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2 School design in Africa 

The background 

 
 
 

 
Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the key issues that influence school planning and 
design in sub-Saharan Africa. These include: climate, religion, post-colonial 
nationalist development policies, socio-economic needs and the opportunity 
costs of education in relation to local economic realities. A detailed analysis 
is undertaken of each of these issues and their influence on the development 
of school planning and design programmes in Africa. This chapter examines 
specifically the effects of these issues on post-colonial Anglophone countries 
which is the main focus of this book. 

African Schools have had a long, historical established presence in towns 
and villages across the continent, however the factors that have influenced 
their design and development have been unique. Those that have had the 
most influence on schools provision, design and planning can broadly be 
examined under the following themes: 

 
• environmental 
• socio-political 
• economic 

 
There are other issues which have had an influence on African school design 
and planning that could be examined; however’ the three factors identified here  
are considered the most critical for the purposes of this volume, as evidenced 
by earlier findings from research work undertaken into the history of school 
design in Africa.1 These three factors are relevant to schools across Africa, in 
Lusophone and Francophone states, and not solely the Anglophone countries 
which are the book’s main focus. The school examples discussed in this chap- 
ter attempt to reflect the universality of these themes in African schools across 
the continent and further afield in emerging countries throughout the world. 

 
Environment 

Strictly speaking, education or learning can take place in any environment 
where classrooms or teaching – learning spaces – can be placed. However, 
to achieve the optimal environment for learning, aside from good teachers 
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and adequate textbooks and learning materials, the characteristics of the 
classroom are equally important. 

The climatological factors affecting the built environment of schools are 
of specific relevance to all classrooms. Africa’s continental mass has nearly 
the entire range of sub-tundra climate types.2 The continent’s geography 
also means much of its land mass is in the tropical zone, and therefore the 
majority of built spaces have to respond to the environmental comfort needs 
of warm to hot climate through appropriate passive, or non-mechanically 
assisted, building design. 

Historically, vernacular buildings were designed with climate responsive- 
ness incorporated in to their form.3 Contemporary tropical buildings, includ- 
ing classrooms designed for affluent schools, often incorporate mechanical 
cooling devices ranging from electric fans to air conditioning systems to 
provide environmental comfort. This is both expensive due to the energy 
costs involved with running mechanical systems such as air conditioning, 
and often difficult to maintain as power cuts for long periods regularly occur 
across Africa.4 

 
School design history 

Christian missionaries were responsible for building the first significant num- 
ber of schools in Africa. This was because their proselytisation involved 
not only church building, but also the setting up of schools and health care 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Etching of Early Girls’ School in Lagos 

In Echeruo M. Victorian Lagos 
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facilities to improve the livelihoods of their converts and residents in the 
communities in which they were based. The missionary builders involved 
in constructing this infrastructure, particularly the school buildings, soon 
evolved standard classroom designs which complemented the earlier mission 

church designs. The formwork for these buildings was designed to be pre- 
fabricated so they could be easily shipped out to missions across the world.5 

These became design primers for school construction across the main 
regions of mission comprising Africa and Asia, and also the Caribbean archi- 
pelago. There are historic missionary diaries which give details of the siting, 
construction and organisational design of their mission classrooms.6 Initially, 
the first classrooms were placed on the ground floor or as part of the mission- 
ary domestic residence. With time, the school became a separate building, 
integral to the mission ‘compound’, often simply called ‘the mission’.7 By 

the late 19th century, indigenous church communities and missions became 
established in Africa. This led to the establishment of building workshops 
and the training of indigenous builders, carpenters and joiners who were 
able to use local materials to build the next generation of missionary schools. 

 
Environmental design of schools 

The most intense period during which Western education was spread across 
Africa, through the efforts of both missionary and colonial parties, was from 
the early to mid-20th century. Developing the design of school buildings 
to meet with adequate construction and thermal comfort standards thus 
became an early focus for British colonial environmental design research 
bodies, who developed school design guidelines, discussed later in the chap- 
ter, for use in the colonies, particularly in the tropics including Africa. 

A key reason for this was because in that era, schooling involved rote 
based teaching and was entirely classroom based in delivery. School learn- 
ing focused on the acquisition of skills often referred to as the ‘three Rs’: 
reading, writing and arithmetic. Furthermore, schooling was introduced as 
a regular Monday–Friday activity, which was not affected by other cultural 
practices such as traditional festivals or other activities which children might 
be engaged in such as subsistence farming. 

