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Good design is not something  
you can add on at a later stage. 
It needs to be there from the 
very outset.
Editors’ prEamblE: In this interview we hear about the role of the Office of the Government 
Architect. The interview captures some of the dilemmas and possibilities inherent in the recent 
methods adopted in Australia for the design and development of school buildings. The use of 
Public Private Partnerships, PPPs, to procure schools is relatively new to Australia. Using this 
method, a developer contracts with the government to supply and manage schools over a 
25-year period. The other initiative currently impacting on schools across Australia is the 
economic stimulus package announced by the federal government earlier this year. Called 
Building the Education Revolution or BER, this initiative has required each state to implement 
template designs to ensure ‘shovel ready’ projects are quickly developed as the government 
focuses on avoiding a recession by injecting funds into the economy.

intErviEw: August 11, 2009

Gl: Geoffrey London, Government Architect  
JC: Jennifer Calzini, Principal Policy Officer, Office of the Victorian Government Architect, 
Department of Premier and Cabinet.

TAKE 8  The Office of the Government Architect is just a few years old in Victoria.  
Can you please explain the role?

GL  There are several strands to the role. One is to provide leadership for government in 
terms of architectural design and to act as the voice for architecture. In doing that we 
take on an advisory role and an advocacy role. We help develop processes and we put 
out publications and develop policy. So that’s the role in broad terms. In supporting 
design excellence in schools we’re involved with an annual competition that rewards best 
design in the education department across a whole range of school types—the Minister’s 
School Design Awards. We sit on panels for the selection of architects or selection of PPP 
bids and Jennifer is involved with a range of education committees as a design advocate.

JC  The Building Futures group which is now finished was a steering committee I was 
involved on. We work with the Infrastructure Investment Advisory Committee that the 
department runs which meets monthly. We have partnered with the University of 
Melbourne on research programs like Smart Green Schools.

GL  It has to be said that the stimulus package process has altered the nature of the input we 
are able to give. When the process started I expressed concern about the threat of us 
losing a number of the initiatives, particularly in sustainability that had been introduced 
into school design. The person in charge of delivering the stimulus package in Victoria 
made a point of ensuring that I was briefed about the templates that had been 
developed here and I have earlier been made aware of the templates that came out of 
NSW. My view is that the templates that have been developed here are more flexible and 
more responsive to current educational needs. The templates in NSW had been in place 
for some time whereas ours have been developed only recently.
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TAKE 8  We need to talk about the Building the Education 
Revolution, BER, initiative but you’ve raised the 
issue of the buildings fitting with current 
educational methods. That relationship between 
the two would seem to be quite important. How 
can architects and educators work together so that 
architects understand what current thinking is in 
terms of pedagogy but that teachers understand 
the power of space to support learning?

GL I would have thought that the Council of Education 
Facility Planners International, CEFPI, provides a 
reasonable forum for that to occur. Its focus on design 
for education through conferences around the 
subject, research papers and general sharing of 
information is progressive and professional. There is a 
danger if a few education specialists hold all the 
information and decline to share, but that doesn’t 
seem to be happening. But the whole Public Private 
Partnership, PPP, process does threaten sharing of 
information. I imagine that the PPP bidders will 
develop proposals with their preferred architects and 
that competitive pressure may inhibit the desire to 
share in quite the same way. 

TAKE 8  You’ve raised two issues—one is the BER initiative 
and the other is the PPP process. I sense that you 
are saying that you have some reservations about 
both processes interrupting the potential for 
Victoria to provide good learning spaces?

GL The potential remains. If we understand what threats 
there may be to good design I think you can 
counteract them in the PPP process. For example you 
can ensure that the documents are well worded. 
Jennifer and another one of our staff members were 
involved with some of the early processes and there 
was a design review as part of the exercise. To get 
good architects doing the work, you’ve got to have 
the wording right and the expressions of interest right. 
You’ve got to cue those who are bidding, those who 
are putting the bids forward, that they are not going 
to be considered unless there is really good design 
that is totally in line with educational ambition.

JC And the bidders teamed up with educators. That 
happened in the PPP process for eleven new schools 
before the BER started. So I think these recent 
processes might have threatened innovative design if 
the right skills and understanding were not enlisted. 
The designs that resulted are progressive.

