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Introduction:  
The Language of School Design engages the reader by looking at the intersection of architecture and education and provides a useful framework to apply to design of learning spaces.  Nair and Fielding acknowledge the disconnect that exists between learning principles and the actual design of school facilities and attempt to overcome this roadblock by creating a design vocabulary based on twenty-five specific patterns that define best practice in the field of learning spaces.  The twenty-five patterns are viewed as a beginning of a comprehensive vocabulary that can be used to design healthy and functional learning environments.  Nair and Fielding recognize that most school design tends to look at spaces linearly by designing spaces for a specific activity.  This approach ignores the research about the different realms of human experience – spatial, psychological, physiological and behavioral.  Nair and Fielding will ultimately measure their impact as school planners and designers by their ability to enrich all four realms of human experience.  In the end, they hope that learning spaces are created as poetry in design form – to be understood at many different levels and go beyond the meaning of the individual components.
In an effort communicate the need to balance the different realms of experience within school planning and design, Nair and Fielding sort the twenty-five patterns into the following categories: parts of the whole, special quality, brain-based, high performance, community connected, and higher order.  Nair and Fielding define parts of the whole as specific functional areas of a school such as classrooms, labs, performance space, eating areas, etc.  Spatial quality refers to quality of a given space such as transparency, vistas, soft seating, and flexible space.  The brain-based pattern type refers to spaces that stimulate the brain such as campfire space, cave space, and space designed for multiple intelligences.  High performance characterizes the patterns that enable the efficient operation of a building and provide a healthy, safe, cheerful environment such as day-lighting, natural ventilation, and sustainable elements.  The community connected category is based on evidence that connections to the local community enrich the education experience.  Finally, Nair and Fielding characterize patterns as higher order when they address how an entire school works as a whole.  By looking at multiple dimensions of learning, The Language of School Design helps explain how space impacts learning and provides tools to talk about and analyze school design.

The Language of School Design is targeted to all individuals involved in the planning, design and construction of learning spaces and K-12 schools in particular.  The book is not scientifically based but instead draws upon the experience of the authors as school planners and the experience of school designers from over 20 countries.  That said it is relevant to anyone studying the field of learning space design.  The book’s well organized and thought provoking format provides the reader with a practical tool with which to analyze learning spaces – both formal and informal.  Only time will tell if this new “language” will help transform this space and enable learning research to become aligned with best practice.  Furthermore, Nair and Fielding acknowledge that this book is only the beginning and that the language of school design should evolve over time.  For example, this language does not address how facilities help or hurt learning goals and how the physical design of a school affects the social aspects of a school community.  Nair and Fielding hope to address these and other issues in their next edition of The Language of School Design.
Analysis of Nair and Fielding’s 25 Patterns:  

The vast majority of The Language of Learning Space Design is dedicated to exploring the twenty-five design patterns that define Nair and Fielding’s language of learning space design.  I will review five of these design patterns, one from each of the five pattern types.

Design pattern #1 is classrooms, learning studios, advisories and small learning communities.  This ranking is understandable given that classrooms represent the most visible symbol of an educational philosophy.  This is also a highly complex pattern because it must encompass the numerous learning modalities (i.e. independent study, team work, lectures, research, presentations, etc.).  Nair and Fielding’s provides context by explaining the evolution from the Ford (or factory) model to learning studios and learning suites to the small learning community model to the advisory model.  This evolution is based on brain-based research that has shown learning is holistic and multi-faceted.  If the output of the education process in the United States is to spark creativity and innovation, then schools must support this goal.  Nair and Fielding show that this new paradigm of K-12 education will not be easily reconciled with the old model but their claim that the classroom is obsolete is unrealistic.  They are much more convincing when they argue that the move towards small learning communities and the learning street are advantageous because these models break down the scale of a school and provide a sense of community within large schools.  Nevertheless, Nair and Fielding neglect to explain how this will enhance learning and promote creativity and innovation.  The same holds true or the description of the advisory model.  That said Nair and Fielding provide useful case studies of schools which have chosen to implement these different models.

Design pattern #14 – flexible spaces – focuses on how flexible spaces can address different kind of learning modalities and therefore improve spatial quality.  This chapter fell short of my expectations given the current focus on flexibility in designing learning spaces.  My two take-aways from the chapter were: (1) the difficulty in creating multi-functional spaces in practice and (2) the idea that flexibility should be focused in the classrooms because this is where students spend most of their time.  Nair and Fielding neglect to mention that flexibility can be built into the design such that cost effective modifications can be made to the learning environment as technology and learning methods evolve.  It is quite short sided to think that the small learning communities or the advisory model will be the future of K-12 education and that learning methods will not evolve over time.  As we continue to recognize and understand the importance of a multi-faceted approach to education, learning spaces must have the flexibility to adapt and incorporate this knowledge.

The chapter on design pattern #18 – design for multiple intelligences – was particularly enlightening.  Nair and Fielding use Gardner’s definition of multiple intelligences which includes: linguistic, logical/mathematical, musical, kinesthetic, spatial, naturalist, interpersonal, and intrapersonal.  They explain how a balanced educational program will enable students to improve upon their “favored” intelligences and also explore other intelligences.  Nair and Fielding claim that interesting and exciting learning environments accommodated multiple intelligences.  While certain design spaces can accommodate more intelligences than others (i.e. entrance, amphitheater, etc) designing from a multiple intelligence (or MI) perspective may have the ability to improve the learning for all students.  Nair and Fielding reference no research in this area and also fall short in explaining how specific spaces can address specific intelligences.  That said this is an interesting topic that warrants further study.

 Nair and Fielding claim that day-lighting – design pattern #19 – is the element that is has the greatest impact on the quality of learning at a high performance school.  This is based on the belief that daylight has a direct effect on our psychological well-being.  An added benefit of day-lighting is that it can reduce the energy load on buildings.  Nair and Fielding also address how day-lighting must be regulated through shading devices and/or landscaping.  While the book provides no insight into the research behind the importance of day-lighting, it is arguably an essential component of learning space design due to its impact on how people learn.


  Design pattern #23 – local signature – recognizes that all schools have something special and unique about them and that the architecture of a school should highlight this uniqueness.  Nair and Fielding state that a local signature can be defined by the architecture of the school itself or by free-standing sculpture or artwork.  While I agree that a local signature is important to build a sense of community within a school, it would be interesting to know Nair and Fielding’s justification for a local signature.  The failure to address this significance forces the reader to make assumptions that may deviate from research in this field.

Design pattern #25 – bringing it all together –looks at the overall design process and how the individual components of a school are integrated to form a school and how this school fits into the larger community.  Nair and Fielding claim that a design charrette, where all key stakeholders come together to work on the school design, is the ideal way to incorporate the design patterns discussed in The Language of School Design.  While this seems like an ideal way to orchestrate school design, Nair and Fielding do not address the conflict that arises from having so many stakeholders and how to incorporate their opinions in an efficient manner.  In practice, a design that involves all the key stakeholders must develop overtime and therefore a single design charrette seems idealistic and oversimplified.  

Conclusion:

Despite the shortcomings of The Language of School Design discussed above, I am hopeful that it represents a step forward in the field of learning space design.  Ideally it will provide individuals involved in the planning, design and construction of learning spaces with a useful language to discuss learning space design.  Only time will tell if Nair and Fielding’s new language will help transform this space and enable learning research to become aligned with best practice.  
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