This was in contrast to the experiential traditional learning systems for 
female and male initiation ceremonies discussed in Chapter 1 in which the 
cultural schooling or learning involved an engagement with activities within 
the community and outside the specific initiation ‘houses’. Western education 
was located in the classroom. It was therefore difficult to adapt existing tra- 
ditional built forms to respond to the specific functional requirements of the 
Western educational classroom. The use of traditional shelter and space in the 
tropics responds to a lifestyle in which rooms and other indoor spaces are used 
predominantly for storage and sleeping. Most traditional daytime activities 
did, and still do, take place outdoors. Missionary school design had preceded 
the development of government school design standards. 
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Schools such as St Gregory’s College Lagos (f. 1928) show the height of 
missionary design. The historic original buildings were built on elevated 
footings featured large wooden louvred windows and ventilated hipped roofs 
to allow for cross-ventilation below, through and above the main spaces. 
The orientation of most large windowed classrooms at right angles to the 
prevailing southeast trade winds also allows for maximum airflow across 
the room, and thus optimal thermal comfort for students. The generous 
verandah allow for adequate shading to classroom walls, whilst the size of 
the windows ensured that there was adequate daylight for working with- 
out artificial lighting during the day. The school shows a combination of 
local and international materials use in construction. The tropical hardwood 
for the main structure would have been locally sourced; however, the cast 
iron veranda details suggest these were likely to have been imported from 
Glasgow.8

 

Government schools built in British colonies furthered this attention to 
environment. The coastal schools, such as Kings College, Lagos (f. 1909) and 
Achimota College, Ghana (f. 1924), demonstrate the attention to climate in 
orientation and design. The same is true of the colonial government-built 
colleges in northern parts of West Africa. These include Wusasa College 
(f. 1929) in Northern Nigeria where the significant distance from the coast 
and lack of trained Western builders presumably contributed to the colonial 
government’s decision to have the college constructed in local ‘tubali’ sta- 
bilised earth. 

 

Figure 2.2 St Gregory’s College Lagos, Nigeria 

Author’s own image 
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Figure 2.3 College, Nigeria 

Author’s own image 

 

 
Colonial school design guidelines which determined school building across 

the colonies were based on British classroom requirements, and on a British 
school timetable. This meant that the design of the tropical school had to 
accommodate African pupils being in school from the morning to the hottest 
part of the day.9 The ‘standard’ classroom design which evolved would have 
benefited from the guidance available from the aforementioned missionary 
design primers and also early colonial planning guidance which was based 
on early research studies from the schools of tropical medicine and hygiene 
in London and Liverpool. 

By the end of WW2, with the development of research studies into human 
response to the tropical climate that had been initially focused on sailors 
involved in the merchant navy war effort, building science and environmen- 
tal became a techno-scientific discipline in its own right. Thermal comfort 
was introduced as a concept which could be physically measured and quanti- 
fied using equations related to temperature humidity and human response. 
Also, daylighting could be measured which meant that adequate light levels 
for tasks such as reading could now be recommended. 

These new environmental science measurements had a direct effect on 
school design in the post-WW2 era and were incorporated into design guid- 
ance for schools housing and other social facilities being built in British 
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colonies through to the post-independence era.10 It is likely that African 
schools built in the postwar period benefited from design guidance which 
had been developed via the Colonial and then Overseas Building Service sec- 
tion of the Building Research Establishment, Garston, England.11 The schools 
may also have had design advice from researchers working on the influence 
of tropical climate on buildings and comfort in laboratories attached to the 
London School of Tropical Hygiene and Medicine (LSTM), later in collabo- 
ration with the Architectural Association (AA) Tropical Studies Unit and 
eventually the AA Tropical School in London.12

 

Thus schools such as Barewa College (f. 1921), Zaria13 and also the post- 
independence built ‘Unity’ School, Federal Government College, Sokoto,14 

(f. 1968) both located in northern Nigeria, had these new design guidelines 
incorporated in their design. The two schools demonstrate environmental 
design principles for optimum siting, thermal comfort and daylighting in the 
dry arid northern region of West Africa where they are located. 

The schools are of concrete block construction with asbestos concrete 
roofing and their classrooms have been designed around courtyards to allow 
for the cooling effected by air movement into shaded internal courtyard 
spaces open to the elements. The school designs have been adapted from the 
typical vernacular architecture found in this climatic region.15 Furthermore, 
classroom windows are set at high level to avoid direct glare which is essen- 
tial for comfortable reading and studying conditions in this dry, arid region. 
The control of the windows also reduces the penetration of sandy ‘harmat- 
tan’ air during the dry season into these classrooms. 

Environmental design principles for tropical schools also incorporated 
the adoption of landscape principles such as the positioning and utilisation 
of trees and other plants in respect to building orientation. These principles 
were developed as guidelines which encouraged architects and planners to 
incorporate selected vegetation, comprising both trees and plants in their 
planning with respect to building orientation and window positioning espe- 
cially. Good landscaping and building position increased the possibilities for 
natural ventilation in warm climates, and used in combination with court- 
yard design elements in drier climates could improve night time cooling. 
Glare and overheating could also be reduced with judicious planting of spe- 
cific plant species near school classrooms.16

 

 

Other educational facilities 

Libraries and institutions with an extramural educational remit were also 
designed to take into account the new environmental design guidelines. The 
architects Max Fry and Jane Drew demonstrated early on in their West Afri- 
can career their commitment to tropical design for wider community and 
educational purposes than solely schools. Initially this was communicated in 

 
 
 
 
 

their 1940s design primer, Tropical Housing for the Tropics (1947).17 Later on  
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as they became involved in the national school design programmes in Ghana, 
the educational outreach remit spread to include libraries, technical colleges, 
colleges of arts science, and technology in anglophone West Africa. Arguably 
this culminated in the masterplan and design of key buildings for the Univer- 
sity of Ibadan, Nigeria including the much acclaimed University Library.18

 

The American architect Max Bond’s Bolgatanga library (1966) also pro- 
vided a unique culture- and context-specific response in its design. The 
building successfully provided both the library and a space for other cultural- 
educational needs of this semi-rural community in this dry arid climatic 
region of Northern Ghana.19 James Cubitt’s Umuahia Regional Library 
(1964) was in contrast designed as a response to its warm humid tropical 
location in southeastern Nigeria. 