“There is a 
danger if  

a few 
education 

specialists 
hold all the 
information 
and decline 

to share.”
Geoffrey london
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TAKE 8 I had a little bit of involvement in the early stages of the South Australian PPP and 
the thing that excited me about the PPP’s potential was the possibility to think 
about the 25-year life of the building, to think of commercial uses as well as 
community uses of the schools, potential partnerships. The possible downside was 
that the confidentiality of the competitive process did not allow the users to work 
collaboratively with the designers during the design process.

GL Which is further exacerbated by the stimulus package where the capacity to work closely 
with the school community is seriously diminished. At the announcement of the BER, one 
of the first things the office did was to put out copies of a CABE document from the UK 
called The Cost of Bad Design. It’s one thing to argue the benefits of good design but for 
many that’s an article of faith whereas if you point to the hard evidence of cost 
implications of bad design decisions, people might sit up and take notice. And that’s one 
of the other useful things that the Council for Architecture and the Built Environment, 
CABE, is doing in attempting to produce evidence based research that demonstrates the 
quantifiable benefits of good design in education.

TAKE 8 But CABE’s research into their partnerships for schools process revealed that those 
partnerships didn’t necessarily mean that the designs were bad but they did tend to 
find an over-representation of the poorer schools within the partnerships process.

GL It’s possible to identify potential problems in any procurement process and I think the key 
is to understand what they are and to put in place barriers or hurdles that ensure that 
those potential problems don’t get realised; to put in place, in the process of selection, 
necessary components that will overcome those potential problems. This may include 
signalling the need for quality design in the EOI process and ensuring design reviews 
form part of the bid process

 We’ve all been around enough PPPs to understand where you can lose control of the 
design so you put in place new small elements or checkpoints into the processes—that 
deflect that potential for problems.

TAKE 8 We’re swapping between the PPPs and BER. They’re very different animals. And I’m 
hearing from you that you have a sense that you have actually been able to be quite 
proactive in the PPP processes that we’ve started doing here. 

GL Certainly Jennifer and Shelley were active. I came on board as the most recent and 
successful PPPs were being resolved.

JC We were able to review the bid design component at the expression of interest stage 
and make a recommendation and then we attended the four shortlisted teams’ 
presentations so yes, we did have some influence.

TAKE 8 My understanding is that the template designs that had been designed for the BER 
process were learnt from the PPP process.

JC They evolved out of the PPP process. The timing was right and I think there was an 
opportunity seen by the department to use the PPP work as a platform to take off with 
the BER work. That was advantageous. 

TAKE 8 Perhaps sometimes educators are blind to the potential of space. Perhaps there 
tends to be a spatial illiteracy that teachers have. 

GL  There is a general societal spatial illiteracy that is certainly not confined to educators.
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TAKE 8 Although recently, at least in some sectors, the community has started to 
understand the power of design. Marketing for housing, for example, is a notable 
area where I think developers use good design for its market appeal—not project 
housing necessarily—but certainly apartment buildings. Schools are symbolic of 
what our community thinks about education, so I guess a very basic question is 
does more money need to be spent on schools?

GL Jennifer and I were discussing this earlier and while more money committed to schools 
would be welcome, it’s not necessarily the answer to better designed schools. We need 
to get better designers involved. You can have two secondary education buildings built 
next door to each other, one has been designed really well by good designers with the 
same budgetary constraints and it’s infinitely better than the one next door. And the only 
real difference is the skill of the designer, the way they’ve worked in with the school 
community, the school principal’s input—it’s not necessarily the budget. That’s not to say 
we should not be spending more money. But a key factor is design skill.

TAKE 8 So choosing the best people for the project is crucial. 

JC We visited the Victorian College of the Arts secondary school and walking around the 
corridors afterwards I thought this is what a school should be like. How could we expect a 
school to be any different? This needed to be the norm. The corridors were not like 
corridors, they were spaces with seating, with places to meet and places to overlook. It 
was a fantastic facility. The students weren’t there but you could just imagine how they 
would use these spaces. Then you compare that to a traditional school and the corridors 
have lines of lockers and you think you could never go back to that. So it’s about what we 
expect schools to be and how we value the people in them and what they do in them. 
That’s the first thing. Then there are the designers who can achieve that and, of course, 
the money to support that as well.

