construction failure is. (Documentation of 
original design shown is provided by the architects). 
 

3. Think of your favorite classroom 
The teacher presented the questions below in an ‘open’ discussion: 
“Think of your favorite place for studying. What place is comfortable and inspiring? Is it 
grandpa’s village house? Is it a favorite room at home? The kitchen? Is it outside in the 
courtyard? Is it “underneath the stars”? On the contrary, what is a difficult place for you to 
learn?” 
In the end of the open discussion, the teacher archives the answers in a text list, including 
positive and negative qualities. The list is eventually given back to the architects for feedback. 
(documentation of the list is provided by the architects). 
At the same time, the students were also presented pictures of contemporary school 
architecture examples and a short discussion followed with the teacher. 
 

4. Draw your favorite classroom 
The students are asked to draw their ‘favorite classroom. It was clear that the pictures shown in 
the previous session was an inspiration to them! Based on their drawings, the architects acquire 
a pretty good impression of what a child, at this age, looks for in his classroom space. Issues of 
intimacy, privacy, team-gathering, even color aesthetics, have amazingly appeared: more 
surfaces for artwork exhibition, ceiling and non vertical surfaces both serving as the alternative 
place for hanging artwork, “unusual” places for the traditional blackboard and the teacher’s desk, 
sitting ‘organic sculptures’, red carpets that give a ‘cozy’, home-like atmosphere to the inside, 
are some of the students ‘suggestions’ to the architects. Now, the tough work is to please 
them… 
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5. Make your favorite classroom (our favorite session) 
For the last session, we provided the students with their classroom developed in grey 

cardboard elevations and plan (scale 1:100) so that they actually ‘make’, with their own collages 
and models, their “ideal space”. They imagined it with plentiful vibrant colors, ‘unconventional’ 
roof openings and shelter-sitting places, using a variety of representational materials ranging 
from simple paper and cardboard to green cloth and gelatin, bringing out in this way their own 
architectural (amazing if we might say) aspirations…what a lovely surprise! (photos of their work 
were taken by their teacher and are provided by the architects).  
 

6.   Grande Finale! 
Students and teacher gather all of their precedent original work (notes, drawings, 

paintings, as well as photos of the models) and submit them to the architects. With the teacher’s 
help a short talk about impressions and conclusions follows. What we like and, ultimately, what 
we want to change, how to draw attention to the architects, what they shouldn’t neglect, what to 
include in the subsequent design intervention, etc. 

During these sessions, the students’ creativity and enthusiasm triggered off our working 
process, as their observations and work has been gradually incorporated in the design 
‘requests’. We strongly believe that, in return, this ‘cooperation’ enabled them to somehow 
identify with their classroom space and added to the educational experience. Who knows, one of 
them might become the architect of tomorrow! 
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