The library’s location and orientation ensured that the resultant design 
ensured that all reading rooms had the maximum effect of natural cross- 
ventilation by the extensive use of floor-to-ceiling louvres positioned at adja- 
cent walls in all public areas. Sustainability issues were also considered, as 
a sculpted water tank storage system was designed to ensure water could 
be stored for use by the library as a backup supply source to the unreliable 
pipe-borne water system in the town.20

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4 Umuahia Regional Library, Nigeria 

Author’s own image 
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School design guides: the Overseas Building Notes, 
UNESCO school design guides and school standards 

The influence of the environment as a factor in school design in Africa can 
be seen then to have been an important consideration to school planners and 
builders. Guidelines and advice for school design had been codified since the 
missionary involvement in the design of churches and their associated ‘mis- 
sions’ across Africa. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, missionary schools – which formed the majority 
of schools in Africa until the 1950s – were largely designed and constructed 
by missionary staff with building skills with the help of local mission-taught 
converts who had acquired sufficient carpentry and construction skills to 
enable them work on missionary building projects. The initial schools that 
were established in the early 18th century were often built as ‘ad hoc’ struc- 
tures to missionary residences where basic tuition, in addition to specific 
religious instruction in catechism, for example, took place.21

 

The regulation and inspection of these schools was initially the responsi- 
bility of the missions whose home countries provided much of the funding, 
personnel and initial infrastructure for these pioneer educational institutions.  
This continued up until the setting up of education inspectorates as part of 
the colonial administration established in the British protectorates in Nige- 
ria, the Gold Coast, Kenya and also in the South African provinces. 

The colonial education departments employed school inspectors whose job 
it was to ensure that not only appropriate standards of educational perfor- 
mance were met, but also that the school buildings were properly designed 
and maintained to colonial tropical school building standards, which was 
a condition of being eligible for grant aid. This was effectively a method by 
which the colonial government would support the running costs and devel- 
opment of non-government-established schools in colonies across the world 
through ‘grants in aid’, via the Colonial Development and Welfare Fund.22

 

The colonial office involved in funding the development of social infra- 
structure such as housing and schools in the tropics further worked with the 
colonial welfare office to develop a set of design guides. These were initially 
written as design notes, which superseded earlier publications such as Fry 
and Drew’s aforementioned Village Design in the Tropics (1947). 

The colonial government’s memos sent to the colonies on design were  
further developed into official building notes and guides as tropical building 
research became an established discipline located within the Government- 
run Building Research Establishment (BRE) in Garston, England.23 These 
guides and notes influenced the development the United Nations Educational 
Social and Economic and Cultural Organisation’s (UNESCO) international 
school design guides, as members of the schools research team at the BRE 
and the Architectural Association (AA) Tropical School collaborated with 
the UNESCO school planning team. The UNESCO guidelines were produced 
from the 1960s up until the early 1980s. These guidelines are now discussed. 
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Colonial – Overseas Building Notes: By the postwar years, environmen- 

tal science, aided by tropical research studies carried out during WW2 and 
onwards, improved design knowledge related to building in the tropics sig- 
nificantly.24 The Colonial Office at the time was able to share this knowledge 
with its officers involved in the Public Works Departments in colonies across 
Africa and elsewhere through its publication of a series of building design 
guides called the Colonial Building Notes. As the colonies attained inde- 
pendence, the Colonial Building Notes were renamed the Overseas Building 
Notes but performed the same function.25 A number of these publications 
did specifically suggest school building design guidelines, which formed the 
basis for both government schools and also as guidelines for missionary and 
non-government-run schools in Africa. This remained the case up until the 
development of national school guidelines, which were also influenced by 
the UNESCO school guidelines.26

 

UNESCO School Guidelines: At the end of WW2, the formation of 

UNESCO as a wing of the United Nations not only ensured the promotion 
of education and social development, but also through its education wing set 
up a school buildings programme with offices in Asia, Africa and headquar- 
ters in Paris.27 The building research programmes had offices set up in each 
continent and were involved in both encouraging new research and funding 
new school design, and also setting continental-regional guidelines for school 
design. These offices had research work into various aspects of school design, 
from school siting to furniture design undertaken by a range of architects 
from the UK and the USA mainly, but also with a number of European 
architects from countries such as France, and in the case of Palumbo, from 
Italy.28 The resulting UNESCO school design guidelines were used by inter- 
national school design consultants such the UK’s RMJM, which worked in 
association with the Nigerian firm Ekwueme and Associates on the National 
‘Model School building Programme’ in post-independence Nigeria.29 The 
guidelines used for these schools were eventually incorporated as interna- 
tional (UNESCO) standards into National School Design Standards across 
much of Africa, and are still form the basis for school design standards for 
schools in Anglophone Africa including Nigeria and Ghana.30