TAKE 8 School designs do need to support and value the occupants but there are also other 
drivers. In the seventies policies were centred on social equity. By the nineties the 
drivers were more likely to be economic. What do you see as the forces driving the 
design of learning spaces currently?

JC I suppose the first thing that comes to mind is that we need to be able to do more than 
one thing at a time in a learning environment. So rather than have that single focus, task 
or teacher we now are able to really do many things at once and combine things, project 
based, and so that has implications for the kinds of spaces that we need to provide. It 
used to be that each student had a relationship with one single teacher. Now we are 
talking about students having access to more than one teacher with team-teaching 
experiences. That is having a huge influence on the way we are looking at learning 
spaces and how we expect people to learn.

TAKE 8 There is a different kind of architecture or spatial implications coming out of new 
knowledge about education. One of the things we have been observing through 
our research is that teachers and students have become so used to the classroom 
that it can be difficult to visualise working in different ways in different spaces. 
The new pedagogies have been around for a long time but it seems there is 
resistance to taking them on because it means total transformation of the way 
they’re working particularly in secondary schools. Often primary teachers work in 
groups and have a range of spaces but some secondary teachers are really 
struggling and when some of them get into the new spaces they try to change 
them back to what they’re used to. We do hear of teachers using bookcases and 
furniture to convert some new open-plan spaces back down into classrooms. Are 
we currently repeating the seventies and eighties?

JC I think that you had a question as well: “what comes first—the pedagogy or the 
architecture”. It is an interesting question because I’d like to say that architecture doesn’t 
necessarily precede the pedagogy but can offer opportunities. If teachers are presented 
with a new space, they may think, how can I use this? How will I teach in this?
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TAKE 8 Do architects or, indeed, the Office of the 
Government Architect then have a role and 
responsibility to support educators with new 
space, to help educate educators about the 
potential of the new spaces? 

JC I think architects have a role to communicate about 
space and what it can offer and I think architects might 
be willing to support educators if given an opportunity 
rather than wait for the educators to have it all figured 
out in terms of what they need. So that’s what it means 
about working together. It’s not really one or the other.

GL You do find that most architects would be only too 
happy to sit down and talk about the possible modes 
of use of spaces and design because you never really 
get the opportunity to translate all possible uses into 
a post-occupancy manual. You leave those open 
ended possibilities dormant in the space so it’s almost 
a post-occupancy architect evaluation that is needed 
rather than a user evaluation.

TAKE 8 I wonder whether there would an argument for 
processes to shift slightly where architects are 
perhaps working more proactively with the 
educators as the spaces are being furnished. It 
seems that the architects provide at times the 
shell and then the furnishing happens with some 
other package of money.

GL It would be a really interesting program to introduce 
to new schools after the space has been occupied for 
a while. The architects could come back and speak 
about the classrooms and say, for example, ‘What I 
was thinking about when I designed this space is that 
the sun is coming in here which means this and the 
door is in that corner to allow this to happen’ and 
explain the room.

 The idea of not just providing an instrument for 
education but allowing the architecture itself to 
educate is a potential that is probably not explored 
as well as it might be. You need someone to help you 
read it because it is a new language for most people.

“I think 
architects 
have a  
role to 
communicate 
about space 
and what  
it can 
offer.”
Jennifer Calzini

Victorian BER Schools Sample Template
Image: DEECD
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TAKE 8 We’ve been talking about a culture change as we 
shift from one kind of learning which is perhaps a 
more didactic form of teacher-led, classroom based 
learning into some other kind that you brought 
up—team based, project based learning. 
Information and computer technologies have had a 
big impact on that change. Research perhaps also 
has the potential to help inform both designers 
and educators about this field. You’ve been 
supporting research. Could you speak about what 
research would be of value in terms of long-term 
culture change, not necessarily just the research 
you’ve been supporting so far?