 

 
Other environmental design guides 

In pre-1994 South Africa, the government-funded Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research (CSIR) research organisation published its own guidelines 
which also referred to the UNESCO school design standards and provided 
design advice for environmental comfort, focusing on issues such as ventilation 
in schools. These guidelines, although based on empirical scientific research 
findings, also incorporated apartheid rhetoric to justify different thermal com- 
fort standards for white and ‘bantu’ (black) schools in the 1960s.31

 

The CSIR’s research informed the development of ‘standards and norms’ 
for all of South Africa’s racially segregated schools. These remained in place 
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until the dismantling of the apartheid national school building programme in 
the 1980s. From that decade onwards, the increased involvement of NGOs 
and corporate charities such as the Urban Foundation in the funding, design 
and provision of schools in cities such as Port Elizabeth ensured that the 
apartheid-influenced school design guidelines of the past were replaced by 
contemporary design thinking and ideas for schools. Since the full disman- 
tling of national rule and move to democracy in 1994, South Africa has 
created a new education act which also incorporates a more contemporary 
set of school design standards and norms, whose implementation will be 
discussed in the next chapter.32

 

In the international arena in the 1970s and 1980s, the environmental 
design advice given in Koenigsberger et al.’s (1973) Manual of Tropical 
Design and in Baker’s later (1987).  Passive and Low Energy design for 
Tropical Island Cli- mates – whilst not specifically focused on school design – 

provided relevant criteria for design decisions for different tropical 
environments. Both books have had international popularity, particularly 
the Manual of Tropical Design which has been translated into a number of 
languages. This is likely to have been due to the links of the authors such as 
Otto Koenigsberger to tropical design via the AA school and his 
international consultancy work. A decade later Baker’s book, a result of a 
project undertaken at the Commonwealth Secretariat on environmental 
design in the tropical island climates, and his subsequent work with the 
Martin Centre at the University of Cambridge, particularly with respect to 
lighting research, helped popularise his book and international work on 
passive energy approaches to design.33

 

Since the 1990s, a number of tropical design guides have also emerged 
in Australia and Southeast Asia. However, their focus has been on private 
domestic and commercial buildings and not on public institutional infra- 
structure such as schools.34 There have, however, been a number of voluntary 
sector and aid organisations that have in effect promoted their international 
approach and guidelines to designing schools in rural areas of the tropics, 
and particularly Africa. These include the US-based architecture teams MASS 
design and UrbanLab, the Glasgow-based Orkidstudio and the reincarnation 
of the UK-based charity the International Technology Development Group 
(ITDG) as Practical Action.35

 

On the African continent, South Africa’s post-apartheid schools, built 
from 1995 onwards, have benefited from the most comprehensive set of 
school regulations and guidelines that have been drawn up and come about 
as a result of the full reorganisation of its now nationally integrated educa- 
tion system. Spearheaded by the South African research body the CSIR, these 
guidelines provide a clear break with South Africa’s segregated educational 
past.36 The 1995 school design guidance takes into account pedagogy, costs, 
local involvement and environmental responses. The administrative make 
up of South Africa means that the country’s different provinces are given 
the latitude to interpret and respond to the guidance in relation to their 
educational priorities. 
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Figure 2.5 Vukani School, Khayelitsha, Western Cape, South Africa 

Author’s own image 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This has led to the design of post-1994 schools in some administrative provinces such 
as in the Western Cape, having a lighter regulatory touch. In the Western Cape, 
architects such as Albertyn Wessels, Joe Noero, Groenwaald Preller, Wolf and 
associates, are given the freedom to interpret the school design conceptually keeping 
within the spatial and function guidelines as set out. This contrasts significantly from 
the past government’s apartheid-determined school design standards that specified 
specific school and classroom designs for the differ- ent racially categorised schools 
across South Africa.37 Contemporary South African schools designed by the 
aforementioned architects and others have been successful in projecting the 
differences and original approaches that have been developed by the creation of a 
direct working relationship with both the provincial educational departments and 
also importantly the com- munities in which the new schools are built.38

 

 
Economic and socio-political factors 

In building construction terms, classrooms remain one of the most economi- 
cal structures to design as they essentially comprise four walls, windows, a 
roof and a ceiling. This core design versatility has meant that the physical 
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costs of school structures are not high. With the establishment of formal 
Western education via the missionary groups in Africa, the mission school 
was initially attached to the church or clergyman’s quarters, prior to con- 
struction as a separate unit. 

The costs of construction were usually affordable, as the basic build meant 
that local craftsmen were easily trained to carry this out and in rural areas 
local materials, such as mud block for walls and thatch for roofing, could 
be adapted for use in schools construction. Thus, compared to recurring the 
costs of employing school staff and tutors, the school and classroom were 
relatively inexpensive. 

From the post-WW2 period in the late 1940s onwards, the use of concrete 
blocks and various forms of metal sheet roofing further reduced the time 
costs of construction and improved the permanency of schools as compared 
to traditional thatch and mud; schools made from ‘modern’ materials lasted 
longer as they required less maintenance and were easier to build with less 
skilled local labour. 

In this period also, the construction of most basic primary schools was 
undertaken by colonial education departments, financed by the aforemen- 
tioned Colonial Development and Welfare Fund. In the southern parts of 
Ghana and Nigeria in West Africa, schools were also being funded and built 
by enterprising local community groups, often in association with local mis- 
sionary denominations. This was at a time that coincided with the reduction 
of direct missionary involvement with educational provision in this region.39 

Thus in Eastern and Western Nigeria, for example, a number of commu- 
nities were involved in building schools which were adopted by local mis- 
sionary groups to become primary and, in some cases, secondary schools.40 

This meant that up until Nigeria’s independence, community constructed 
schools which had been handed over to religious missions could then avail 
themselves of same grant-aid funding to enable the employment of the right 
quota of staff required to teach the schools, in exchange for being subjected 

to annual review by the colony’s educational inspectorate. 
Today, as the typical design of classrooms across Africa has remained 

essentially unchanged, the basic construction costs of most primary and sec- 
ondary schools have remained relatively low at (62,200 Ksh/m2).41 However, 
in rural areas and informal settlements in cities, schools are often located in 
hard-to-reach locations, which makes their connection to basic infrastruc- 
ture such as pipe-borne water, sanitation, power and reliable access roads 
difficult or impossible to achieve. This has the knock-on effect of increasing 
the real cost of school provision as the add on infrastructure costs signifi- 
cantly increase school provision costs in these areas.42 Similarly, overcrowded 
informal settlements that have closer access to areas of economic activity in 
cities, despite having good service connections to electricity and water, have 
the problem of land acquisition for schools, because of prime urban land 
costs in Africa as elsewhere globally. This again has an effect on real school 
classroom costs in urban areas. 
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Future school costs 

The design of future African schools is likely to respond to the emerging 
international educational landscape. This global focus is moving more 
towards universal access of all learners to open online learning systems and 
on digital connectivity, rather than on building more of the traditional brick- 
and-mortar school classrooms. As the costs of technology fall and ‘know 
how’ becomes more open source, future school design costs are set to remain 
affordable as the traditional modes of learning are set aside for more fluid 
and less classroom dependent pedagogies. Learning spaces, as today’s class- 

rooms are now called, are being designed to be flexible places in which differ- 
ent modes of contemporary learning: peer-to-peer, online and collaborative 
learning events can take place.43

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The ‘opportunity costs’ and other non-economic 
costs of school design 

The opportunity costs, as opposed to the financial costs, of education and 
school design can be extremely high. In traditional African societies, the 
displacement of local knowledge systems and processes by the mission – 
including the church, the school house and other social infrastructure such 
as hospitals and agricultural demonstration farms – had lasting disrupting 
effects on all aspects of local life. Old traditions were changed forever as the 
receivers of ‘book education’ became more important than village elders, 
and the new Christian religion replaced traditional religion in communities 
across Africa. 

Education and its main apparatus the school thus was a total societal dis- 
rupter in much of Africa. Societies and villages which did not embrace the 
school and its new ways of thought quickly lost their status and relevance in 
the new order. As Achebe’s trilogy on Eastern Nigeria records, the ultimate 
cost of not doing this could have tragic consequences, with the eponymous 
hero Okafor paying the ultimate price for not being able to cope with his 
son running away to join the new missionary converts.44

 

As stated earlier, by the early 1950s governments, missions and enlight- 
ened communities in parts of East and West Africa were rapidly contributing 
to the building of schools as the need and benefits of a Western education 
for local children and youths was understood as being a critical resource for 
entry into the modern, capitalist world. In some West African communities, 
rivalries were rife over which home town associations were able to build 
local schools first in their villages.45

 

During this era, well publicised government backed universal education 
schemes, which involved the construction of numbers of primary schools 
across the southern part of Nigeria, were also in place.46 The Gold Coast 
(later to become Ghana) also in this period (1951 and 1961) had its First 
and Second National School Buildings Programmes.47
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The school buildings in these universal education programmes acquired 
political symbolism as they proved the commitment of the then colonial 
government to contributing to the educational welfare of its colonies. 

In contrast at this same period in South Africa, the imposition of the race- 
based ‘apartheid’ education system in Nationalist South Africa, from 1948 
onwards, arguably had the opposite effects.48 The Nationalist government’s 
‘apartheid’ school building policy, involving different construction programmes 
for the country’s differently identified racial groupings, was implemented to 
justify its ‘separate but equal’ education of all South African students.49 The 
1976 ‘Soweto’ uprising, and the increase in civil resistance which subsequently  
followed, demonstrated the failure of this school policy socio-politically. 
Schools were often both the sites and targets for the violent protests which 
broke out in townships in opposition to the imposition of the ‘apartheid’ edu- 
cation policies as the Soweto and subsequent events demonstrated. 