JC I think what you’ve just mentioned, Geoffrey, which is 
looking at post-occupancy use, looking at how 
buildings are used. That would be useful research. I 
like the work that is being done by Ken Woodman—a 
PhD student associated with the Smart Green Schools 
project. Ken is mapping what actually goes on in 
classrooms by drawing where people walk—so 
mapping how they use the space—and that is very 
useful analysis. That kind of research, seeing how 
things actually get used, and learning from that is 
interesting. Feeding this back to the teachers and 
asking teachers what they notice about movement 
and the lack of movement in this case by the students 
is very interesting. It could be that it’s perfectly fine 
that students are not moving because perhaps they 
are getting people to interact verbally for example. 
But it’s still interesting to see the pattern of movement. 

GL It’s also the extent to which you are able to test new 
school design propositions. To what extent are they 
able to be tested against the assumptions that are 
made in terms of what’s happening? I don’t know how 
familiar you are with the Pebble Project in the US. It’s 
to do with health care. There are probably a number 
of parallels. The Pebble Project comprises a group of 
healthcare advisers, architects, administrators, senior 
medicos who all joined together and are finding that 
good design leads to better therapeutic outcomes. 
They demonstrated this by providing a series of case 
studies documented with objective data—so it’s 
evidence-based material—much like what CABE does 
but with a higher level of detail. Placements of 
windows for views, fresh air as windows can be 
opened. Their argument is that, as a result of good 
quality design, you shorten patients’ stays in hospital, 
achieve higher retention of staff because they are 
working in an environment they take pride in and get 
pleasure from, an environment that is easy to find your 
way around so you don’t get lost in endless artificially 
lit corridors. All of these factors add up to substantial 
savings in the running of healthcare facilities. That is 
now well documented. It would be wonderful to do 
the equivalent for education—to demonstrate you are 
able to learn better in a well-designed environment. 

“That kind of 
research, 

seeing how 
things 

actually  
get used,  

and learning 
from that is 
interesting.”

Jennifer Calzini
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JC That’s something our office has found—we know that if you can get the quantitative 
research and link it to the dollars then you are going to have a pretty strong argument. 
It’s a tangible argument which is easy for people to see.

GL I think you can measure quality too. 

TAKE 8 The interviews that we’ve been doing for TAKE 8 have been mostly focused on 
work being done by architects and educators in Victoria. Do you see other states 
working in parallel to Victoria on similar issues or do you see major differences 
occurring in different states in terms of the design of learning spaces?

GL NSW has been working with templates for a longer time. It would be really interesting to 
see what that’s done to the learning processes there. CEFPI is very alive and well in 
Western Australia and there are some very good architectural practices there that do 
specialise in schools. I’ve been advised that more dollars are spent on educational 
facilities per student in WA.

JC I suppose the thing about templates is that templates by themselves might not 
necessarily be a bad thing. The quality of the template and its ability to be customised, 
appropriated and adapted by schools is the key thing.

GL I’d be really interested to see the extent to which this process which has been introduced 
by the stimulus package might actually become the dominant process in the department 
and I’d be interested to test the extent to which they thought there are advantages 
emerging and what might stick or remain in place after the stimulus package ends and 
what effect that might have on the educational process.

TAKE 8 It’s such an interesting time of flux in the design of schools particularly with the 
number of facilities that are being built so quickly under the BER initiative. It will be 
interesting to see what impact BER has on schools and whether educators see it as 
entirely positive or whether they have reservations.

GL Another big issue that emerges is timing and the incredibly short period of time for 
design. Whenever we’ve challenged issues around that, the response has been that the 
stimulus package is about jobs and the desire to get jobs happening on the ground as 
quickly as possibly.

TAKE 8 Are there key pieces of advice that you might give educators, designers, education 
bureaucrats or government working at this time?

GL I would reiterate a point we made earlier. Make sure that in all the documentation that 
goes out that you demand really good design outcomes. From day one when the first 
document goes out, you need to signal that design is the key element. This is an 
absolutely critical part of the selection process and without good design you won’t get 
selected as the winning bid. 

JC That is a really important point which is probably more general than just to do with 
learning spaces. It’s the advice from our office because what we have found is that the 
earlier you can set the right expectation the more chance you have of getting great 
meaningful space.

GL And equally if you don’t set those expectations from the beginning and the wrong 
people are appointed it’s almost impossible to fix it. Good design is not something you 
can add on at a later stage. It needs to be there from the very outset.