 
Global education policies 

By the 1960s, when most of Africa had attained, or was in the process of 
attaining, self-rule, the International Development Agency (IDA) – a wing of 
the World Bank set up to provide direct funding aid and assistance for global 
development projects – was able to fund development assistance for the con- 
struction of schools across Africa in association with UNESCO. Aside from 
the financial assistance, via loans and technical know-how, the international 
political imperative has been to lift countries out of poverty by investing in 
more schools and school infrastructure, increasing teacher education, and 
overall improving enrollment, particularly at primary level education.50

 

Unfortunately, the global economic turmoil in the 1970s, culminating in 
the oil crisis, led to the collapse of many African state economies. Also, a 
spate of political coups d’etat had crushing effects on African countries. At 
the international level also, the fluid financial deals that had been available 
from the post-colonial era of the 1950s and 1960s dried up as World Bank 
lending was less favourable to African and other emerging nations than the 
former IDA loans and bilateral agreements with countries had been. 

International moves led by UNESCO and other organisations towards 
attaining universal primary education for all globally also stalled by the 
1970s. A series of international policies and conferences related to this had 
taken place since the 1960s, as discussed in Chapter 1. The main outcome of 
these conferences had been the call for universal enrolment in basic educa- 
tion across this world. To achieve this, the various conference declarations 
pushed for the increase in school enrolment of children and the eradication 
of illiteracy, especially amongst females and excluded groups.51

 

By the late 1970s, with funding for UNESCO being severely diminished 
with the pulling out of the organisation for political reasons by the USA, the 
World Bank became the main instigator and funder of these global policy 
programmes.52
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These policies, from the late 1970s onwards, worked in conjunction with 
the World Bank’s education projects and reports. The 1980s reports sup- 
ported a self-help ‘sweat equity’ approach to physical school building, with 
more investment being made in the funding of better teacher education and 
equipment for schools than for school building. This move towards de-link- 
ing state or institutional provision of schools and their infrastructure was 
further strengthened with the neo liberalist policies gaining popularity glob- 
ally from the mid-1980s onwards. Private provision of education was sup- 
ported, which resulted in a mixed economy of educational provision, with 
the state, formalised private providers such as churches and private groups, 
small and large, being able to set up and offer education.53

 

State education systems generally remain (fee) free, in this case fees are not paid but 
parents have to pay for textbooks, school uniforms and other items for their 
children's schooling, so the absence of fees does not mean that education is actually 
'free' but are often under- funded and consequently limited in classroom capacity. 
‘Free’ also has to be qualified: books, equipment and school uniforms are often not 
free, and other costs including school building fund payments are not unusual, partic- 
ularly for well-regarded high-status state schools in countries such as Nigeria and post-
1994 South Africa. 

Well-financed private schools in Africa do not disguise their upfront costs, 
and have become popular for Africa’s growing middle classes since their 
introduction in the 1990s. Religious and third sector organisations, such 
as the Aga Khan Foundation and the Catholic Church, have also become 
education providers, or re-entered the education market in the case of reli- 
gious groups particularly. Although many such organisations are able to 
offer some philanthropic scholarships for the poor and needy, most children 
in attendance are fee-paying.54 There is often limited provision of scholar- 
ships for poorer academically able students, but in reality, few poor students 
have had the education preparation to pass the selective entrance exams for 
these elite schools. 

Facilities at private schools can vary widely. Generally, as might be 
expected, the higher the fee paid, the better the facilities and teaching deliv- 
ered to students. At the extreme end of the private spectrum are the schools 
run in residential homes in informal settlements across Africa. These schools 
are often cheaper in terms of actual fees or levies paid than local free gov- 
ernment schools. However they can offer a more bespoke form of tuition to 
pupils, due to the relatively lower class sizes, and also a more quantifiable fee 
cost, than state schools which often levy other ‘costs’ on parents for school 
provision that some poorer parents cannot afford.55 In some cases also, this 
form of basic private educational provision may have better outcomes in 
respect to academic pass rates than poorly supported state provision.56

 

 
Contemporary schools 

African schools today bear a strong resemblance in their operation and 
design particularly to those built in the early 20th century. Unlike Latin 
America and some parts of Southeast Asia, school and classroom design have 
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shown no radical changes in their provision for most students. Education 
programmes in continental Africa have not undergone the transformations 
of mass education programmes found elsewhere such as in Latin America or 
post-WW2 Eastern Europe. 

In Tanzania, Nyerere’s Ujaama Schools in the 1960s and 1970s attempted 
to challenge the inherited Western–Christian missionary-fashioned education 
system in Tanzania with their focus on mass ‘education for self-reliance’ 
through local learning and the promotion of the village school model. The 
Ujaama programme came to an end with the collapse of the Tanzanian econ- 
omy in the 1980s and the country subsequently adopting World Bank reform 
measures and moving towards the prevailing African neoliberal Western 
education model. This has led to a mixed approach to educational provision, 
with private and state actors involved in the provision of education and with 
this the design of schools within a less regulatory environment. 

Decades later in South Africa, the post-apartheid 1994 South African 
National Education Policy sought to fundamentally change and democra- 
tise the racially segregated education system that the National Party had put 
in place.57 The country’s education system is now non-racialized; however, 
arguably there is now instead an economic class divide to school provision 
and classroom design. The poor, who are predominantly black, have the 
worst access to good schooling and classrooms built since 1994 in townships 
and poorer areas are less likely to have benefited from new school design 
concepts focusing on child-centred learning and schools as community 
assets. Thus, despite progress made in some provinces such as Cape Town, 
most South African schools have not benefited from progressive 21st cen- 
tury school design. Furthermore, the national education curriculum has had 
limited transformation from the historic Western exam-based curriculums 
in place in the early 20th century. This has meant schools have remained 
designed to both symbolise and sustain the symbolism of the traditional 
historic school building and their classrooms, the elite schools in the country 
being good examples of how this remains perpetuated. 

In West Africa similarly, the West African Examinations curriculum 
designed in the 1950s, despite having considerable African-sourced con- 
tent, was modelled on the Cambridge Certificate examinations system, and 
focused on academic subjects required to be studied for university entrance 
examinations. Today’s WAEC examination curriculum has more technical 
and vocational subjects, but the elite schools which students most want to 
attend retain the traditional curriculum. These schools are also designed and 
maintained to emulate the English public school and associated traditional 
classroom designs that they symbolise. 

The nature of school design norms and standards have remained relatively 
unchanged across most of Africa. In Nigeria for example, the current school 
design standards owe their creation from the IDA-UNESCO school design 
programme and technical assistance era in the 1960s. Also in Ghana, the 
standards developed during the first and second national school building 
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programmes in the 1950s, augmented further by schools guidelines used to 
develop school buildings in the new towns of Tema and Akosombo in the 
1960s, form the basis of school design standards and norms in Ghana, and 
have also had little change. The post-Jomtien Conference ‘Education for All’ 
Declaration basic education programmes adopted across the world including 
Africa, despite increasing school and classroom building programmes, did 
not alter the design of these schools. 

The new methods of delivering mass education via computer-based dis- 
tance learning schemes, as found in India and some other parts of Southeast 
Asia, become popular at basic education level have also yet to take root in 
Africa.58 The rapid changes in education engagement brought about over the 
past decade with the miniaturisation of computing and the ubiquity of online 
access, however, is likely to change this.59

 

One notable change that has taken place has been the introduction of 
school feeding programmes at kindergarten and early primary school levels 
in many countries. This has been as a direct result of UNESCO and national 
education policies in many African countries seeking to respond to the 1995 
United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDG) which focused not 
only on the need to have all children access a basic education, but also 
the need to improve maternal health and with it child welfare up to early 

 
 

 

Figure 2.6 School Feeding Programme, Kontonkoshie, Ghana 
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(pre-school) years.60 This is because it was proved by evidence-based research 
that school feeding programmes are particularly effective in improving not 
only maternal and child health care, but also educational attainment for 
children.61

 

 

Future schools 

African school classroom of the future will still be required to deliver the 
same fundamental educational experience for their users. Education and 
knowledge systems, however, are likely to depend less on traditional text- 
book study and teacher-directed learning, as interactive online systems make 
remote learning more possible for much of the continent. Learning spaces, 

as future classrooms are being called, will exist but may begin to inhabit 
non-traditional spaces, libraries and other communal places instead of dedi- 
cated classrooms. Also, as learning becomes less teacher-focused, and shifts 
towards peer-to-peer and remote learning formats, the design of the tradi- 
tional classroom is set to become redundant. 

This may take some time, considering the vastness of the African continent 
and the remote regions to which education has yet to make inroads since the 
last century’s numerous international drives discussed in Chapter 1. How- 
ever, considering the speed of penetration of the mobile phone and GSM, 
Global System for Mobile networks, now the standard digital standard for 
mobile telephony that enable its functionability across the world.   
Networks in Africa, the main conveyor of the new ‘e-learning’ systems, tim- 
escales may be much faster than envisioned. There are already a number of 
trial e-learning projects taking place across Africa, and information commu- 
nications technology systems from the one laptop per child projects to new 
e-learning systems that already exist, but they form only a small although 
growing segment of Africa’s school landscape. This leap from the historic 
classroom ‘chalk and talk’ setting to a more distributed learning approach 
will eventually happen. When it does it will represent a transformational step 
in classroom design and educational history in Africa. 

 
Summary 

This chapter has investigated the three key themes – environment, socio- 
economic issues and policies – which have had the most influence on school 
design and its development in Africa. It concludes that Africa – despite its 
schools having benefited from the actions of positive players and philanthro- 
pists from the early missionaries and benign colonial governments through 
to local community development unions and progressive international edu- 
cation policies, promoting and funding school building to enable universal 
access to basic education – remains the continent which has been least able 
to meet with the international targets of education enrolment set by the UN 
in its SDGs, which have now become MDGS. 

The new Sustainable Development Goal target in relation to education 
does shift the goalposts for access to basic education targets in Africa, relying 
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less on enrollment figures in schools and more on longer-term access to basic 
education by a wider range of the population than just school-age children. 
It remains, however, by no means certain that African states can deliver on 
this target in the SDG timeframe. This is particularly uncertain as the schools 
being built do not respond to the wider remit of basic education and lifelong 
learning in their continued use of the 1950s–1960s-developed traditional 
school design standards and norms. 

As discussed, despite the continent’s centuries-long engagement with 
Western education, the challenges remain that the first missionary pioneers 
encountered as they set up the first schools in the 19th century such as inac- 
cessibility to rural areas and lack of basic infrastructure such as communica- 
tions, sanitation, and power. Possibly the most critical challenge, as it was 
then, is local hostility to ‘Western’ education, remain the same, if not worse, 
in areas such as parts of northeastern Nigeria controlled by the Islamist 
group Boko Haram today.62

 

Further contemporary challenges now include access to new ‘e-learning’ 
technologies and also the teachers and administrative set up to engage with 
these potentially critical learning tools for the future. The design of future 
classrooms or learning spaces that allow for the successful engagement with 
these technologies might make a major difference in the future that might 
help overcome some, if not all, of the hindrances in educational delivery 
today. 

For urban Africa, which is projected to increasingly be the birthplace of 
most of Africa’s 21st century youth,63 this is likely to make access to a good 
education considerably easy. How this will work out in parts of remote, 
rural Africa is less certain, despite many anecdotal case studies suggesting 
its potential.64 There will be no doubt a reckoning and assessment of these 
as we move to the middle of the 21st century. What is clear is that as these 
technologies change learning globally, Africa will not be left out. The con- 
tinent should – it is hoped – therefore gain from this new diffusion of edu- 
cational practice, and the effect this will have on the design of traditional 
school infrastructure that has been synonymous with the African education 
narrative since the mid-19th century. 

It may be that there will be more liberal, pragmatic education policies pro- 
moted by the international agencies such as UNESCO. These policies might 
allow for a more mixed approach to education infrastructure and delivery, 
via a variety of private and state providers.65 For school infrastructure this 
might be a positive move, as research for this chapter has found that the 
national regulatory school design standards and norms guidelines, which are 
typical of most African state education systems, remain based on UNESCO 
and colonial design guidelines of the 1950s and 1960s. 

These international guidelines might be seen to restrict the design and 
delivery of more child-student-centred classroom designs by non-traditional 
government school building providers. However, this might not be the case. 
The example cited of the adoption advisory guidelines for standards and 
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norms adopted successfully by architects and designers involved in the design 
of post-1994 schools in the Western Cape Province in South Africa being a 
case in point. 

Producing appropriate relaxed guidelines for designing spaces for digital 
learning is likely to prove equally challenging. This will be discussed in later 
chapters. It is, however, clear that few state schools have been able to benefit 
from classrooms that respond to the spatial needs of laptop-focused collab- 
orative learning in the classroom. 

Environmentally also, African school design has benefited from sustained 
historic research and development of demonstration school plans, taking 
into account the specific environmental factors related to building design in 
the tropics. African schools have already benefited from design guidelines 
which largely incorporated the research undertaken by UNESCO, the Archi- 
tectural Association Tropical Design School and other early environmental 
design pioneers, whose work was incorporated in the UNESCO international 
school design guidelines. 

Environmental conditions in schools can now be recorded using data log- 
gers and sensor recordings, and used to successfully simulate and predict 
different environmental conditions in schools. This technology is already in 
use in the modelling of school classrooms internationally. These findings are 
already being incorporated into developing school design guidelines in in 
tropical regions including Australia and Singapore. These findings are also 
being incorporated by architects and designers in South African schools, and 
by the international design teams such as MASS Design, Orkidstudio and 
others involved in school building projects in Africa. 

At a socio-political level also, both governments and the parental com- 
munity are aware of the need to engage with education and the power of 
new technologies in future development. There remain communities which 
for cultural or religious reasons remain resistant to educational uptake on 
gender, religion or for other reasons, but the overwhelming majority are 
aware of the economic and social benefits of their offspring acquiring basic 
education. 

There does, however, remain the need to incorporate the new design 
knowledge related to school provision in areas of e-learning to environmen- 
tal sustainability with the historic themes related to community building and 
development which are central to the success of school buildings in Africa 
at urban and rural level. Currently e-learning and sustainability issues are 
viewed and considered separate from the objective of most Africa policymak- 
ers, whose focus remains the building more classrooms to the now historic 
traditional UNESCO guidelines regulation format. The community link to 
the school is often limited, except where explicitly encouraged as in the post- 
1994 South African school design guidelines. 

It is hoped that a more negotiated approach to the target-driven global 
education standards and a better understanding of the need to engage com- 
munities in the school design process from inception to post-occupancy use 
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will help with this. The new SDGs, therefore, have the challenge to ‘nudge’ 
the actors involved in school design, from policymakers to the local com- 
munity into becoming part of the process. 

Whatever the case, there is likely to be a change in future African school 
design and its provision, from this historical overview of relative stasis, and 
limited gradual transformation over time, to the rapid technological devel- 
opments from the late 20th century to the present day. Optimistically, the 
globalising nature and spread of new media and digital technologies in learn- 
ing should, if not allow Africa to ‘leapfrog’ its educational infrastructure to 
Western standards, at least significantly improve childhood learning environ- 
ments across the continent. 
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